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When his best friend’s little sister is too untamed for her own good, how can Hunter resist taking matters into his own hands?

Following an op that ended the lives of several Navy SEALs in Hunter’s squadron, he’s struggling with survivor’s guilt. After a brother-in-arms invites him to a Montana ranch to help protect and serve in another way, Hunter is eager for the change. What he wasn’t prepared for was finding a different kind of enemy—the sister of his dead best friend, who is also the owner’s daughter.

Hunter is willing to keep intruders off the land. He’s even willing to help investigate the whereabouts of a missing ranch hand. But surviving Ivy might be more difficult than any secret mission.

As tensions escalate between Hunter and Ivy, dangers on the ranch do too. Military strategy, he’s comfortable with—his growing feelings for Ivy are another story. Her taunts get under his skin, pushing Hunter’s dominant tendencies to a whole new level of darkness.

If you're a fan of Elle James, Susan Stoker and Anna Hackett, you will devour The Bad Boy Ranch!

1-CLICK this Military Cowboy Romance today and see if Hunter can show this pampered princess how the world really works. A spanking will have her toeing the line…and curling her toes.
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Chapter One

Ivy thanked the food vendor in the French accent she’d spent months perfecting and accepted her favorite sausage wrapped in a crepe. The rich scent of spices wafted from the food as she brought it to her lips.

She inwardly groaned at the first bite. No amount of home cooking back in Montana could top good French street food. Or any food in Europe, for that matter. In the more than half a year that she’d been wandering the continent, she learned all the best spots.

Moving down the cobbled street to the light throb of French pop music coming from a local shop, she ate her food and drank in her surroundings.

As she passed a stall selling beautiful flowers, the vendor plucked one from a metal pail and held it out for her.

She laughed and shook her head, telling him she had no place to put a flower to keep it alive.

He stepped up to her, dark eyes glinting with a smile. He stuck it in his teeth, making her laugh again. Then he broke off the stem and reached for her.

Ivy stilled, the food in her hand forgotten. As he tucked the pink bloom behind her ear, she wasn’t afraid. During her time in France, she’d learned which people were safe and which ones to avoid. This harmless young man was all show.

He let a tendril of her hair fall from his fingertips and stepped back to lean against his wooden stall again, clutching his heart as if she’d robbed him of it.

“Merci!” she called to him and continued making her way down the street.

Her travels were filled with stories just like this. Since she was traveling alone, with no one to share her adventures with, she’d started a video blog.

Lifting her phone, she swiped her screen to start a video recording. When she saw her face onscreen, her pink cheeks matched the flower the flirtatious man had tucked behind her ear.

“Day two hundred seventy, friends. Today I’m in a tiny village in the South of France. Behind me you can see the quaint street and shops lining it. The food scene”—she lifted the sausage crepe in her hand to show it to her vlog viewers—“is amazing.” She took a bite. The delicious fats of the meat and spices burst on her taste buds. “Mmm!”

Chewing for a moment, she videoed her surroundings, panning to the sign of a chocolate shop settled beside a place that sold bed linens. “If you’re thinking of visiting this region, I highly recommend staying at the small hotel where I’m staying. Not only do they have the most comfortable beds that feel like you’re sleeping on a cloud, but the people are so hospitable and welcoming.”

Ivy rambled on for a few more moments before uploading the video to her social media. When she took off for Europe, vlogging her adventures on social media had never entered her mind.

Her only thought had been to escape the gutting pain after her brother was killed in action.

She’d spent so much time alone, there was no escaping her emotions. It took almost every day of her two hundred seventy to work through Forest’s loss, but she never thought it would bring the death of her mother—many years prior—bobbing to the surface as well.

Too many hard losses in the Gracey family. Out of five members, only three of them were left standing. And she hadn’t set eyes on her sister or father for so long.

She reached the end of the street and turned just past a vendor selling bright red, vine-ripened tomatoes and dark purple eggplants, and started toward her hotel. The stone structure had a lot of history that she meant to share with her viewers throughout her stay.

When she reached the front lobby, the woman waved her over. While her grasp of the French language had improved drastically, she still trusted her English more for business.

“Bonjour, Miss Gracey.” The woman offered a smile.

“Bonjour.”

“Will you take a moment to settle the bill for your stay the past few nights?”

Ivy blinked at her. “I gave you my credit card upon arrival.”

The woman compressed her lips and lowered her gaze almost in embarrassment. “I’m afraid the charge was declined.”

Declined? That wasn’t possible—it was her father’s card he’d given it to her. Up until this point, she’d never had an issue with it.

“Just a moment.” She unzipped her purse that hung on a long strap across her body and took out the card. As she slid it across the desk to the clerk, she offered her another smile, hoping it didn’t mirror the nerves suddenly pinging around inside her.

“Please try the card again.”

But after another two tries, it was still declined.

She dug out another card. “Try this one.”

Her father insisted that she take a backup, and she hugged him hard and thanked him before she boarded the plane bound for Europe.

With an apologetic shake of her head, the woman slid the card back to her. “I’m sorry. That isn’t working either.”

“Please excuse me while I step out and make a phone call.” Ivy stowed the cards in her purse and walked out of the hotel. The wide veranda was the perfect quiet spot to call her father. But before she could even dial the number, another call came through.

The name on the screen left Ivy feeling a little shaky as she raised the phone to her ear. “Meadow.”

Her sister’s voice filtered into her ear. “Ivy! Thank god you answered.” The edge of panic in her big sister’s voice sent her heart into a quicker pace.

“What’s going on?”

“It’s Daddy. He had a heart attack.”

Her own heart gripped. “Oh god! Is he all right?”

“They took him straight to surgery. He’s been in the ICU for days.”

“Why are you just now calling me?”

“I tried to get in touch with you, but my calls weren’t going through.”

Instant tears swam at the back of her eyes. She held her eyes wide, staring at the old stone wall of the hotel but seeing her father as he looked when they were last together. Saying their farewells. The entire family devastated, crippled by grief over Forest. Yet her father gave her that small tilt of his lips that was the only smile she’d ever seen him wear since their mother’s death.

“But he’s alive? He’s going to make it?”

A beat of silence met her question. “Ivy, I wish I could tell you that he will be okay, but I don’t know that for sure. I think it’s time for you to come home.”

Her mind backpedaled to a few minutes before when her cards got declined.

Her only two sources of money.

How was she supposed to get home without funds?

“I’ll book a flight as soon as I can. Today,” she said with determination. Her brain was going haywire, though. She did possess a small chunk of money, but had no access to it.

When she began her social media vlog, she started earning pretty quickly. Problem was, the money was in an online account, and since she didn’t have the physical card in her hand—it was sent to her home address of Montana—she had no way of verifying she was the owner of the account. Therefore, she had no access.

Meadow sounded so frazzled. After all their family had been through, Ivy wasn’t going to add to her sister’s stress.

“I’ll be in touch with the details, Meadow.”

“I’ll pick you up at the airport. Call me, sis.”

“I will. Give Daddy kisses from me.”

“Of course.”

“And Meadow—”

“Yes?”

“I love you.”

“Love you too. Get here safe.”

After the call ended, she stood there for a long minute, mind blank. Then all at once, she realized what she could do to get that money.

She had collected some amazing items on her travels through Europe—vintage clothes and jewelry, all designer. She could hock those for enough cash to get home.

And enough to pay the bill for my hotel stay.

Quickly, she rushed through the lobby, sailing past the desk, headed to her room. There, she dumped her bags on the bed and began to rummage through them, picking out items to sell.

She had to get home…but the thought of yet another funeral for a beloved family member had her biting back tears.

* * * * *

Hunter Hart leaned back in his seat at the German pub and stretched out his long legs. His right thigh still twinged with pain when he moved. The injuries he sustained in that last op with his SEAL squadron really fucked up his body.

And his mind.

The latter he never admitted to the doctors or nurses who prodded him about his mental state…or even himself. But Operation Nicklaus had wiped out almost his entire squadron.

The blast that landed him in a German hospital almost ended his life too. Sometimes he thought it would have been better if it did.

The dark wood-paneled walls of the pub mirrored the constant thundercloud that was Hunter’s mood. The glass of whiskey in front of him provided his only haven for the even darker memories that bombarded him.

So many friends lost over the years. The last op was the worst, though.

Even if he didn’t damn near lose his leg, he didn’t have the heart for battle anymore.

He’d been granted honorable discharge. He was a free man, but that came with a steep price—it meant leaving the only family he really ever knew. His brothers-in-arms were the people he relied on. Turned to.

Now all that was lost.

He raised the whiskey glass to his lips. The burn of alcohol in his nostrils disgusted him. He set down the drink and pushed it away.

Maybe it was time to stop sinking into the bottom of a bottle. Time to get his life together.

What pieces were left of it.

Hunter reached into the inside pocket of his worn leather jacket and extracted his phone.

He could hardly bear to look at the photo on his lock screen. Why had he ever used that picture of him, Colton, Forest and a few other guys he fought with? Three of them were dead….

But Hunter had lost his soul. Even digging deep, he struggled to figure out what the hell purpose he had left.

A week earlier, Colton contacted him. Hunter skimmed the message but had been too drunk to really process the words. Since then, he’d read over his buddy’s message several more times.

It was time to make a move.

When he put the call through to Colton, he battled the urge to hang up. To reach for his glass of whiskey again.

He held his ground like the goddamn warrior he was trained to be.

“Hey, Nox.”

A beat of silence followed. “Jesus. Hart. I’m damn glad to hear from you.”

Hunter’s throat closed off. Any words he’d say were lost in the thick emotion he refused to release.

“You too, man. I’m calling because of your text.”

“My offer stands. I need you here. The ranch needs you.”

After Colton left the Navy SEALs, he took off for a ranch in Montana. It happened to be the place where their mutual brother-in-arms, Forest, had grown up. As his last request, he asked Colton to go to his home, to help his father and watch over his sister.

Colton hadn’t hesitated to fulfill that promise to Forest—he was a much better man than Hunter.

He had made no such promise, and he couldn’t believe that he was entertaining the thought of trading his battle gear for a cowboy hat.

“I think it’s time for me to move on with my life.” His voice sounded like he drank an entire bottle of whiskey—well, damn close. Regardless of how much alcohol filled his veins, he knew what he was committing to.

“You’ve been recovering. In a hospital.” Colton’s excuse for him was true, but it still didn’t shed light on the reality of the situation.

Survivor’s guilt had been swallowing him for months. “I missed the funeral.”

“We all did. There was no chance of getting there, man. Look. I know that abyss you’re sitting in right now. A month ago, I was in the same goddamn spot.”

“And you’re not now?” How could things have changed so much for his friend?

Hunter scrubbed a knuckle over his jaw, over the thick, untamed beard he’d let go since his days as a SEAL.

“Things have changed for me, Hart. They’re looking up. But there’s trouble on the ranch with security. I could use you on watch.”

Orders he could take. Military tactics he could handle.

“We’re shorthanded on the ranch too, so be prepared for manual labor. But man…there’s something therapeutic about this place.”

Having grown up in inner city New Jersey, Hunter couldn’t even picture what the ranch might look like. He’d seen photos of Montana. If he took this leap, he’d be seeing the land firsthand.

“I’m grateful, Nox. And I look forward to it.”

“When can you fly?”

He glanced at the amber liquid in his glass. He needed out of this slump—now.

“The sooner the better.”

“Good—I’ll make the arrangements and be in touch.”

When he ended the call, he sat there for a long time, not drinking, not drowning in the dark memories of that horrible day when he damn near lost his leg and his friends suffered a worse fate.

He envisioned sprawling green fields dotted with cattle and the sun’s golden light washing over the land.

He didn’t hold any hope at all for his future, but a change of scenery would be good.

A ranch, even with security issues, was a far departure from battle. He might be able to rest.

To find some level ground again.


Chapter Two

Ivy’s bag thumped against her hip as she walked down the narrow airplane aisle to her seat. When she located her seat number, she plopped down into it with a sigh that only held a whisper of relief.

She’d made it. Barely.

But she was on her way home.

Brushing her thick blonde hair over her shoulder, she stowed her bag under the seat in front of her and leaned back again. Typically, she liked having a window seat, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. She was lucky to get a ticket at all.

After pawning a vintage Gucci bag she’d picked up in Rome—and selling it for much less than it was worth—she was able to grab the pricey ticket to the States. Trouble was, the only flight she could afford was out of Germany, which meant Ivy had to travel by train to reach the airport. Delays had her skin crawling with anxiety that she wouldn’t make the flight—and the ticket was nonrefundable.

She sure would miss that Gucci bag too. They just didn’t make leather purses like that anymore.

She might be out a wardrobe accessory, but at least she wasn’t out another family member. Her daddy was alive. When she texted Meadow with the time she’d arrive in Montana, her sister assured her that her father’s condition was still rocky but not worse.

Of course, that was hours ago. Anything could happen in a blink of an eye. She of all people knew that.

I have to calm down.

She settled in the best she could for takeoff. She grabbed her headphones and eye mask. Then she spritzed her face with some refreshing rosewater to keep her hydrated during the long flight.

Another few minutes and she was in the air. When she settled back in her seat, she tried to picture home. It was difficult, having been gone for so long. The place where she grew up was so different from the European countryside and the hustle and bustle of its cities.

Actually, she didn’t often think of the ranch. Her mind flooded with images of pristine barns and cattle grazing in pastures. Of her sister Meadow in the training pen with her horses that she immersed herself in to escape the pain of their family life.

Forest was heir to the ranch. Meadow had her horses. Nobody had expectations for Ivy. But she had a lot for herself.

At least there were the mountains. They always filled Ivy with peace.

However, taking a mental walk through the big ranch house only flooded her with dread. There wasn’t a single corner that wasn’t filled with memories—of her mom, her brother, of happier times.

She yanked the silk mask over her eyes and attempted to block out everything. But minutes later, she heard the flight attendant pushing the drink cart up the aisle. When Ivy pushed the mask upward on her forehead to ask for a drink, a man seated next to her caught her eye.

Oh no. She hated chatty passengers. They always came with too many questions, each seeming to be directly aimed to give her more pain.

“Where are you going?” had a dark undercurrent she did not wish to share.

“Where are you from?” was another terrible conversation starter, since long ago she’d stopped feeling like she had any home at all.

She gave the man a small smile and nod of acknowledgement, hoping that was enough to satisfy him. With such a long flight ahead of them, Ivy doubted she’d get out of talking to the guy completely, but this would gain her a few more minutes at least.

Purposely rolling her head the other direction , she got a view of a guy directly across the aisle. After so much travel, she knew people. Over time, it became second nature to lump people into groups. Those who lacked money, those with too much of it. People with ready smiles and those wearing perpetual scowls as if life hadn’t been on their side.

Then she began to pick out the Americans from the crowd. Grouping them was a little easier since she was one too. And this guy had to be military.

His big, muscled body seemed to overflow the small seat. He sat taller than everyone around him. He didn’t wear military clothing, but that didn’t mean much. He was dressed like everyone else, in jeans and a button-down shirt. Across his knees he’d draped a worn—almost beat-up—leather coat.

His chiseled profile had her thinking of sculptures from the masters that she’d seen in the Louvre in Paris. His mussed brown hair dropped in a swoop over his forehead, far from military protocol, and it was rumpled as though he’d just run his fingers through it.

He suddenly turned his head and pierced her in his gaze. The slate gray of his eyes reminded her of the sea on the cliffs of Cornwall, England, after a storm.

His cocked brow was almost a challenge.

Ivy sat up straighter and met his gaze for a full three heartbeats. He didn’t seem to be breaking eye contact either.

Luckily, the flight attendant pushed the cart between them, ending their stare-down.

The woman gave her a pleasant smile. “Can I get you something to drink?”

“A mimosa, please.”

The woman started reaching for the orange juice, and Ivy stopped her. “Excuse me. Where are the oranges in the juice sourced from?”

A manly grunt sounded from the other side of the beverage cart.

“Let me see if the container tells me where the oranges are grown.”

“I prefer organic.”

After a moment, the attendant said, “I’m sorry—it isn’t organic. Do you still want the mimosa?”

“Yes. But only if the sparkling wine is really dry.”

A louder grunt came from beyond the cart. She could guess who made that masculine sound—and that he was approximately six-two with a sharp, cleanshaven jaw.

“We never have complaints about the mimosas we serve, miss.”

Ivy offered her a smile. “The mimosa is fine. Thank you.”

After she had her drink settled on a small paper napkin on her fold-down tray, she queued up some whale sounds on her phone to use for sleeping.

“Whale sounds, I see.”

Ivy glanced at the man beside her.

Great—now he wanted to strike up that conversation she dreaded.

She bobbed her head in acknowledgment, hoping he would take her lack of communication as a sign to leave her be.

“I sleep with birdsong, personally.”

Seeing she wasn’t going to get out of talking to him, she gave him her attention. In his forties, he wore a nice business jacket and a crisp shirt with a pair of khaki dress pants.

“What brought you to Germany?”

Slapping her best I’m-not-in-the-mood-to-talk expression on her face, she reluctantly answered the man.

“I’ve been traveling Europe for about nine months.”

The guy across the aisle cleared his throat. The deep, grating noise was definitely the same as the ones she’d heard when asking about the mimosa.

She picked up the drink and sipped, testing the flavors in her mouth. Not bad, even if the juice wasn’t organic.

Her seat partner went on. “What a wonderful opportunity to travel. Not many are so fortunate. Where did you begin your journey?”

“In London. I’ve been all over England several times. After that, I spent the winter in France.”

“France is lovely in wintertime.”

“It really was.” Excited by the topic, Ivy launched into a discussion of her travels, bantering back and forth with the guy next to her, who seemed well-traveled too.

Out of the corner of her eye, she caught movement from the man across the aisle. He shifted in his seat, extending his long leg into the aisle.

She stole a glance at his face—just in time to see him roll his eyes.

What she knew of the few military men she’d met in Europe, there were two types—the ones who took themselves seriously all the time, and the ones who were still personable enough to talk to.

This one fit into the former group.

Turning her head, she looked him in the eye. His expression glinted with judgement and more than a little annoyance with her.

Well, she didn’t know what she’d done to piss in his morning coffee, but the last thing she needed was his attitude.

She lifted her jaw a notch, shooting him a look of challenge with a hint of disdain.

He looked away.

A pang of homesickness sliced through Ivy. She may not be all that eager to get home to her sick father…but at least there, she was loved and understood.

* * * * *

Hunter shut his eyes in an attempt to tune out the woman chattering endlessly about her ritzy gallivant through Europe. He’d seen her type before—women who got whatever they wanted handed to them by rich boyfriends or daddies.

Organic orange juice was just the tip of the iceberg when it came to chicks like that one. He could spot a high-maintenance, entitled princess a mile away.

He folded his arms and reclined as far as he could in his seat. He probably didn’t fit in on a ranch, but Germany had only been a stop-off on a long, lonely road.

He had little memory of waking up in the hospital, but he could recall every expression of concern his doctors and nurses wore when they looked at him. He despised being a sad case. Hated even more the reason why he actually was one.

Family? None. SEAL squadron? Mostly deceased. Killed in one horrific strike.

The woman’s voice was soft and musical—but that was all the consideration he’d give her. Every word out of her mouth irritated the hell out of him.

Was this what civilian life was like? If so, he might consider reenlisting. Putting up with terrorists beat out boring conversations.

Fuck. He was really a civilian. Each time the realization smacked him, he felt just as lost as he had the day when he signed on the dotted line, ending his time in the service.

He’d planned to stay in the military for life. When he got too old, they’d force him into retirement and he’d pack his bags and head for Mexico, to live in one of those ex-pat communities. He could walk the beach every morning and live out his days on whatever small plot of peace he could hold on to.

Now he was headed to Montana to work on a ranch, of all things. He was no cowpoke, but guarding the place he could do. While his buddy hadn’t fully disclosed the nature of the threat, Hunter knew it must be substantial for Colton to extend the offer at all.

Something nudged his foot, and he snapped open his eyes to look down at the tiny boot nudging his own.

The woman across the aisle from him yanked her foot back under her own seat. Her knee bounced a couple times before coming to a stop. But that action drew Hunter’s attention to her body.

Namely, her curvy calf clad in black stretchy cotton. His gaze moved downward to her dainty ankle hugged by her black leather boot. Good leather, no doubt. Expensive. Probably Italian.

He let out a grunt, and she whipped her head to pierce him in her glare.

“I’m sorry my foot nudged yours. I was merely stretching my leg.” Her snippy tone only edged under his skin more.

He eyed her for a long moment until she forced her attention back to the guy beside her, who had been hanging on her every word about the places she’d visited and the best places to stay.

Hunter read between the lines, and all he heard were cash register noises.

The princess probably had no idea what it was like to lose someone who mattered, and her idea of sacrifice was letting someone cut in front of her at the drive-thru of “Starbies”—the shortened nickname girls on social media used for the coffee chain.

Swinging his focus from the woman, Hunter examined the rest of the passengers. From what he could see over the top of the seats, most people were sleeping or engaged in activity on their phones or computer tablets.

He let his eyes slip shut again. With his eyes closed, his other senses heightened. He heard every move around him. Somebody unzipped a backpack. A light snore sounded from two rows ahead.

In the rear of the plane, the flight attendant was returning with her cart, this time distributing hot meals. He listened to her ask the same question over and over again. Chicken or fish? Chicken or fish?

Most people chose the fish. For some reason, that made him think of the woman beside him. She’d probably ask where the fish was sourced. If she wasn’t vegan.

If she weren’t an entitled princess, he would find her pretty. If he hadn’t heard her American accent, he would have placed her in one of the Scandinavian countries, with her honey-blonde hair and fair coloring.

One of the wheels on the food cart squeaked. As it grew closer, Hunter slanted a sideways glance at the woman. She was involved in an animated discussion with the German man beside her. Her long hair tumbled over one shoulder, and her elbow hung off the arm rest, projecting into the aisle.

Even when the cart rolled to the seat behind them, she didn’t slide her elbow in. She continued chatting away. “I couldn’t believe how much nightlife there was in Greece. You read all these travel blogs and think—”

The cart rolled forward.

Hunter threw out a hand, shoving the woman’s arm off the rest before the cart slammed into her elbow.

She whipped her head around. “What in the world is your problem?”

He fixed her in his stare. “I was saving your elbow from getting wrecked by that.” He jerked his thumb at the cart and the flight attendant watching both of them.

The princess scowled at Hunter. “Well. Thank you.”

Her brand of begrudging gratitude was exactly the response he’d expected from her.

He shook his head, thinking more and more that ending his career in the military was a mistake. If this was the type of life that civilians led, he was never going to fit in.


Chapter Three

Ivy unbuckled her seatbelt and pushed stiffly to her feet. The big guy across the aisle from her did the same, and at the same time, they edged into the aisle.

Only a breath away from him, she felt the rush of his body heat against her.

With a wave of his hand, he inched backward. “Ladies first.”

“Thank you,” she muttered.

She was sick of thanking this jerk for things. Sure, she was grateful that he let her go first, and that he’d kept her arm from being bashed by the food cart. She just didn’t want to owe him any favors.

Steadying herself with a hand on the back of the airplane seat, she reached into the overhead compartment for her bag.

“Want a hand with that?”

There it was again—that rumble of irritation.

She shot a glance over her shoulder at the military man. “No thank you. I’ve got it.”

She braced herself for his grunt of reply and wasn’t surprised when he delivered. Did that make his fifth caveman noise or sixth, now? She couldn’t get away from this guy fast enough. He’d spent the entire flight judging every move she made, every bite she took and every word she spoke.

She couldn’t wait to get off this plane, but being back in Montana only heaped on the stress. She still had to face her sister and her very sick father. At this point, the only people she might not mind seeing were the ranch hands who never liked her to begin with.

A heavy weight sat firmly on her shoulders, tension tugging the muscles between them. She retrieved her carry-on luggage without issue and started dragging it toward the exit. Once she got out of the cluster of people leaving the aircraft, she took off as fast as her long legs would go.

Behind her came a heavy thump of boots. She sent a glance over her shoulder.

Hold up. Was he actually staring at her…ass?

Now she lumped him into another group. He was one of those men, the type who couldn’t admire her for anything but her body.

Get a grip, buddy.

She rushed faster to get away from him, dodging in front of a group of older ladies. Let him look at their asses.

As she rounded the corner, she craned her neck, looking for a head of blonde hair just like hers. When she spotted her sister Meadow, a cry hit her lips.

Ohhh, she had missed Meadow. So much. More than she realized.

Ivy rushed the rest of the distance to meet her sister and then stopped dead in her tracks. Her gaze landed on the cardboard sign Meadow had penned with bright-colored markers just like the art projects they used to do as kids.

Welcome Home, Poison Ivy

Ivy narrowed her eyes at her sister. Spotting her at last, Meadow’s face transformed into a big smile that quicky faded as she realized Ivy was not happy to see her.

She looked down at the sign and flipped it over.

Just kidding. Princess Ivy.

“That’s more like it.” Ivy strode forward, arms outstretched, and hugged her sister.

Meadow’s hair smelled like honey and chamomile shampoo, the same scent she associated with their mother.

Her throat closed on emotions bubbling up, unwanted.

Meadow rocked side to side, taking Ivy with her. “Ivy! It’s soooo damn good to see you. I’m so glad you’re here.”

With her arms still around her sister, in her peripheral vision Ivy spotted a man coming toward them.

Not any man. The Neanderthal jerk from the plane.

To her absolute shock, he walked right up to the hot guy standing next to Meadow and hooked an arm around his enormous set of shoulders in a bro hug. The sound of them thumping each other on the back might as well be boulders falling off one of the mountains surrounding the ranch.

Ivy stepped away from Meadow and gave the men a pointed look.

Meadow scooted close to the tall, chiseled man with dark hair and even darker eyes. “Ivy, you remember Colton—Forest’s friend? And my boyfriend…”

At the sound of her brother’s name spoken so casually, a sharp lance pierced her heart.

Colton fixed his attention on Ivy. In a single flash, she saw the pain of Forest’s loss in his eyes too. It was only a quick glimmer—gone in a wink—but it was there.

To cover the moment, she sputtered, “Did you say boyfriend?”

Colton’s lips quirked upward at one corner.

Oh, damn. She could see what her sister saw in this one. Besides being a complete hottie badass, Colton seemed to possess a range of emotions.

Unlike the caveman beside him.

Meadow beamed and slipped her arm around Colton’s back. “I did say boyfriend.”

Colton slipped an arm around her and pulled her close.

Ivy slowly swung her attention to the other guy standing there. McGrunty.

“And you are?”

He centered those steely gray eyes on her face. An improvement from before when he stared at her ass. “I’m Hunter. Forest was my friend too.”

Luckily, this time when she heard Forest’s name, she didn’t experience the same stab to her heart.

“Looks like you’re stuck with me for more than an international flight, Princess Ivy.”

Rolling her eyes, she swung away from Hunter and stalked over to the baggage claim. She stood there tapping her foot, watching the luggage slowly trickle into the carousel.

Putting up with the guy on the flight was irritating enough, but she must have committed a big sin to be saddled with him as an acquaintance of Forest’s.

She reached for her bag as it came around the carousel, but before she could snag the handle, a long arm reached past her and latched on to her suitcase.

She sucked in a gasp of annoyance as Hunter, aka McGrunty, lifted her bag as though it weighed only ounces rather than the forty-five pounds she knew it did after lugging it all over a continent for most of a year.

When she met his gaze, he gave her that same cocky lift of his brow he had on the plane.

A burning itch zapped down her thighs. She battled an urge to stomp her foot.

Dammit. She was going to have to thank Hunter—again.

He was probably performing these kindnesses just to get his ego stroked.

She opened her mouth to ask if he was on some kind of ego trip but slammed it shut. She was much better than this. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of speaking to him.

Yanking the suitcase out of his hand, she set it on its wheels. It started to tip, and she caught it before it fell over. Then with her head held high, she hurried toward the exit without a backward glance at the rest of her party.

Hopefully, this guy was not joining them on the ranch, but what else could he be doing in Montana? It wasn’t as though the local town held any attractions.

In the parking lot, Meadow caught up to her. “The truck is this way.”

Without a response, Ivy crossed the parking lot to the truck with the Gracey Ranch logo on the side. The letters G and R making up the cattle brand were linked with the crossbar of the G morphing into the rounded portion of the R.

For some reason, the sight of that brand brought tears swimming into Ivy’s eyes.

Fantastic.

Just what she needed. Stupid tears. She hadn’t shed them in months. Not when she realized how alone she was in Europe. Nor when she received the call that her father had a massive heart attack.

This place stirred up emotions that she strived to stuff down for nine months, and annoyance was at the top of that list.

She heaved her suitcase into the bed of the truck like the badass country girl she really was.

A second bag landed right beside hers.

She glanced over to see Hunter standing inches away.

“You’re really getting off on this, aren’t you?”

His expression was unreadable. Stiff. Stoic.

The way she wished she could be feeling right this second.

“Getting off on what?”

“Driving me insane.”

Before he could respond with one of those trademark grunts he was so good at, she rushed to the door to jump in. But Meadow was already climbing in the front seat, with Colton at the wheel.

Ivy tried not to ball her fists. Being forced to sit in the back seat wasn’t a problem. But how did she get stuck with this guy? What kind of hellish coincidence had put them on the same flight, seated across from each other? Now he was going to the ranch with her?

When he slammed the door, she ground her molars. Colton started the engine and rolled out of the parking spot.

Hunter took up more than his share of the seat. After a few miles, he began to really sprawl out. What did he think this was? A leather sofa rather than a leather truck seat?

She pressed herself even tighter against her door until the armrest dug into her ribs. When his knee bumped her thigh, she slapped a hand down on the sliver of seat between them.

“Do you need to manspread so much? Nobody’s balls are that big. Especially not yours. Stop touching me!”

Her sister squelched a laugh.

Even that sound roused all the memories of late-night giggles in bed with Meadow.

It couldn’t be a worse time for fighting her emotions.

Meadow’s voice vibrated with amusement. “Now, kids, don’t make Colton stop the truck!”

“That’s right. I’ll turn this truck around.”

Hunter twitched his knee away from Ivy’s leg. “Sorry, princess.”

“Don’t call me that. I’m nothing like what you think I am.”

“Based on my experience, you are.”

She gaped at him. “Excuse me? Who are you to pass judgment on my character? You don’t even know me.”

“Maybe I’m wrong. But from what I see, you’re the baby of the family, who has a lot of privileges.”

“Just because I happened to be born last doesn’t mean I have more privileges than Meadow. Besides, we’re both grown women, not kids getting every toy we want in the toy store. Not that we ever did. Right, Meadow?”

“That’s true.”

At last! Her sister had her back.

They could not reach the ranch fast enough.

Hunter’s bulky shoulder bumped hers as he reached into the pocket of his beat-up leather coat and withdrew a short length of thin rope.

She stared at the hemp in his big hand. “What are you going to do with that short little rope? Sister, please tell me this guy’s not coming to work on the ranch. He’s completely clueless about what a real cowboy does.”

As she looked on, Hunter knotted the length of rope, creating small loops down the length. Then he knotted the ends together and held it out to her.

“Here’s your crown.”

With a lift of her jaw, she refused to take it. He had the audacity to stick it on her head.

With a muffled cry of anger, she threw it on the floor.

“I’m going to need that back.”

She gave him an incredulous look. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

He cocked that stupid brow.

“You’re not kidding. Oh my god.” She bent over and grabbed the rope, then thrust it at him.

Meadow sighed. “If you two are finished bickering like seven-year-olds, I’ll fill you in about our father.” Her statement made Ivy’s spine snap straight.

Her irritation with her travel companion had her so keyed up that she’d almost forgotten her reason for coming home.

“Please tell me what’s going on with Daddy.” She swung her head to pierce Hunter in her glare, just hoping that he questioned what they were talking about so she could blast him with the news that she’d traveled day and night to get home to her father, whose life hung in the balance.

* * * * *

“This is where you’ll sleep.” Colton waved at a space with two sets of bunkbeds. “Top one’s free.”

Hunter dipped his head in a nod and then dropped his duffel to the dusty hardwood floor. “Thanks, brother.”

“Sorry it’s not more glamorous.”

“After the places we slept, it’s at least a three-star accommodation.”

They shared a tightening of lips, too watered down to be called smiles. The last op, the one that wiped out the squadron and left Hunter laid up for months with a bum leg, wore on both of them.

Colton twitched his head for Hunter to follow. When he led him out to a spacious main room, Hunter followed. The area included a sparse kitchen against one wall and a sink stacked with dirty dishes. Hunter wrinkled his nose at the smell. It wasn’t worse than living with his own stink after going days without a shower in the deep of an op, but he didn’t look forward to living with slobs.

He glanced at the long wooden table with several chairs shoved in haphazardly, then to a more casual seating group with a couple recliners, a sofa and a TV.

In the black screen, he saw his own blurred reflection. It seemed to represent how he felt about himself right now—like he wasn’t fully a man. Fully real.

He was supposed to die on that op like the rest of his brothers-in-arms.

Colton waved a hand. “It isn’t much, but the rest of the ranch hands are decent. The ranch manager might give you some trouble at first.”

Hunter shot him a sharp look. “What kind of trouble?”

They exchanged a look.

“You don’t need to sleep with a weapon, if that’s what you’re asking.” Colton issued a rough laugh that held little humor.

Hunter grunted.

“Let’s head outside and talk a while before I show you around the ranch.”

Ducking his head in a nod, he trailed out the door behind Colton. The freshness of the air had been the first thing to hit him when he stepped out of the truck. A close second was the tang of pine in the air, and third, a cool quality that he filled his lungs with again and again.

Colton led the way across the short patch of grass to a long line of fence and leaned his elbows on it. Hunter did the same.

“I appreciate your offer for me to come to the ranch.”

“I knew you were the best man for the job.”

“And what exactly is that job?” Colton had only given him the barest hints of what sort of trouble was going down on the Gracey Ranch. He could guess at trespassers, dead cattle or even cattle theft. But situated in the middle of nowhere like they were, with a tiny pinprick of a town miles and miles away, what threat could they possibly need protection from?

Colton turned his head to stare across the landscape. “See that barn over there?”

Hunter followed his stare. “Yeah.”

“I killed a man in it a few nights ago.”

Their gazes connected for a heavy beat.

“So it’s that kind of threat.”

Colton nodded. “We aren’t certain who’s behind any of it yet. But Forest had some suspicions about things his father was doing.”

“He told you that?”

“Not exactly. I read something about it in a letter he wrote to his father.”

Hunter gripped the top rail of the fence hard enough that the rough splinters bit into his callused fingertips. Anyone in the military knew about those letters—the ones they wrote their loved ones in the event that they didn’t return home.

The ones that brought grieving mommas to tears and drove fathers to the bottom of a bottle.

Hunter had had no letters to write. He didn’t have any living relatives.

Reaching into the pocket of his leather jacket he still wore, he fingered the rope and then drew it out. Toying with the short length had become a lifelong habit of his. During his stint in the hospital, with hours and hours of boredom, he’d indulged the habit more since his days as a SEAL.

He began picking apart the ends he knotted when he fashioned the crown for Ivy. Then, one by one, he worked free the rest of the decorative loops he made.

The look on her face when he slapped it on her head was the best thing he’d seen in a long time. In that moment, he realized that a woman like her didn’t even live on the same planet he did.

Colton watched him toy with the rope for a minute. “What are you doing with that?”

He glanced up at his friend. How much should he share? Colton probably didn’t need to hear more sad stories, not when they already shared one.

But he was asking, and Hunter had an obligation to one of the last friends he had left.

Holding up the length of thin hemp, he felt the words sear his throat. “It’s from my youth.”

“Yeah?”

He nodded. “We had a boat when I was growing up. My dad taught me how to fashion sailors’ knots. I used to keep this bit of rope to practice on. After my parents died, I figured it was lost. But when my grandparents died, I found this in my old room along with some toys from my childhood.” He shifted his shoulders in an awkward semblance of a shrug.

“When I was in the hospital, I started playing with it again, making the knots.”

“Ivy sure doesn’t share the same fondness for it.” Amusement danced in Colton’s eyes.

Hunter didn’t share his friend’s amusement over the annoying princess. “She sat across the aisle from me on the flight.”

Colton laughed. “That’s one hell of a coincidence.”

He scrubbed a knuckle over his jaw. “I guess you got the sane sister.”

At that, his friend’s expression transformed into a grin. A genuine one from the old days. “Meadow and I weren’t always this happy and well-adjusted.”

“I sense a story here.”

“There is. Maybe I’ll share it another time, but let’s just say that Meadow needed a bit of a firm hand.”

That statement brought a chuckle from Hunter, so unexpected that he had to resist looking around for the source of the unfamiliar sound.

“I came here to keep a promise to Forest. But now I’ve made a new one to Meadow.”

Hunter grunted. “You’re a lucky, man. You know your path. I have no idea what to do with my life.”

Colton clapped him on the back. “While you figure things out, I’m happy to have you here. I need people I can trust to help me protect what Forest’s family spent generations building.”

“What you suspect his father fucked up.”

“There’s too much to tell right now. For the time being, I need to show you around, get you set up.” He gave Hunter a pointed look. “I’m guessing you have your sidearm?”

“You know it.”

“Good—keep it on you.”

A prickle ran up and down Hunter’s spine, the same tingle he always got when a commanding officer was giving an order. “What kind of danger are we talking about, Nox? You said you killed a man.”

Colton looked him dead in the eyes. “I did. And one of the ranch hands is missing. I don’t think he ran off.”


Chapter Four

In the long months since Ivy was last in Montana, the landscape hadn’t changed. Not surprising. Little changed in these parts. Her daddy might order one of the workers to slap a new coat of paint on an outbuilding, but the fields and mountains remained untouched by time.

As Meadow drove the pickup beneath the gate leading off the property, Ivy studied the ironwork making up the arch with the Gracey name in the center. Three zillion years ago, some ancestor had placed the name there, and there it would remain until some future Gracey ducked out of the ranching tradition.

Ivy knotted her fingers in her lap. Ever since Meadow told her she was going to visit their father in the hospital, Ivy’s nerves had kicked in.

She’d seen enough hospital shows on TV to know that it wasn’t reality. In reality, people died in those places. They never came home to their generations-old ranches.

Glancing at her sister, she attempted to gauge her mood. All she could make out was that Meadow was as beautiful as ever. Though she did notice a new glow within her sister, what she could only guess was happiness. When Meadow looked at Colton, she lit up like a firefly in a mason jar.

“I’m really happy for you, Meadow.”

Surprise registered on her face when she turned her head. “Where did that come from?”

“Can’t I be happy for my sister?”

“I’m glad you are, don’t get me wrong. I just wondered what made you say that.”

“You’re different with Colton. It’s been a while since I’ve seen you smile.”

At that, Meadow’s face took on the exact opposite expression. Pain pinched at the corner of her eye that Ivy could see in profile.

“There hasn’t been a lot to smile over.”

“No,” she agreed.

Silence stretched between them, the only sound the hum of tires on the highway leading to the small town of Eden, and beyond that, to a larger hospital where their father was fighting for his life.

“I won’t lie, Ivy. It was really hard after you left.”

A lump lodged in her throat. She turned her blurry vision to her knotted fingers. “I’m sorry. I just couldn’t stay.”

“I’d say I understand, but I’d be lying. I’ve been lonely. You know how withdrawn Daddy is. He barely speaks to anyone unless it’s about selling cattle. And even then, I think he’s just putting on an act that he’s fine. But after Mom and then Forest—”

“Don’t even say it.” She threw a hand up to stop her sister from saying more, from saying something that would cause Ivy to break.

She could not break. For a long time now, she suspected that once the tears began to fall, the dam would shatter, and there would be no stopping the gush of pain she’d been holding in forever.

Meadow popped open the lid of the center console and reached inside. She withdrew an envelope and held it out to Ivy.

She eyed the object as if it was an explosive. “I don’t want that.”

“You don’t even know what it is.”

“I know I don’t want to read it.”

Meadow thrust it at her. “Read it.”

With a low groan, she took the envelope and turned it over. When she saw her name scrawled in Forest’s handwriting, her stomach bottomed out.

“No way. I’m not reading this.” She tried to open the console and shove it back inside, but Meadow jammed her arm down on top of the lid, holding it shut.

Across the space, their gazes locked in a battle of wills.

Seeing that she wasn’t going to get out of this, she edged her fingernail beneath the seal and tore into the envelope.

As soon as she pulled out the single page, a photograph fluttered into her lap.

Sucking in a breath, she picked up the photo. Oh god. Forest stood in the center of a group of his military buddies, all smiling at the camera.

Her heart flexed. Her throat blazed with tears she refused to release.

Her brother looked more careworn. Life had beat him down when their mother died, but his duty to his country had etched lines into his face that weren’t there when he enlisted.

For a painful heartbeat, she stared at his face, missing him with every fiber of her soul. The funny moments they shared; the big, warm, brotherly hugs he gave whenever she or Meadow needed one.

He was there for them the way their father hadn’t been able to be after their mother passed. Ivy never expected Meadow would have to pick up her slack, or have to keep the ranch going. Now Ivy felt even more terrible for leaving Meadow to deal with things on her own.

Next to Forest, she recognized two other faces in the picture. She wasn’t sure if the things they’d done in the line of duty had aged them as well, but Colton did wear a hint of strain around his eyes. And Hunter… Well, he looked just as stern as he did in person.

Several other guys filled out the wings of the group photo, but she didn’t recognize any of them.

She flipped the photo over to see if there was a date when it was taken, but the back was blank.

When she studied the image again, her gaze ran back to Hunter. Dammit. He was her brother’s friend. One that had his back in battle. Someone Forest trusted. He couldn’t be all bad, even if he was irritating.

Taking up the letter, she unfolded it and skimmed the words her brother had written—his last message to her.

Tears swam in her vision, but she blinked rapidly to clear them and began to read.

His words conveyed that he worried about her. How young she still was. How much life she had to live with no parents to guide her—and if she was reading this letter, then he wasn’t around either.

That left her and Meadow to cling to each other.

His next words burned.

You both have a lot of growing up to do. I wish I could be around to see the leaps you make, but I can’t be there to protect you.

God, she hated being the baby of the family. Her father, brother and sister always gave her a pass whenever things got tough. “Go be Ivy” became something she heard so regularly that she could guess what they’d say before they ever said a word.

Holding Forest’s letter containing his final words to her, she knew without a doubt what he was really telling her.

She needed to step up her game.

And she wanted to.

Now that he wasn’t here, she needed to be there for her family.

She already suspected things were amiss when her credit card was declined. Obviously her father was neglecting his bills, perhaps avoiding life as depression took over.

She folded the letter and tucked it away along with the photo, but not before stealing one last look at the faces of her brother and his friends.

Dry-eyed, she looked at Meadow. “Let’s go see Daddy.”

Meadow searched her face. “Are you all right?”

She pushed out a small breath. “Yes. I’m fine. I mean…” she faltered. “It’s hard. But I’m all right.”

Her sister settled a hand on her arm. “You know I’m here for you, Ivy. I always will be. We have each other, and that will never change.”

She nodded and squeezed her sister’s fingers where they lay on her forearm. “I’m here for you too, sissy.”

The old name she called Meadow when they grew up riding their bikes to the creek and coming back sunburned with scabby knees brought a warm feel to the truck.

“Was that a photo of Forest with his friends?” Meadow asked.

She nodded. “Colton and Hunter and a bunch of others I don’t know. I’ll show you later.”

“I’d like to see. I wonder why he sent you a picture but not me or Daddy?”

She gulped around a new lump that threatened that big, solid dam she’d spent years and years building. She shored it up and swallowed hard.

“I’m not sure why he sent it to me.” Even as she spoke the words, she could guess.

Forest had sent proof that she and Meadow were not alone—his Navy SEAL family had become their family.

He’d sent Colton to Meadow.

And Hunter can shovel manure.

* * * * *

Hunter drew in a deep breath of the breeze blowing at his face, relieved that it didn’t carry notes of antiseptic and sickness like the hospital in Germany.

It definitely didn’t smell like blood.

He studied the horses in the paddock. Three were nibbling at a big round bale of hay in the corner. Two were dozing in the sun. All of them were strong-bodied, with the agile legs that made them fast.

“Good stock.”

If Colton was surprised, he didn’t show it. He nodded. “Meadow trains them and sells them at auction. Breeds them too. It’s big business for the Gracey.”

The Gracey. He talked about the ranch like it was a living being. Someone to honor and care for.

Following the grand tour of the enormous spread, Hunter could understand how Colton’s mind worked. The sprawling ranch that lazily stretched to the purple foothills looming before the sharp, jagged peaked mountains in the distance had him feeling the most alive he’d felt since the dawn before Operation Nicklaus.

Even thinking about that op made him inwardly cringe. He turned his attention to the horses again.

Colton stood next to him, legs braced and arms folded in a pose Hunter had seen him in often when they were discussing strategy—which made him wonder what Colton was holding back.

“I probably should have asked this before, but can you ride?”

He shot his friend a look. “Little late now, don’t you think?”

He scrubbed a knuckle over his upper lip as if trying to stop a smile from spreading. “Yeah.”

“I can ride. Growing up, I spent time at a buddy’s ranch in Kentucky.” A home away from the hell of his own home life.

“Good to hear I won’t be picking you up off the ground—very much, anyway.”

Hunter started to respond to the jeer, but the rumble of an ATV engine approached from behind them. They pivoted from the fence in time to see the driver come to a halt near the paddock. The passenger jumped off, and the driver circled the small vehicle.

Spotting Colton, they nodded in greeting before sauntering over to the paddock where Colton and Hunter stood watching the horses.

The tall, broad-shouldered guy dressed in worn jeans, cowboy boots and a black Stetson gave a nod to Hunter but said nothing.

He arched a brow at the guy. It was customary to introduce yourself to a newcomer first. This guy’s momma must not have taught him any manners.

The stranger continued to stare at Hunter, sizing him up.

Seeing that he needed to be the bigger person, Hunter extended his hand. “Hunter Hart.”

“Zach Webb. Guys call me Webb. You must be the new guy Colton told us about.” He shot Colton a dark glance.

Okay. Now Hunter was putting the pieces together. Colton and Webb had some beef with each other.

Which meant Hunter had a problem with Webb too.

The other man sauntered over and extended a hand to Hunter. “I’m Marks.”

Colton nudged Marks in the shoulder. “Marks is all-time shit shoveler.”

“Nope—I’ve just been promoted. Shovelin’ shit is the newbie’s job. He looks about as strong as you, and you handled a shovel pretty well.”

Hunter could damn well use a shovel—to bury a man—if need be.

“Welcome to the Gracey. Later on, we’ll see if you’re any good at cards.” Marks offered a grin and then walked away in slow, stiff strides, as if his back pained him after the hard labor of the day.

After he was out of earshot, Webb got to the point. “He knows?” he asked Colton.

“Not all of it.”

Hunter folded his arms and adopted the same pose that Colton had before. “Care to fill me in now?”

Colton’s spine stiffened. “A man came onto the ranch and attempted to take Meadow.”

His eyes widened. “The one you killed?”

Colton gave a single hard nod. “I left her here with a ranch hand on watch. A guy we called Dude.”

Hunter sent his buddy a sharp look. It surprised him that Colton had left her in another man’s care. Hunter sure as hell wouldn’t if he had someone important to him.

Colton went on, “I went to the bar with the idea to get people to talk about the things going on around here.”

“What sort of things?”

“Meadow’s horse was slaughtered.” Webb’s hardened tone gave Hunter a beat of pause as much as his contribution to the conversation.

Hunter ingested this information. “So someone is killing your horses and trying to steal your woman. What enemy does the family have?”

“That’s what we’re still trying to make out. There are cameras all over the ranch, and we’ve had a few trespassers. One came to the house to speak to Sean Gracey, Meadow and Forest’s dad, and by the photo, it doesn’t look like it’s a friendly meeting.”

“I’m following. And the guy who went missing?”

“It was the ranch hand, Dude.” Colton scrubbed a hand over his stubbled jaw, creating a scuffing sound.

“What makes you think he didn’t just take off?”

Webb met Hunter’s stare. “He left the horse out. He never would have left a horse out.”

“You think the man you killed got to him first?”

Colton nodded. “I do. We just haven’t found a body yet.”

A body. How many bodies had Hunter dropped in the name of duty? When he was still young and naïve, he believed every single face of those he killed in the name of duty would forever be etched in his brain. That wasn’t the case. In fact, he couldn’t remember a single one.

He’d like to blame the military for making him into a cold, hardened machine, but that transformation began much, much sooner.

Now, Colton had given him a job. He had a purpose again, even if a small one.

“Tell me where to set up, and I’ll cover fire watch.” The military equivalent of night shift. It wasn’t the same as defending cities under siege or raiding a terrorist bunker to rescue an American diplomat, but after being laid up so many months, Hunter was actually looking forward to doing something useful again.

Colton dropped his arms from his stiff pose. “There’s time for that later, Hart. It’s not all work around here.”

He cocked a brow. “The card game Marks mentioned?”

Colton clapped a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. “You and I are going to be having a bit of fun down at the local saloon.”

“Does it involve grilling locals about who killed that horse?”

“Possibly.” Colton turned to Webb. “You stay behind with Marks and the others.”

Webb’s dark glower and lowered brows didn’t go unnoticed by Hunter. But the man said nothing, just whipped around and strode in the direction of the bunkhouse, kicking up dust from his boots with every step.

Hunter watched him go. Colton said nothing about the tension riding between him and Webb.

“Good thing he’s not going along with us—seems like a real buzzkill.”

Colton snorted. “You haven’t lost your edge, Hart.” His grin stretched. “Your first time down at Badlands is bound to go better than mine.”

“What happened?”

“Somebody needed a spanking.” Colton’s words had Hunter chuckling, and it felt foreign.

“Somebody meaning Meadow?”

“That’s right.”

“Is that the reason you and Webb are circling each other like street fighters?”

“Part of it, though he doesn’t know about the spanking. Webb’s an asshole—there’s no arguing that—but we’ve made a little peace with each other since the attack.”

“Fighting on the same side of the line does that.” He gave Colton a questioning look. “You think it’s a good idea to hit the saloon and leave untrained men to watch the ranch while we’re gone?”

He sobered. “I’ve armed them. They can all shoot. I need your skills of persuasion. You’re good at getting people to talk. Maybe better than me.”

“I’m definitely better than you.”

Colton’s lips twitched at one corner. “Damn, I’ve missed your company, brother.”

Hunter had spent months recuperating alone, believing that he’d never again be with the brothers he fought with. “It’s good to be here.”

Colton extended a fist, and they bumped knuckles. “Get cleaned up. I’ll get Meadow and we’ll leave at sundown.”

“What about the princess?”

He blinked at Hunter as if he didn’t register who he was talking about. “Ah, you mean Ivy. I don’t think she’ll be going to the saloon with us.”

The image of the beautiful but annoying blonde floated into his head. He grunted. “You’re right. She’ll want her beauty sleep.”


Chapter Five

Ivy’s old childhood bedroom wasn’t even close to being a relaxing space. After traveling Europe, staying in beautiful, modern hotels or quaint B&Bs, her bedroom left her feeling claustrophobic.

The pale blue wall color that her mother had lovingly chosen when Ivy was a little girl were dated. The window blinds needed ripped down.

She didn’t plan to stick around forever. She would make sure her father was on the road to recovery and then she’d find a way to return to her own life. What that looked like right now, she didn’t yet know.

She stared at the floral photos over her boring white desk until she could stand no more and flung an arm over her eyes to block it all out.

For her entire life, Ivy had laid in this bed and listened to the heartbeat of the house. Her mother moving around the kitchen or the vacuum running on bedroom carpet. One of their many farm dogs barking from somewhere outside. Her sister and Forest’s voices, rising and falling as they battled over a video game.

Back in the old days, she would hear the screen door slam shut and know her father had come inside for dinner.

Now? She only heard the throb of silence. Dead nothingness.

Then faintly, she heard footsteps coming down the hall. Before she heard the knock, she knew Meadow was on the other side of the door.

“Come in!” she called before her sister could even rap on the wood.

Meadow popped into the room. “You’ve always freaked me out when you do that.”

She pushed into a sitting position, propped on pillows and a few much-loved stuffed animals. “I’m glad I can still manage it.”

Meadow’s stare moved over Ivy’s face. “I came to make sure you’re all right.”

She shrugged. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

Her sister perched on the side of the bed. “Seeing Daddy that way isn’t easy. Hooked up to machines.”

“It isn’t pleasant, that’s for sure. I hope he recovers quickly. You say that there’s been improvement daily?”

Nodding, she rested a hand on Ivy’s arm. Then she did a double take. “Are you wearing my new sweater?”

Ivy gave her a sheepish look. “This old thing?”

When Meadow lightly slapped her arm, she was already prepared. “You always did steal my clothes. I haven’t missed that!”

Feeling a bit lighter, Ivy laughed. “So what do you want to do tonight? Our favorite movies? Popcorn? M&Ms?”

“Um.” Meadow tilted her head, drawing Ivy’s attention to her gleaming hair waving over her shoulder.

“Wait! You’re dressed to go out. Where are you going? I’m coming with you. It’s like a tomb around this place.”

“Actually, Colton and I are going to Badlands. I came to tell you not to wait up for us.”

Ivy bounced off the bed and reached for her makeup bag where it sat among the belongings she hadn’t unpacked. “What should I wear? I don’t want to clash with you. What is Colton wearing?”

“Ivy. I don’t think it’s a good idea—”

She spun on her sister, a big, fluffy makeup brush in hand. “I’m coming. I’m old enough to get into a bar, Meadow.” A thought hit. “Unless you and Colton are having a date. I don’t want to be a third wheel.”

“I just thought you might want to rest. Aren’t you jetlagged?”

“You forget parties in Europe go all night.” She rushed to the mirror and began applying powder to her face, concentrating on her nose. In the reflection, she saw Meadow still sitting on her bed. “I’ll meet you outside in a couple minutes, sissy. I just need to slap on some lipstick and run a brush through my hair.”

Meadow chewed her lip. “All right. Don’t be too long.” She stood, looking dazzling in fitted jeans that ended in her favorite embroidered cowgirl boots and a red top that Ivy might borrow next time they visited Badlands.

After she completed her hair and makeup, she assessed her reflection in the mirror. The sweater she’d nicked from Meadow was great, hugging her body in all the right places. But these boring old leggings would have to go.

She rummaged through her suitcase and came out with a tiny scrap of silver sequins. When she thrifted the garment in Berlin, she wasn’t quite sure if it was a top or a skirt. She wore it both ways, but today it would go fantastic with the sweater as a skirt.

The real dilemma came in choosing footwear. Badlands always had music and dancing. High heels were much more metropolitan…

“But when in Rome.” From her closet, she dug out her old black cowgirl boots and slipped them on. Oh gawd. She moaned. She’d forgotten how good her trusty boots felt.

After a quick glance in the mirror, Ivy sailed out the door to meet her sister and her boyfriend.

Meadow and Colton stood near the truck. Their heads were bent together. As Ivy looked on, her sister lifted her face, and Colton kissed her.

It wasn’t just a kiss—the man claimed her.

Ivy stopped halfway to the truck, glancing around for a place to duck behind while Colton practically tongue-fucked Meadow.

“There’s no escaping them. I already tried.”

The deep baritone had her hair prickling, but not in a good way. Ivy turned her head to pierce Hunter in her stare. “They are in love.”

He made that low noise in the back of his throat. The one that made Ivy want to roll her eyes or hiss like a cat every time she heard it.

Colton pressed her sister up against the side of the truck. Meadow wrapped her body around him like a second skin.

Great. Now they were practically dry-humping.

If interrupted, they’d break it up, right? In long strides, she took off for the vehicle.

As soon as she neared the couple, they looked up, saw her and broke apart.

“I’m ready. Thanks for waiting for me, guys.” She could mention her sister’s disheveled state or the fact that Colton wore an arrogant smile, but Ivy prided herself on her poise.

She reached for the door handle.

“Ivy. What are you wearing?”

She met her sister’s eyes. “Your sweater.”

“And?”

She looked down at the cute toes of her boots. “My favorite old boots.”

Colton issued a low cough, which he did not manage to conceal behind his fist. And a grunting noise was probably formulating in Hunter’s throat right this very second.

She waved a hand over her skirt. “Oh, this old thing?”

Meadow gave her a solemn nod that sent Colton into a real coughing fit.

“I know what you’re going to say, Meadow. And I’m not fifteen anymore. I’m wearing the skirt.”

“It’s more like a sequined postage stamp,” a rough voice muttered.

She whirled on Hunter, giving him her hottest glare before she opened the door of the truck. Before she climbed in, she tossed out, “Is Hunter really going to fit in at Badlands? He doesn’t seem the partying type.”

Before she could close the door, she heard Colton say, “Are we really letting her go out like that?”

“You can’t clothing-shame someone, Colton. If she’s comfortable…”

She slammed the door, cutting off her sister and her boyfriend’s discussion about her outfit. Hunter landed in the seat next to her, and this time Ivy let out the grunt.

He caught her gaze. “Is there a problem?”

She flipped her hair over her shoulder. “I don’t have a problem. It’s you guys who seem to have a problem with my style.”

“You understand why, right? We’re going to a place called Badlands.”

“I’ve been around the block a time or a thousand, Hunter. Guys are going to be stupid when they’re drunk whether I wear a trash bag or this skirt.”

“So that’s what you’re calling it.”

She twisted on him. “What would you call it, then? And who made you the authority on fashion? Are you one of those men?”

From behind the wheel where he’d climbed in, Colton burst out laughing. Her traitorous sister in the seat next to him wasn’t doing a very good job of hiding her giggles.

Hunter cracked the door and stuck one long leg out. “I’ll just go back in the house for my gun.”

She rolled her eyes. “Look, in my vast experience of traveling Europe alone, I learned I can wear sweatpants and men will still be stupid.”

Meadow twisted in her seat to look at her. “Wait—you were alone? I thought you were with your friend!”

Dammit. She’d done so well hiding that fact.

“She ran out of money and had to go home.”

“When?”

She waved a hand dismissively. “About a month into the trip.”

Meadow’s jaw dropped. Nobody seemed to be laughing now.

“You’ve been alone this entire time?”

Ivy bobbed her head. “Yes, which is why I’ve got this. Please drive, Colton. I could really use a drink now.”

* * * * *

Hunter had to hand it to Ivy—she knew how to get that drink she asked for.

In fact, the minute she walked through the door of Badlands, no fewer than six guys flocked around her, chomping at the bit to buy her one.

He’d seen women like this before, daughters of powerful men who got whatever they wanted with a bat of their long eyelashes. He wasn’t impressed by that—but he could admire that she had enough common sense to take care of herself for months in Europe. And managed to keep it from her own family.

It was a tough world—he should know. While his action was a lot more brutal, he understood the challenges of living overseas. Ivy was stronger than she looked.

Keeping a close watch on her, Hunter walked up to the bar and ordered a draft beer. He looked around for Colton to buy him one as well, but his buddy had disappeared into the crowd with Meadow.

Clearly, those two weren’t concerned about Ivy’s safety. Why that was, he couldn’t figure out until he saw her walk right up to the huge, six-foot-four-inch bouncer and throw her arms around his neck.

“Ivy!” The man lifted her off her feet just by straightening to his full height. “I didn’t know you were back in town.”

Hunter missed her reply in the noise of a drumbeat coming from the live band set up in the back of the busy establishment. Busy was the wrong word—booming was more like it.

Didn’t Colton tell him that the town of Eden had a very small population? And that there were a handful of bars? It seemed like the whole village was jam-packed into the four walls making up Badlands Bar and Distillery.

The pretty redhead behind the bar waved a hand in front of his face, diverting his attention from Ivy. “Cash or card?”

He held up his phone and paid using his digital wallet. With a nod of thanks to the bartender, he took his beer and moved to a vacant stool. Seating himself between two guys dressed just as country as Colton was in hats and boots, Hunter also positioned himself in the perfect place to keep tabs on the princess.

She was still speaking to the giant bouncer, who towered over her.

The guy pointed at something at the back of the room. Ivy bobbed her head and then threw him a little wave in farewell.

That wave.

Hunter could only call it…

No, he would not say it.

Cute.

Ugh. He needed to quit worrying about the princess.

He thought he could plant his ass on that barstool and make some friends, get them talking about people in town, maybe dig deep to find the dirt about who was targeting the Gracey Ranch.

But the minute Ivy broke away from her bouncer friend and stepped into the crowd, Hunter shot off the stool and tailed her.

Without so much as a glance his way, she strutted her sequined ass right past him. Three men rushed to make room for her at the bar.

Ivy slapped a hand down on the top in the most privileged move Hunter had ever seen.

The redheaded bartender spun around. She squealed and scrambled up and over the bar.

She landed as gracefully as a kitten on the other side, which earned a few whoops of amusement from the male patrons drinking their beer. But she didn’t pay them any mind as she threw her arms around Ivy.

They hugged, squealing in girly delight.

It seemed the princess was also Miss Popularity. She hugged the redhead with as much warmth as Hunter had seen her hug her own sister.

After a brief conversation, Ivy had a cocktail in hand and was moving toward the back of the room.

Hunter shouldered his way through the throng of people taking up every square inch of space, keeping an eagle eye on Ivy’s drink. The woman was oblivious to everything going on around her.

A man bumped into her.

Hunter’s molars gnashed together.

Goddammit, she’s going to get roofied.

When Colton invited him, Hunter had his doubts about letting down his guard and relaxing even a little bit tonight. That idea was definitely out the window.

Now he was officially on the clock, babysitting Forest’s little sister.

Colton appeared at his side, his gaze trained on Meadow where she stood a few feet away, talking to a group of ladies.

His buddy raised his voice to be heard over the driving beat of country music and the thump of boots on a wooden dance floor. “Forest was lucky as hell to have us.”

Hunter gave him a sharp look. “I’m not sure friendship is enough cause to watch over his little sister. Honestly, on the plane, I never connected who she was. I can’t even believe it’s the same girl from the photo. She must have been about twelve when it was taken.”

Colton eyed him from under the brim of his cowboy hat. “You saw that pic?”

“Yeah.” He looked over the heads of people between him and Ivy.

Men swarmed her like flies to honey, and no wonder. She was a fucking knockout. He’d place bets on the fact that every man in the joint wanted her.

He forced his attention back to Colton. “Forest told me that their father backed away from the family after his wife’s passing and left his daughters to their own devices. I can see how Ivy ended up spoiled.”

Colton gave him a long, direct look. “Forest told you different things than he told me. I never knew about any of it until I got here and puzzled it out for myself. Look, just keep an eye on Ivy, okay?”

At that moment, Meadow bounced through the crowd, long blonde hair swirling around her shoulders. When she looked at Colton, there were stars in her eyes, all for him.

She tossed a smile at Hunter. “I’m stealing Colton for a dance. C’mon, baby. It’s my favorite song!”

Colton’s grin couldn’t get wider as he let her drag him onto the dance floor.

So much for digging up dirt on those attacks.

Hunter had never seen his buddy so happy, so carefree, despite the trouble at the ranch. Meadow was sweet and devoted—Colton was damn lucky.

Meanwhile, Hunter was over here trying to wrangle a tornado.

On the edge of the dance floor, Ivy bobbed to the music. That sequined Band-Aid she wore moved up her thighs with every twitch of her hips.

Forest’s words filtered into Hunter’s head again. He always said he prayed for the man who fell for Ivy.

More like any man left in the mangled wreckage she left behind her.

He glanced down at her hand. Hell. Where did she put her drink?

Then he spotted it on a nearby table.

Hunter sprang forward, nudging people aside to get to her. Grabbing her by the arm, he whirled her to face him.

She blinked up at him, eyes wide.

Deep, dark green with long lashes.

For a heartbeat, he actually considered the woman sweet. Then she opened her mouth.

“If you want to dance with me, you should just ask!”

“I don’t want to dance, princess.” He waved a hand at the drink on the table. “You can’t just leave your drink unattended. There are a hundred men in this bar who want to drug you and put you in the back of their truck.”

Her lips popped open on a gasp. “You think you know everything! Watch this.” She removed a thick band around the stem of the glass. He noticed how the band was attached to a thin fabric stretched over the opening of the glass. 

“What the hell is that?”

“Watch and learn, big guy. I got this.”

She drew her long hair off her face and looped the band around the ponytail she made. He stared at her, then looked down at the cocktail, stunned by what he was seeing.

“See? All safe. It’s a natural deterrent. No one wants to drug a drink they have to mess with so much. Too obvious.” She removed the ponytail holder and stretched it over her glass again.

He had to admit the hair tie drink protector was kind of brilliant.

Before he could guess what she was about to do, she reached up and patted him on the cheek.

He jerked his head away from her touch.

As he twisted to keep Ivy in his sights, he realized that there was no clever accessory to protect her from the gang of men clustered around her.

Well, nothing but his fists.


Chapter Six

Meadow nudged Ivy in the shoulder. “Go dance. Have some fun.”

She hesitated. She hadn’t danced to country music in so long. Country bar  music didn’t compare to European discotheques and electronic music…but there was something about dancing to music you loved.

But everything had caught up to her. The whirlwind rush to get home. Being back in town.

Seeing her daddy.

She shook her head. “I can’t. Not knowing what brought me to Montana. Not knowing Daddy is in that hospital…”

Meadow slipped her arms around Ivy and squeezed. The big sister support sent warmth through her. “I promise he was better than yesterday. We’re getting positive updates on his condition every day. He’s recovering slower than we all want him to, but he is recovering, Ivy. Didn’t the doctor tell us that he thinks Daddy will be home very soon?”

She drew back from her sister and nodded. Maybe Meadow was right. The music was getting into her blood, the rhythm twisting inside her, encouraging her to move.

“Go be Ivy.” Meadow gave her another little nudge toward the dance floor.

She stopped, chewing her lip. Go be Ivy. Three small words didn’t encompass the world of expectations—or lack of—that came with it.

She did her best to cast a smile at her sister and stepped into the crowd.

The beat took over, and she threw herself into moving her body. Several guys danced around her, taking turns showing off their country boy moves.

The man in front of her grabbed her by the hips. She rocked them side to side and moved her arms in sync to the beat.

He inched closer until she felt the coarse denim of his jeans against her knee. She stepped back a little, but he followed her.

When he grabbed her by the waist and whirled her, she tossed her head back with a laugh. But she didn’t want him to do that again.

Bobbing farther away, she tried to immerse herself deeper into the crowd. He followed her, getting within inches of her, dancing too close.

She tried to dodge him, but he kept coming back. Suddenly, a tall giant of a man appeared behind him. Ivy gulped as Hunter tapped the guy on the shoulder.

“Hey, buddy! Keep your hands to yourself.”

The man spun and squared up to Hunter. Even though he was a full head shorter than the giant SEAL, he had liquid, eighty-proof courage on his side. The scent of whiskey clung to him.

Even though he was no longer dancing, he wavered on his feet. “This isn’t a strip club! There’s no rule I can’t touch the girl.”

Hunter firmed his jaw. Even though Ivy didn’t know him very well, she knew the sharp angle was a sign of danger.

Ivy had seen a similar expression on Forest. Last time he was home—the last time she ever set eyes on him—her brother had walked out of her father’s office wearing that exact same look.

She was just mulling that over when her unwanted dance partner turned his back on Hunter…and latched on to her hips as if he owned her.

She jerked away, trying to free herself. Over the man’s head, she watched Hunter’s eyes darken with fury.

He gripped the asshole by the shoulder and yanked him around. “I told you to keep your hands off her.”

The guy poked a finger into Hunter’s chest, too stupid to know he was poking a bear.

It all happened in a blink. Hunter snapped his fist around the man’s hand. Next thing she knew, the guy was on his knees, his finger bent in an unnatural position. He let out a howl.

She grabbed Hunter’s forearm to stop him.

“Oh my god! What are you doing? You can’t just break someone’s hand for wanting to dance with me!”

“No, you were just dancing. He was touching you.”

“Let him go!” She squeezed his sinewy forearm harder.

Hunter twisted his attention from the man’s face—contorted in pain—to hers. Whatever he saw in her expression made Hunter release him.

He cradled his gnarled finger in his other palm and scrambled to his feet, probably swaying from pain as much as intoxication.

Ivy didn’t let go of Hunter’s arm. She yanked on it. At first, he didn’t budge, just looked down at her as if she’d lost her mind.

She widened her eyes, glaring harder at him until he finally relented.

With her fingers still wrapped around his arm, she stalked off the dance floor and pushed through the crowd. When people didn’t move fast enough, Hunter took over. He cupped her elbow and steered her past the bar.

“Where are we going?”

He rushed on, his long strides forcing her to jog to keep up with him.

Without so much as a word, he hauled her out of the bar and into the parking lot. She stumbled but righted herself before she fell on her face.

“Stop! I can walk!”

Chest heaving, he released her. For three eternally long heartbeats, they glared into each other’s eyes.

She whirled to go back inside.

He hooked her around the waist and yanked her off her feet. A scream bubbled up her throat, but it was knocked out of her by his hard-as-iron chest.

A whoosh of air blew past her lips. Before she could gather her wits, Hunter carried her off.

She slammed her fist into his side. “Put me down! Where are you taking me?”

“If you stop fighting me, I’ll let you walk. But we both know you’ll run back into that bar and put yourself in danger with a bunch of assholes who only want you for your body!”

Incensed, she struggled against his Neanderthal grip on her. He never even gave her a chance to get rid of that guy on her own—he took control. And he thought she wasn’t capable enough in the first place.

“Put me down!” She fought harder. In a move as swift as a blink, he threw her over his shoulder.

“Stop! Right! Now! Put me down!” Her elbow glanced off his shoulder and smacked him in the ear.

Tension thrummed through his muscles.

“Try that again and I will spank your ass just like your father should have done when you were a kid!”

No way was she going down without a fight. “Go be Ivy” took on a whole new meaning.

She flopped on his shoulder. Knowing he could drop her on the ground, she fought anyway.

“Princess, I swear to god—”

She landed another blow on his shoulder, but it only glanced off what felt like pure iron.

What came next stole the breath right out of her lungs.

He brought his hand down. Hard. Flat on her ass.

The sharp sting spread across her cheek.

Her bare cheek.

In their struggle, her skirt had balled up around her waist. And her thong offered no barrier at all.

Too stunned to utter a noise, she rode on his shoulder another few feet. His heavy boots crunched over the gravel. The mountain breeze sweeping across the small town filled her open mouth with the taste of pine.

Suddenly, like somebody plugged it into an outlet, her mind reconnected.

She sputtered. “You! Fucking! Arrogant! Asshole!”

“You’re entitled to your opinion.”

“How! Dare! You!”

“What? Teach you a lesson? You were playing with fire back there, woman. Do you have any goddamn clue of the shit I’ve seen? A man like that wouldn’t stop when you told him to. He wouldn’t leave after just one dance.”

He stopped walking so abruptly that she wobbled on his shoulder. She started to wiggle to free herself from his strong grasp and he brought his hand down on her ass again.

It wasn’t a hard spank like the first one. He simply clapped his hand over her buttock.

His fingers spread over her flesh. His fingertips cupped the undercurve.

Heat seeped in, sinking in layers…through her flesh...

Until her core burned.

“Put me—”

He whipped her off his shoulder and planted her on her feet. The cold steel of the truck at her back.

Before she could take off, he braced his hands on the door of the truck, one on each side of her, and forced her spine against the metal.

At the sight of that cocky, arched brow, she balled her fists again. If she wouldn’t break her hand, she’d try to punch that smirk off his rugged face.

“How dare you!”

“No, princess. How dare you jeopardize yourself? Your brother spent his entire life looking out for you. Making sure you didn’t fall in the pond and drown. Making sure your skinned knees were cleaned and you didn’t get an infection.”

His heated words stole her breath.

“How… How do you know those things?”

“He told me,” he bit off. He leaned in closer, bringing the masculine scent of aftershave that made her fists knot for another reason.

Aware that her skirt was still up around her waist, leaving her ass against the truck and her legs exposed to the wind, she reached up and wiggled it down into place.

He stared at her, face as cold as stone. His eyes glittered in the faint lighting of the parking lot. “Get in the truck, Ivy. I’m taking you home.”

Her lips twisted, an angry retort dripping with a lot of sass perched on her lips. But she couldn’t stop thinking about what he said about Forest.

“You have to actually let me get in the truck.”

With a light pushup, he moved away from her. She reached for the door handle, but he whipped the door open first.

She narrowed her eyes at him.

Did he have to look so…so…full of himself?

“If my brother were here, he’d wipe that smirk off your face for treating me this way.” She leaped into the passenger seat.

He crowded close, blocking her from slamming the door in his face. “Since he can’t keep you safe, and you refuse to take those steps for yourself, I’m going to do it for you.”

She blinked up at him. Hunter had actually spanked her. Like a naughty child.

Or a hot, dominant man who knew exactly how to get what he wanted.

There was something oddly alluring about a man with power like that.

* * * * *

When Hunter reached for his phone, he realized how unsteady his hands were. He wouldn’t call them shaky exactly—but he wasn’t himself either.

Goddamn Ivy for throwing him off his game. Not even the deadliest sniper staring down his sights at Hunter and his men could do that. Facing danger was far easier than dealing with the spoiled princess pouting sullenly next to him.

Her arms were folded, her gaze fixed on the windshield and her adorable little jaw jutting forward enough to show him just how annoyed she was. As if their wild struggle the entire way across the parking lot of Badlands hadn’t been enough.

“Who are you texting?” She didn’t turn her head when she spoke, but her tone smoldered with a caustic ring.

“Colton. If they’re getting a ride home with us, he and Meadow better leave now.”

Again, she spoke while refusing to look at him. “You don’t own this truck. You can’t just take off.”

He held up the key.

She gave it a cursory glance. “How did you get that?”

“Colton gave it to me when we arrived.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Why would he do that?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe he knew that I’d need to take you home early.”

She twisted her head to stare out the side window at the dark parking lot.

“This place doesn’t even have good security. The lighting out here is shit. Another reason why you should not be left alone. Not to mention the asshole clientele.”

She remained silent.

He didn’t need her agreement—he was taking her out of a bad situation that would turn worse the longer she stayed here. After a quick flurry of texts with Colton, the back door opened and Meadow slid in.

Seeing her sister didn’t even lift the mantle of anger Ivy cloaked herself in.

Colton jumped in next to his woman. “All good, man?”

“Yup.” He started the vehicle and retraced the road leading back to the Gracey Ranch.

Nobody spoke. When they reached the gates and he rolled beneath the arch with the name in the middle, he was finally able to draw a full breath.

Dammit. He thought that the tight sensation of his battle days was over. Until he and his squadron were safe in the neutral zone, he never could fill his lungs the whole way.

That small bar in the middle of nowhere was no threat like he knew one to be, but the second that man touched Ivy, Hunter was out for blood.

Once he parked in front of the big garage, Ivy jumped out and took off walking at a fast clip toward the big house, Meadow on her heels. He paused for a second, contemplating whether or not to make a security sweep of the place, but decided to back off.

The ranch hands had been here the entire time. In fact, Marks came out of the shadows. He thumbed the brim of his Stetson in greeting.

Colton nodded to the man. “Anything to report?”

“All quiet on the home front, boss.”

Hunter’s stare flashed to Colton. Boss? His friend didn’t react to the moniker.

“The others?” Colton asked.

“Guarding the perimeter, like you ordered. But Webb’s already got the fire going.”

Colton grunted. “I figured as much. Go on and join him. I’ll make sure everything’s clear around here and join you all later.”

Marks had a few years on Colton, but his level of respect was clear. “Sounds good, boss. See ya there.”

The constant mountain breeze that swayed the trees on the land died down for a moment, leaving silence. The low strains of a guitar being plucked reached them.

“Sounds like Webb’s already on the strings. I’ll grab the beer.” Marks walked off, leaving Hunter alone with Colton.

Hunter twitched his head at him. “Let’s talk.”

Colton moved toward the porch of the big house. The caution he used as he prowled around told Hunter that his friend trusted nothing and no one. Things hadn’t changed on that front.

He leaned against the heavy wood post supporting the porch. “What happened back there with Ivy?”

Hunter scrubbed a knuckle over his upper lip. “Guy wouldn’t keep his hands off her.”

Colton’s lips twisted. “Sounds familiar.”

He battled with himself. Telling his friend—who was so close to Ivy’s own sister—that he’d swatted the woman on the ass out of sheer frustration seemed like a bad idea. The last thing he wanted was Colton to think he’d lost his ability to control himself.

“Sounds like you knew when it was time to get her out of there. I can’t blame you, man. But did you get to talk to a single person?”

He shook his head. His purpose in going to Badlands tonight was to listen and learn. People talked when alcohol was involved, but he hadn’t even overheard a single conversation. He could blame it all on Ivy, but he should have been in control of himself at all times.

“Let’s have a quick look around. Then you can head to your bunk.”

“But you’re not turning in yet.”

Colton shook his head. “I’m not jetlagged. You’ve been awake a long time, man.”

He sent a look at the house, thinking that Ivy didn’t seem a bit affected by her lack of sleep either. And she’d only dozed on the plane.

He shook his head. “I’m not that tired. I’ll join you at the fire if that’s where you’re headed.”

After a quick check of the cameras set on the perimeter of the house and ranch, he and Colton strolled behind the cluster of outbuildings to the bonfire.

In the golden glow from the leaping flames, he made out the guys all seated in lawn chairs. At their approach, Marks looked up with a smile and nod. He’d obviously gotten into the cooler of beer next to him. He already had an empty one on the ground at his feet and a second in his hand.

“Have a beer,” Colton said as Hunter took up a vacant seat.

Hunter settled in the chair, his gaze moving over the faces of the men seated around the fire. With one look, he picked up on the tight bonds between these men. Having one of their own missing had to wear on them. The fact that they hid it so well, disguised it behind hard masks, was so like what Hunter and Colton knew as SEALs.

Flashes of memory hit his brain, one after another. The bombardment went on for several long minutes as he stared at the flickering fire and the white wisps of smoke rolling toward the star-specked sky.

Fuck. After every op, he and his buddies would sit and talk just like this. Laugh and joke with each other—but it always covered up the horrors they’d seen and done in the name of their country.

These humble cowboys sitting around talking, while Webb plucked the guitar strings, carefully avoided the glaring danger they now stared in the eye.

They were protecting the ranch. Protecting the sisters who would someday inherit it from their father, who they suspected had started the trouble to begin with.

And they were all avoiding thoughts of the missing man.

Hunter pushed to his feet and took off walking. He had to get out of here, away from the light that could reveal the dark expression he must wear—that mirrored his dark thoughts.

He crossed the field to the line of fence and braced a hand on the coarse rail.

When he came to Montana, he had no intention of getting so involved with the Gracey family. Forest was one of his best friends. His brother-in-arms had shared a lot of his personal stories with Hunter—enough that he understood what lines Forest would consider crossed.

He crossed one with Ivy.

Forcing her to go home for her own good was one thing, but he never should have laid a hand on her.

He clenched his fist against the feel of her warm, ripe flesh beneath his hand. Christ, her skin was so silky. Her body was fucking alive in a way that he hadn’t known in too goddamn long.

When Colton approached, he heard him coming from yards away. Neither spoke for a moment as he moved to stand next to Hunter.

He swallowed against the volcanic gravel in his throat. “I spanked Ivy.”

His friend said nothing. Long seconds passed, and then Hunter turned his head to look at Colton. A smile played around his lips.

He narrowed his eye at Colton. “You fucking knew I would. How?”

“Because you and I are too alike—and so are those sisters.”

“She’s a fucking hellion. But she does it in a way that makes you think she’s royalty acting bad.”

“Yeah, that’s the Gracey women for ya.” He pushed out a sigh that sounded less impatient and more appreciative.

“What the fuck am I supposed to do now that I touched her? You should send me packing. In fact, I’ll do it myself. I’ll go tonight.” He turned from the fence.

“You’re gonna let one woman send you running?”

He squared up. “I’m not running.”

Colton stared at him. “Good. Because I need you around here. We’ve made the place safer, but the ranch doesn’t have all the measures of protection it needs. I thought you made a commitment to helping.”

He looked his friend over. “You’re not even going to tell me off for teaching the boss’s daughter a lesson? I thought you were in charge around here now.”

He chuckled. “Would a lecture do any good? I know better than anyone how damn difficult a Gracey woman can be.”

He ground his teeth. “She’s the most frustrating woman I’ve ever met. She’s smart in some ways—I’d even call her savvy—but how she survived in Europe without being abducted by sex traffickers, I don’t fucking know.”

The sound of Webb on the guitar filtered across the field to them. Up above, the sky had grown black, and stars popped out, winking against the midnight velvet.

He sucked in a deep breath. “I’ll try to stay away from her.”

Colton clapped him on the shoulder, his hand the anchor in the storm he needed to stay the course.

“You can try to stay away from her. But I’ve seen how you look at her too.”

His head snapped around.

Colton patted him on the back. “Have fun with that, bro.”


Chapter Seven

Ivy stormed through the house, reaching with every long stride for the refuge of her bedroom.

As a kid, she got good at running these halls to get away from her siblings in a game of tag. In her teenage years, she perfected tiptoeing around any creaky floorboards when she snuck in after curfew. Not that her father would have ever noticed. Nobody cared enough to discipline her after their mother passed. Instead of giving her any direction in life, they told her to go be Ivy.

Now she just wanted escape—period.

She rushed into her room and whirled to slam the door behind her, but Meadow was there, hand braced against the door.

Her sister wasn’t going to let her get out of telling her what happened with Hunter back at the saloon. She flopped down on her bed.

“Do you know what that man did?” she demanded before Meadow could even open her mouth.

Meadow’s blue eyes were so close to their mother’s that her gaze scrambled Ivy’s thoughts. Forest and their father had brown.

She was the oddball with the only green eyes in the family.

“I know exactly what he did to you.”

The anger that hadn’t yet begun to cool inside her erupted. “Humiliated me!”

Her sister sank to the side of the bed. “Men like Hunter—like Colton—only know one thing—how to protect. You triggered that response in Hunter—”

“I triggered it?” Her voice rose in outrage. “So I was asking for it? What about the things he triggered in me when he threw me over his shoulder and…and…”

She broke off as lurid sensations slithered through her body. Memories of how his big, hard body felt beneath her as he carried her to the truck.

And his hand leaving a white-hot imprint on her buttocks.

The spot burned enough that she could trace the exact outline of his palm and fingers.

She slung her arm over her eyes to hide her face from Meadow, who knew her so well.

“He spanked you.” Meadow’s voice was pitched low.

“Yes!” Her own was choked.

“I know all about that.”

She sat up so fast that Meadow jumped. She gaped at her. “You know all about what? Did Colton—”

“Yes. Been there. Done that. Would do it again.” She bit down on her bottom lip, but the smile spread across her beautiful features regardless of her attempt to hide it.

Ivy shook her head. “I can’t believe you!”

“Oh, c’mon. Admit it—you really wanted Hunter after that.”

A spike of desire shot directly to her core, the same one that had been striking over and over again like lightning targeting the same point until her entire body felt like it quivered with electricity.

She groaned. “Shut up. He’s terrible. I wouldn’t even be nice to him if not for Forest.”

She eyed her sister warily. Part of her really wanted to know what went down between her and Colton. But if she learned anything in the past months on her own, it was to mind her own business. Getting nosy could mean trouble she wasn’t ready to handle.

Like that time in Madrid when—

Well, she didn’t want to think about what almost happened to her, if she hadn’t been so quick and smart.

Meadow grabbed a pillow and propped it against the headboard to lean against. Then she picked up a throw pillow and drew it onto her lap, settling in to have one of their old talks.

Ivy did the same, sitting beside her on the big bed. “What happened with Colton?”

“We didn’t exactly hit it off at first.”

She studied her sister, but her expression gave nothing away. She’d just have to be patient and wait for the story.

Meadow didn’t make her wait long. “I didn’t take things seriously like I should have. I went to Badlands and got myself into a little trouble. Colton…impressed upon me…how much respect I should have for myself. He made me think about what I was giving up.”

“Which was?”

“My body…my virginity.”

Ivy’s eyes went round. “Are you telling me that you never…before Colton?”

She shook her head. “I was saving myself. When I realized I was saving myself for him all along, everything fell into place.”

“Well, there will be no Hunter and Ivy. I can’t stand the arrogant alpha-hole. He thinks he knows everything. And if he ever tries to manhandle me again…” She broke off, feeling those long, heated fingers stretched around her buttocks. Liquid heat melted her core and she resisted the urge to squirm at the mere thought of his hand on her.

When he’d pinned her to the truck door, for a heart-throbbing moment she thought he would kiss her.

Her insides quivered.

Shaking her head again, she denied how he made her feel to Meadow and even to herself. “I’ll never speak to him again. Or even look at him.”

Meadow patted her on the arm. “You’ve had a long day, Ivy. Sleep on it. We’ve got a lot to do tomorrow.”

That made her sit up straighter. Any chance to distract herself from the topic of discussion—all six foot four of him—was more than welcome.

“What do we need to do?”

“Go visit Daddy for one.”

The thought of those beeping machines and the sterile odor in the air made her stomach ache.

“What else?”

“There’s a lot to do around here. The business needs attention. I let the horses go for too long after news of Forest’s death. But I’m back on track now. I’ve been working with them as much as possible.”

“What can I do to help on the ranch? Can we find me something to do in the morning?”

Meadow brightened. “Definitely. Meanwhile, try to go easy on Hunter.”

That got her hackles up again. “Go easy on him?”

Meadow slipped to her feet, looking down at Ivy, and nodded. “You know, half the squadron died that day in an attack hours after Forest did. Hunter almost lost his leg.”

She blinked at her. She never would have guessed Hunter had sustained an injury. He didn’t walk with a limp or have any other indicator that he’d been hurt.

Suddenly she felt like the spoiled, bratty princess the man believed she was.

“That’s terrible.” She wet her dry lips and moved off the bed to embrace her sister before she turned in for the night.

After Meadow left her alone, Ivy stripped down to her panties and crawled between the cool sheets.

But everything in her was hot and bothered.

She couldn’t quit thinking about Hunter. How he felt, how he smelled. The dark fury in his eyes when he threatened that guy on the dance floor.

How his hand felt on her backside.

The first swat had awakened every nerve in her body, leaving them throbbing with awareness. When he touched her again, cradling her ass in one broad palm, she felt like she was electrically charged.

Even when he put her down, he’d let her body slide down his entire chiseled length, allowing her to feel every ridge—and bulge—on him.

Oh god. Did she have to remember that?

Hunter, her brother’s best friend and the newest employee on the Gracey Ranch, had been hard for her.

* * * * *

Hunter was face down in the dirt. Hard rocks cut into his cheek. Blood coated his lips.

His ears were packed with cotton, cutting off all sound. When he twisted his head to the side and opened his eyes, he was staring at thick black smoke.

Then the smoke cleared enough for him to make out the scene before him. At first, he couldn’t make sense of it. The bodies on the ground. A few feet away, his own boot lay on its side, ripped off his foot by the blast.

Unable to understand anything about what he saw, an image rose in his mind. A photo that Forest had shown him, the snapshot of his family taken right before he left for the Navy.

They stood on the front porch of their home, a backdrop of log exterior behind the four of them. Their mother was missing from the unit, but Forest still had a family left to go home to.

Hunter clung to the memory of that picture while a medic hovered over him. Before he delivered a dose of morphine for the pain, Hunter held that image of Forest’s family in his mind, gripping tight to it because he didn’t have one of his own to bring him back from the edge of death.

With a jolt, he sat up on the bunk and smacked his head on the ceiling. Pain rocketed through his skull, but it woke him too.

Grounded him.

Pain, he knew. Family, not at all.

The room was still dark with night, but in Germany, it was the time when the nurses made their early morning rounds to hand out painkillers or medication to dull the mental anguish of losing everything in one blast.

Going into that fight, the entire squadron had known Forest was dead. They were trained to stuff down those emotions, compartmentalize them to the point where they couldn’t think or feel—only act.

After a drone dropped a bomb on them, few men were left alive. Hunter was one of the lucky ones. At least they told him that.

When he eased out of the top bunk, Marks, sleeping below him, wheezed a light snore and rolled onto his side. The cool floor under Hunter’s bare feet woke him even more.

His parched lips felt too much like the blood dried on them after that hellish night when a bomb blew him right out of his boots. The only thing that had saved him was the force that threw him out of the way.

Hunter knew he was lucky as hell, but knowing it and feeling it were two separate things.

Quietly, he moved to the kitchen, guided by a small light left on over the stove. He looked in the fridge for a bottle of water, but it only held beer. He grabbed one and cracked it open. After a long swig of the earthy brew, the dream lingering in his head washed away, leaving him clear enough to remember other things.

Like what happened at Badlands just hours before.

Without willing his feet to move, he drifted out of the bunkhouse. There was no porch to speak of, only a small roof overhanging the door to offer a bit of respite from the weather. He paused there for a moment, filling his lungs with deep breaths of the fresh mountain air and the tang of rain driving the breeze across the ranch.

He stepped out into the yard, enjoying the cool earth under his bare feet and the cold beer in his hand.

No chill could erase the fire in his gut when he looked to the house and saw a light on in the window on the far corner.

Only someone still running on European time would be awake.

Ivy.

Goddamn. The last person he wanted to think about. It was bad enough they were forced into each other’s company on the ranch, but he’d made things so much more awkward when he spanked her.

Chest tight, he raised the bottle to his lips and sipped. Icy beer slipped down his dry throat.

Had she woken up thirsty too? Was she easing out of bed right this minute to go find a drink of water?

He pictured her in that sexy sequined skirt. Those long, trim legs were the stuff of dreams for the lonely men serving their country. Legs a woman could wrap around a man and hold him tight while he drove his cock deep inside her.

Only Hunter did not want Ivy that way.

So why was his cock stiff and tenting his boxer briefs?

Fuck. She wasn’t just the wrong woman, she was completely off-limits.

Even if he could take her for a roll in the hay so conveniently placed twenty yards away from where he stood, it wasn’t as if he could do a hit-it-and-quit-it like his days when he was on military leave.

And he definitely wasn’t in a position to have a relationship. He didn’t even want one.

He stared at that small square of light in her window, willing his body to behave, for his cock to stop surging with lust for a woman he could never touch.

Tonight he’d head down to Badlands again, solo this time. He’d take a seat, with a drink in hand, and find out what he could about the attacks taking place on the ranch.

After that, he’d find an eager woman and let her take him home for a night.

Even as the thought entered his head, it fled with a hard pulse of need in his cock. A small figure walked in front of the window and stopped.

Christ. Was Ivy looking outside? Was she staring up at the crescent moon hanging low in the sky with a bright star as its companion?

He swung around and yanked open the bunkhouse door. Instead of returning to his bunk, he dropped to the leather couch and spent the next half hour sipping his beer and reminding himself of all the reasons he’d come to the ranch.

It was not to babysit a princess.

It wasn’t to teach her a lesson, no matter how much his palm ached to do so.

It definitely wasn’t to fantasize about what Ivy was wearing when she stood in that window.

If she wore anything at all.

He had to secure the ranch. Find out who had a vendetta against the Gracey family. Though Colton already had a bead on Sean Gracey being a target.

There were only two reasons why a person would go after someone—money or revenge.

It wouldn’t take a lot of digging to find either. He just needed access to the right sources to uncover the truth.

Hunter sat there watching the sun rise. While he tried to keep his brain on task, it kept slipping to something he hadn’t thought about in a long time.

His own family.

God, it was all so long ago. He’d been on his own for so many years, with only his brothers-in-arms to call family. It had brought him across continents, all the way to Montana, to be with one of his best friends in the world—Colton.

Nox didn’t know it, but he’d saved Hunter from self-destruction. He’d come to the ranch at Colton’s call for help—his call to arms—because very few people in the world understood what he’d endured after that failed op.

Colton did. Not only had his buddy witnessed Forest’s demise firsthand, but he’d been there at the final battle. He’d seen them all die.

Hunter admired the hell out of his strength. With Colton as an example, he could draw on his own reserves and stand strong too.

He had to—for his fallen brothers. For Forest. For Colton.

Goddammit. For the woman who needed protection from whoever was threatening the Gracey family—Ivy.


Chapter Eight

The scent of Meadow’s fresh cinnamon rolls broke through Ivy’s sleep haze and had her following her nose straight to the kitchen. Oh yes, she knew she could count on Meadow to come through with her favorite baked treat. She always made them for Ivy’s birthday and even Christmas morning.

After waking at her usual European time, she stood at the window, staring up at the moon until the stars faded to daylight. Still tired, she returned to bed and dozed on and off for a few hours before the rest of the ranch woke.

When she walked into the kitchen and saw the handsome man seated at the table with Meadow on his knee, Ivy came to a stop.

Colton’s Stetson rested on the table. And his lips were on Meadow’s throat as if she were the scrumptious treat instead of the platter of warm cinnamon rolls.

Her sister had her head tossed back, a giggle on her lips, as her boyfriend sampled her for breakfast.

Ivy had two choices: back out quietly, return to her room and forget about hot cinnamon rolls…or give her sister a hard time.

“Get a room. People need to eat in here.” She strode directly to the coffeemaker and poured herself a steaming mug.

The couple making out not three feet away stopped what they were doing and looked at her.

“You’re up early. We thought you might sleep in.” Meadow didn’t bother climbing off Colton’s lap as she addressed Ivy.

“Actually,” she leaned against the counter, cradling her mug, “I’ve been up since sparrow-fart.”

At the military reference to such an early hour of the day, Colton’s lips twitched upward.

She drew a sip of coffee into her mouth. “Ahh. You can’t know how much I needed this.”

They both stared at her.

She paused. “What?”

Meadow climbed off Colton’s lap and smoothed her hands over her top. “Have you been in bed this whole time waiting for somebody to make the coffee?”

She threw her sister a sly smile. “No. I was waiting for somebody to make my favorite breakfast.” She walked over to the table and grabbed a warm roll off the platter.

Sinking to a vacant seat, she took a bite of ooey, gooey cinnamon pastry with cream cheese frosting and groaned around the mouthful.

Meadow shook her head at her antics, even though she wore an expression of pride that Ivy had seen numerous times. Deep down, Meadow enjoyed pleasing people. It was how she expressed her love. For Ivy, that was cinnamon rolls.

She eyed Colton. She didn’t even want to know what her sister did to please him.

She took another sip of coffee. “I see you’ve graduated from the bunkhouse to my sister’s bedroom.”

“Ivy!”

Colton chuckled. “You could say I claimed my spot.”

She studied them for a moment. “I’m happy for you guys. And I’m really happy that none of the other ranch hands are here for breakfast.” She could at least eat in peace even if she couldn’t get any quality sleep after the dreams of Hunter.

When she woke in the early hours before dawn, she could blame it on the difference between time zones, but fact was, she’d woken up hot and thirsty too—with the feel of a man’s hand on her ass.

She must have some kind of jetlag sickness. Was that a thing? Even if it wasn’t, she was going to blame the odd urges surging through her body on sleep deprivation. And maybe the change in altitude. Yeah, the altitude was to blame.

As she devoured two rolls and polished off her cup of much-needed caffeine, she listened intently to Meadow and Colton’s discussion about the ranch.

For being so new to the Gracey, he seemed to have his finger on the pulse of the happenings around here. The way he discussed the deliveries and how the ranch hands would be spread out around the ranch was impressive.

It also raised some questions.

Ivy set down her mug carefully since it was the one with the flowers that her mother always preferred. “It’s clear that you’ve taken over ranch operations. What I’m really wondering is how did you get Zach Webb to back off my sister?”

“Ivy!”

She leveled a look at Meadow before switching it to Colton. “Well? Everybody in a fifty-mile radius knows that Zach’s had his sights on you since you turned eighteen. I have my suspicions that Daddy put that idea in his head about marrying you and getting the ranch someday.”

Meadow gaped at her. “That was never, ever a possibility. Besides, how could Zach get the Gracey when Forest would have inherited it?”

She leaned back in her seat, arms folded over her chest. “We all knew that Forest didn’t want the ranch.”

Colton’s telltale blank expression probably meant that he had a lot of questions.

She saw that she’d have to explain her reasoning. “Forest was in the military for life. He loved his friends too much to ever walk away.”

Colton dropped his stare to the table.

“And let’s face it, this place is dreary as hell.” She got up and retrieved the coffeepot then bustled back to the table, topping up all of their mugs with hot coffee. “Now let’s talk about what I can do around here.”

Meadow and Colton traded a look.

“Meadow said you want to pitch in.”

She placed her hands on the table. “I do. I’ll go crazy if I don’t stay busy.”

“Okay, then. What are your skills?” Meadow asked.

“What is this? A job interview?” She waved a hand in dismissal. “You know I have a college degree.”

Colton cocked his brow. “I thought you went straight to Europe after high school?”

She sent Colton a long look. “I’m not that much younger than Meadow. I just look it.”

Meadow stuck her tongue out at her, and Ivy gave her a playful grin.

“What’s your degree in?” Colton reached to clasp Meadow’s hand. Seeing how the pair couldn’t keep their hands off each other for very long left an ache in her own chest. She’d enjoyed her solo tour of Europe…but she’d been lonely too.

“Marketing.”

He cleared his throat. “That’s useful in some businesses, but I’m not sure what good it does us around the ranch.”

She held a sigh trapped in her chest. She’d grappled with her choice of college degree for years while attending classes and even after graduation. She wasn’t going to admit to her sister’s boyfriend what Meadow probably already had guessed—that she didn’t know what to do, and Daddy had been paying, so why not?

There must be some way to redeem herself in their eyes.

“I do have a big reach.”

They stared at her.

Meadow spoke up. “Do you mean social media reach?”

“Of course. I maintained a travel blog on YouTube with shorts in TikTok over the past nine months.”

Colton shook his head. “Again, I’m not sure how social media can help the ranch right at this moment, but if I think of anything, I know where to find you.

Damn. That was a little harsh, but understandable.

“You could work with me training horses.” Meadow offered her an encouraging smile.

“I’m not great with horses.”

“We’ve got beef to sell soon,” Colton tossed out another idea.

“I don’t eat beef. I’m on a Mediterranean diet.”

Meadow gave her an incredulous look. “You never got over the loss of your favorite calf, did you?”

She folded her arms and scowled. “Petunia was the best calf in the universe!”

“Daddy always told you they’re not pets.”

“I bottle-fed her!”

“Doesn’t matter.”

Colton broke up the argument by clearing his throat. “Someone needs to make calls to the customers about the horses we’ve sold. We need someone to follow up.”

Ivy tapped her palms on the table. “Finally a job I can do. I can talk to people! I’ll make the calls.”

Ten minutes later, Colton had gone outside to handle some ranch chores, and Meadow left to work with a new pony, leaving Ivy to dig through her father’s office to find the contacts for those horse buyers.

As soon as she entered the still space, she saw that her work was cut out for her. The place looked like a time capsule, a moment captured when her father had last sat behind that big walnut desk and attended to his duties.

Boxes of what she already knew to be various mechanical parts for farm equipment were piled on the floor. The stack of mail alone staggered her.

After sifting through a few envelopes, she spotted a familiar logo on one that happened to have her name on it.

“Oh good!” That bank card she’d been missing for months now was going to make her life so much easier. The money that came from her travel vlog went directly to the online account she could only access through her digital wallet since the card was mailed here. When she went to buy her plane ticket home, she didn’t have a secure card to book the flight, which led to her hocking that beautiful Gucci purse to pay cash.

She took a moment to activate the card and stashed it away before moving on with sorting through the pile of mail.

When she spotted the bill for the credit card she had been traveling with—the one that got declined several times—she paused for a beat.

Past Due was stamped on the front of the envelope.

She tore it open and skimmed the pages of the statement.

Not only past due but maxed out.

Oh god. What was going on? Her father should have been paying this card all along, but it looked as though he’d been ignoring the bill.

Or—she flipped through a few more envelopes—all of the bills?

What was going on? Maybe she should go to Meadow with this.

She worried her bottom lip with her teeth. Surely her sister would have mentioned a problem with the finances if she knew about it. That meant she was in the dark.

Meadow had already done enough holding down the ranch for nine months, dealing with their father’s sullen moods since their mother died. She’d already given so much of herself, worrying about their father while Ivy was still in Europe. For now, Ivy would keep this to herself.

If she was going to get to the bottom of things, she had her work cut out for her.

* * * * *

Hunter hefted a bag of feed into the back of the ATV. The noise of a truck pulling up to the garage filled the air.

Colton must have returned from the errand he was running. He told the ranch hands he was just going out for supplies, but the steady look he’d given Hunter said otherwise.

He returned to the shed to grab a second bag, his mind switching from the threats they were defending against to the task he was doing.

Ranch chores didn’t take much training. He didn’t even mind the physical labor. After being laid up in the hospital for so long, it was welcome, even if his leg did give him pain sometimes at night.

For the past three nights, Colton had placed him on security detail. He’d set up with a rifle and binoculars in a position overlooking the ranch. All night long, he watched the ranch the way a working dog watched over a flock of sheep.

He wished his mind was easy during those long, lonely hours, but it churned with memories and flashes of what he’d lost. Basically, he spent eight hours a night with every goddamn one of his demons.

After the sun crested the horizon, the ranch hands relieved him of his duty, and Hunter returned to his bunk to catch a few hours of shuteye, a reprieve from what he’d endured.

Now late afternoon burned into evening. The heat of the Indian summer had sweat trickling down the back of his neck and soaking his shirt.

“You look like you could use a cold drink.” Colton’s voice made him swing around.

With the fifty-pound sack of feed balanced on his shoulder, Hunter nodded. “I could. But this heat is nothing.” Neither of them needed a reminder of the conditions they’d fought in.

“That’s true. After you put that feed in the back of the ATV, take a break. I’ll grab us both a drink.”

He ducked his head in agreement and sauntered over to the small vehicle he was loading. He’d drive to the back pasture, where he’d dump grain into the trough for the horses pasturing there and make sure they had plenty of water too.

After dumping off the bag, he joined Colton at the training pen. It seemed to be one of his favorite spots to lean and just watch the horses—or more likely, to watch Meadow when she was in there training the animals.

Hunter had to agree the place offered a type of peace he’d never experienced before. Something about the way the horses existed without a care took away a few cares of whoever viewed them.

He twisted off the cap of a water bottle and took a swig. “Thanks, brother.”

“No problem.”

He got the feeling Colton had something to say. But if he knew anything about his buddy, it was that he did things in his own time and in his own way.

They leaned on the fence in companionable silence. The land offered its own small noises—under the sweet chirp of birds and hum of insects, he swore he could hear the sun baking the earth.

All of a sudden, a popping sound broke across the land. He swung around, reaching for his rifle—and found it wasn’t slung across his chest.

His heart slamming with the rush of adrenaline hitting his system full force, he scanned the ranch. He took a hasty step toward whatever threat was out there, but Colton brought his hand down on Hunter’s arm, stopping him in his tracks.

The sound echoed across the land again. Pop! Pop! Pop!

Their gazes locked. “Somebody’s shooting in the distance, probably on the neighboring ranch. Webb told me that the owners like to shoot sporting clay pigeons.”

Hunter’s mind was so clogged, with tactical moves, with getting a weapon in his hands, that it took him a minute to calm the noise in his brain and process what his friend said.

Clay pigeons. Not a threat.

Cold sweat broke out on his forehead and made the skin on his neck clammy.

Hunter was back in battle. The ground was thick with smoke. His boot lay feet away from his wrecked leg and among the mangled bodies of his friends. His eardrums ruptured from the blast, the scream on his lips unheard by his own ears.

In his hand, he felt the cold steel of his weapon.

He clutched the water bottle hard enough to crinkle it.

He wasn’t in battle.

Twisting his head aside, he focused on the horses and avoided Colton’s stare.

His friend’s voice was as gritty as he’d ever heard it. “Believe me, I feel it too.”

He eyed Colton. “It happened sometimes in the hospital. A nurse would drop something, and the clatter would send me into action.”

“I’ve had my fair share of reactions. But the good thing about the Gracey is it’s typically really quiet and peaceful.”

A place to heal.

He didn’t say the words, but they rose in his mind like a bubbling spring of hope.

“Take a break. Have you visited the pond yet?”

His heart was still thundering so loud that he didn’t immediately register what Colton was saying.

He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Not yet.”

“I’ll feed the horses. You head down to the pond. Take a minute to collect yourself.”

How the hell did Colton have his shit together? They fought in the same battle. Saw the same friends die. Yet if his friend was shaking inside like a leaf in a wild storm, he didn’t let on.

Their differences never seemed so pronounced. Colton was managing to swim those troubled waters. Hunter was hopelessly damaged.

He nodded. “I’ll head down there for a while.”

“Rest easy, brother.” He held out a hand to Hunter. He gripped Colton’s fingers and broke away.

Earlier in the week, he discovered from his post on night watch, he could make out a silver disc shape cut into the land. It shimmered in the moonlight or darkened when the clouds rolled overhead, but he realized quickly that it was a pond. Later, he asked one of the other ranch hands and was told that the Gracey family used it as a swimming hole, and sometimes on the hottest days of summer, the ranch workers all went down there for a quick dunk to escape the heat.

The brisk walk down the hill helped clear his head a bit, but just as he reached the edge of the water, more shots rang out from the neighbor’s ranch.

He clenched his fists at his sides and locked his legs hard enough to send a jolt of pain through the injured one.

Fuck, he had to get a grip. He was in the countryside—local landowners had weapons they used for sport and protection too.

After he reached the pond, he dropped into a crouch near the edge. For long seconds, he watched the water lapping at the bank in small ripples set off by some spring that fed it, or maybe by a fish. Plucking a tall blade of grass from the bank, he stared at the sunlight playing over the surface until his mind cleared.

A crunching noise from a few feet away, beyond the screen of tall reeds growing along the edge, had Hunter shooting to his full height.

Just then, a woman appeared between the foliage, walking toward him. Blonde. Curvy. Her face wore that soft, romantic innocence that sucked weaker men into her clutches.

The princess.

Spotting him, she stopped and hastily directed a long wave of hair behind her ear.

“Sorry—I didn’t know anybody was down here.”

It seemed they couldn’t escape each other. All these acres and still—

More shots echoed across the land, sounding closer this time.

Ivy darted a look at his face, her green eyes widening slightly. “It’s the neighbor. They like shooting clay pigeons.”

“Colton told me.”

“A little PTSD?”

He narrowed his eyes at her. Any denial died on his lips. He might be a lot of things, but Hunter was no liar.

She moved to stand beside him as if she wasn’t remotely bothered by the fact he was sweating buckets and probably looked like he was ready to break the neck of his enemy.

She let out a light sigh, as soft as the breeze rustling the reeds. “I needed this today.”

He arched a brow in question.

“A break,” she explained. “I’ve been working in the office for days. It’s a little…” She floundered for a word. “Heavy.”

He’d learned a long time ago that people talked to him. They trusted him with whatever was weighing on their mind. It was what kicked off his rapport with Forest. After his buddy unpacked a few concerns for his younger sisters back in Montana, they’d become fast friends.

Ivy scraped her fingers through her thick hair, sending the long waves rippling over her shoulders. “There are so many papers and documents to sort through. It took ages, but I think I’ve opened all the mail now. Believe me, that was a chore and a half.”

Again, she sighed. Beneath each eye she wore a small blue half moon of fatigue.

“You haven’t been sleeping well either.”

She jerked her head to pierce him in her stare. After a heartbeat, she shook her head. “I swear I’m reading papers in my dreams.”

A small crinkle appeared between her shapely eyebrows that arched over the deep green pools of her eyes. When he looked closer, he swore he saw ghosts moving in the depths.

At first glance, Ivy was a stunning woman who gave away no hint of a depth beyond her beauty. But those eyes…secrets lived in those eyes.

“I haven’t told Meadow how stressful it’s been, going through Daddy’s office. But…ugh.” She lowered herself to the bank with her knees tucked against her chest and her arms slung around them.

He stared down at her small form. So vulnerable. This was not the same woman he’d met on the plane. She wasn’t anything like he expected when he first came here. He’d judged her, wrongfully so, and maybe it was time to own up to it.

He dropped to the bank next to her. She twisted her head and met his gaze.

The expression in her eyes was filled with a hunger that shot straight to his core. Lust clawed at him.

“I know you don’t like me, Hunter.”

His stare dropped to her lips. Plump, pale pink. The most enticing set of lips he’d ever set eyes on. “I like you just fine.”

She leaned toward him. On the bank where they’d planted their hands, their fingers brushed.

Drawn to her like a bee to honey, he leaned closer. He was going to claim those perfectly plump lips and see for himself if she tasted like berries or peaches or—

Something in the water moved. He shifted his stare from her lips to the spot in the reeds.

Red cloth of a man’s shirt bobbed to the surface.

Fuck!

She started to follow his gaze, but he cupped her cheek and held her in place. Alarm lit her eyes.

“Don’t look over there.”

“What? Why not?”

“Just listen to me, Ivy.” He grabbed his phone and dialed Colton.

His friend answered after two rings.

“I need you down at the pond. Now,” Hunter barked to him.

Again, Ivy started to twist on the bank to look at what he was seeing, but he threaded his fingers in her soft hair to hold her. He ended the call before Colton could reply and dropped his phone to grasp Ivy by the shoulder.

“Hunter, you’re scaring me. What the hell is going on? Is there a bear? Because I know how to make a bear move on without taking interest in me. Our father taught us how to protect ourselves out here.”

“It’s not a bear.”

It was a dead man.

She tore away from him, leaping to her feet before he could stop her. When she stared at the reeds and saw what he saw, she clapped a hand over her mouth.

Her face drained of color. When she swung toward Hunter, he cupped the back of her head and drew her against his chest.

She was shaking.

“Oh my god! Who is that?”

“I don’t know,” he ground out. But he could guess. The ranch hand who had gone missing.

She yanked away from him. “I’m getting out of here!”

He grabbed her by the upper arms and held her. “You’re not going anywhere alone. From this minute on, both you and your sister are to be accompanied by one of us.”

“I want to leave!”

“I want you safe.” He kissed her. Took her lips for his own and made damn sure she knew who was claiming her.

Planting a hand on her lower spine, he pulled her flush against his body. A quiver ran through her, but it was surrender.

She relaxed into his body. With a soft moan, she melted into the kiss.

The brief brushing of lips lasted mere seconds before she jerked away from him again. She whirled to go, her hair fanning out in an arc behind her.

He latched on to her arm. “You don’t want to defy me, Ivy.”

“You don’t have any authority over me. I’m old enough to make my own decisions!”

“Need I remind you of what happened four nights ago down at Badlands?”

She stilled.

“Remember?”

Her tongue darted over her bottom lip. Some of the color rushed back into her cheeks. She roughed out, “The spanking.”

He nodded. “Don’t walk away from me, Ivy. We’ll wait for Colton and then I’ll walk you back to the house to make sure you’re safe.”

After a moment, she stopped wrestling against his command and nodded. “I’ll stay, but can we at least move away from the body?”

Taking her by the hand, he led her away from the reeds where the victim floated. Hunter was on high alert, but he heard nothing but the whisper of the wind…and the soft moan Ivy made when he kissed her.


Chapter Nine

Ivy wrapped her arms around herself and watched as Colton and Hunter stood together, talking in low whispers.

She stared at their tense faces, questioning what exactly she’d walked into here. Nobody seemed to be giving her any answers, either. Some she wasn’t ready to ask for, like the state of her father’s finances. And some nobody was willing to tell her—like what the hell a dead body was doing in their pond.

Her gaze shifted from the men to the dull red shirt of the dead guy in the water. At that moment, Hunter turned his head and saw the line of her stare. He moved to block her view.

Colton said something to him, and he nodded. Then he drew away from Colton and set off toward Ivy.

Their gazes connected. What she saw on his face was totally at war with the sensations she was feeling as he grew closer and closer to her. That kiss. The feel of his lips lingered on hers even now.

Why had he done it? She never expected it. Never thought in a million years that Forest’s friend would grab her and curl her toes that way. He’d been so tender with her.

Yet his lips were so firm.

His entire body was hard as iron yet he’d bent around her as if to protect her, shield her.

As he got within three feet of her, she gulped down the nervous energy that coiled inside her.

“Let’s walk.”

Ordinarily, she’d be annoyed by his command. After all, she wasn’t one of his SEALs taking orders. But she wanted to get out of here as fast as possible.

They set off walking. The land curved around a hill and up an incline. She matched him step for step.

“How are you keeping up with me?” His question brought her out of her head.

Startled from the dark turn her thoughts had taken about the things nobody was telling her, she looked up at his face. His rugged features were carved into a mask, but she saw the fine lines of strain around his steel-gray eyes.

Why had she never fully noticed the color before? Maybe she’d never examined him so close. Every exchange between them seemed to take a downward turn, leaving her agitated and Hunter throwing out insults about her being a princess.

Spanking her.

Or kissing her.

The confusion rising inside her made her want to look away, but he held her stare captive.

What had he asked her?

Oh yes. Now she remembered.

“I’ve hiked all over Europe. I wasn’t on one of those backpacking trips, but I wasn’t only hanging out in cafes drinking foreign coffee.”

“You hiked alone?” The sharp edge of his tone brought her gaze back to his.

“No, with groups. Excursions people book with a guide.”

“But you were on your own, without your friend.”

“Look, don’t bring this up in front of Meadow. She’d only worry, and there isn’t any point now, is there? I’m home.”

With a dead body in the pond where they used to swim in summer.

She shuddered.

When they reached the front porch of the house, she mounted the bottom step. Hunter faced her, still inches taller despite her being on the stairs.

“Stay in the house until Colton or I come talk to you about this.”

Dazed, she nodded.

He started to turn to walk away, and she caught the front of his shirt, pulling him back.

“Don’t leave. Tell me what is happening. Do you think that man died of natural causes? That he got drunk, fell in the water and drowned?”

The shivers she’d felt sliding through her on the walk home hit full force. She clamped her trembling fingers into fists and tried to keep Hunter from taking notice.

“Christ, Ivy. You’re shaking like a leaf. Come here.” He rubbed her arms, his touch on her bare skin warming her fast.

When a bigger quake hit her, there was no concealing it. Hunter gave her a sharp look before wrapping his arms around her and yanking her against him.

She sucked in a deep breath, and her nose flooded with the masculine scent of bodywash tinged with musk. Oh god, he smelled so good. He was so big and strong and…

She tipped her face up, lips on offer.

His eyes roamed over her features—then locked on her mouth a split second before he slammed his lips over hers.

Dark need washed through her. A squeak escaped her throat as he took command of the kiss.

His firm lips were unutterably soft as he angled his head and applied the barest pressure. Another murmur broke from her, and he tightened his hold.

At the same moment, they gasped as if breaking the surface of a sea they’d been drowning in for far too long. Their tongues met, and he plundered her.

Ivy swept her tongue across his, tasting him, learning what made his chest vibrate with a groan. Her body heated. Her shivers fled.

She lifted her arms to loop around his neck, leaning into him and matching him stroke for stroke.

She forgot about the pain of the loss she’d lived with for so long that it had become a thick fiber of who she was. She stopped thinking about all the creditors her father owed—or why.

She lived, breathed and felt Hunter.

Suddenly, he tore from the kiss. “Stop! Ivy, we have to stop.”

“No.” She followed him, covering his mouth with hers until he responded and kissed her back.

Again, he twisted his mouth free. “Ivy—”

“Don’t stop, Hunter. I want you.”

With a groan, he locked his hands on her waist and lifted her off the bottom step, setting her firmly on the porch.

Chest heaving, she stared at him. “I want you.”

“You don’t always get what you want.” His chest moved as if he couldn’t figure out how to fill his lungs with enough air. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you that?”

Holding his stare, she reached for his hand. He stared down at it for several aching heartbeats. Then he spun to go.

She’d played her hand of cards. Seeing that he didn’t want her the same way she wanted him, she whirled to the front door.

She took all of two steps before the heavy thump of boots on the porch reached her.

Hunter yanked her into his arms and captured her mouth in a kiss to end all kisses. The blazing way he slipped his tongue over hers, again and again and again, dizzied her. Dark need coiled in her core, reminding her that underneath all the layers of grief and worry she hadn’t been able to outrun even after nine months in foreign countries…she was a woman.

She clung to him, rubbing her body against his hard one—and the stiff bulge in his jeans. Between sweeping kisses, she murmured, “My room!”

Out of control, he bit at her lips. Locked his hands on her ass, pulling her into his erection, and ground his hips. Flooding with desire, she moaned into his mouth, which spurred him to action.

He whipped open the screen door. She reached behind herself to fumble with the door handle. In a tangle of lips and roaming hands, they fell through the door. The house was empty, she knew, because Meadow was out training horses.

When he picked her up, she wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist. They barely came up for a breath of air as he navigated through the house and reached the hallway.

“Which door’s yours?” His voice was all gravel and growl. The syllables warm strokes to her senses.

“Left!”

He kicked the door in. It banged off the wall, but he whirled with her and slammed it shut behind them. In two strides, they hit the bed.

“What is all this?” He picked up her unicorn pillow and threw it on the floor.

“My childhood.” She giggled and reached for him again, pulling him down on top of her.

They went still, staring into each other’s eyes.

“You know what happens when a commoner touches a princess?”

She nodded with enthusiasm. “Undeniable pleasure. Give me your mouth again.”

With a low growl, he did, kissing her until she was gasping and rocking her aching pussy into his cock.

She ran her hands over the chiseled planes of his back, learning the strong flex of his muscles. When she tugged his shirt up and over his head, he moved to help her, rolling his body like a hot male dancer on a stage.

She was aching for him. She needed him inside her—now.

“Hunter!”

Dipping his lips to her throat, he teased her with small bites and sucking pulls of his mouth that drove her so crazy she thought she’d lose it. Patience fled, and she tore at his fly.

He refused to move faster, just nibbling on her neck from her ear to her collarbone and back up.

Desire pulsed in her core. Her panties were a flooded scrap of French lace. Madame Marie had designed the undergarments for this very occasion, right? She reached between their bodies and unfastened her jeans. Wiggling out of her top was much harder—the stubborn man refused to move his lips from her throat.

When she finally yanked the top over her head, she stared up into his eyes and saw a glimmer of appreciation in the steel-gray depths.

“I need to feel your skin on mine,” she rasped.

She dug her fingers into his spine, dragging his bare chest down on top of hers. They both froze.

He lifted his head and pierced her in his stare. “Christ, princess. I should not be touching you.”

She tightened her hold on him and locked her thighs around his waist for good measure. “Don’t you dare stop now. Don’t you dare deny how much you want me too.”

* * * * *

The scorching feel of Ivy’s skin against Hunter’s blew his goddamn mind. His cock surged. His balls throbbed.

He couldn’t recall a time he’d ever wanted a woman this bad. Or when he ever would again.

He shouldn’t have Forest’s sister half naked underneath him. Or want his lips on the tantalizing buds of her nipples.

He should not be reaching for the open fly of her jeans…brushing his fingertips over the lace V there.

“Ivy.” His throat worked on a long swallow. The throb of want pounding through him was barely staved off.

She lifted her head off the bed and bit into his bottom lip, tugging lightly but with an insistence that told him what a wild one she’d be between the sheets.

Fucking hell. He wasn’t going to stop this insanity train, was he? He was going to stop manning the brakes and let it crash and burn.

Any coupling between them would be just that too—a deadly fire that incinerated everything in its path. He didn’t know how he knew that—he just did.

The soft patter of her fingers on his spine stole the last fragment of his mind. He took her mouth in a kiss that spiraled out of control while he popped the clasp of her bra and stripped it off her.

As he cupped her breast, she moaned into his mouth. Arched into his palm.

Seeing that dead body made him remember how quick life could end. How many times had he and his fellow SEALs talked about grabbing each day and living it to its fullest?

When he moved his mouth from Ivy’s throat to the stiff peak of her nipple, he issued a groan of reverence. She echoed it with a soft moan that stole into his soul.

Trapping the hardened bud between his lips, he sucked in tender pulls that made her writhe. He lapped the tip with swirls of his tongue that made her dig the points of her nails into his shoulders.

“Oh my god! Yessss!”

He had to taste every single inch of her because once he left her bed, he would never return. He’d walk out that door and never lay a hand on her again.

As he tasted her other breast, and brushed his lips across each of her ribs, he positioned himself between her legs. Looking into her eyes, he hooked his fingers in her jeans and tugged them down her body.

She rolled her hips to assist him. When they reached her boots, he took a moment to admire the soft, supple leather that clung to her calves and ankles like they’d been made for her.

After her boots were removed, he continued to tug her jeans down the creamy skin of her thighs and off her feet.

His head dropped forward, stunned at the sight of her in the sexiest pair of lace panties he’d ever seen in his life. The deep red seemed to glow against her pale skin. The barest shadow of the seam of her pussy had his gut clenching with the need to pound into her hard…fast…until she only knew how to form his name.

“You’re fucking beautiful.” He sounded as though he’d run a marathon up a mountain with a fully loaded backpack and a weapon slung across his chest.

The way she stared up at him, her eyes glowing and her lip trapped in her teeth, damn near stole every bit of control he ever possessed.

Running his fingertip over that shadow peeking between the lace pattern, he found her panties soaking wet.

“Fuck!” He claimed her mouth while ripping her panties off. When he strummed his fingertips over her drenched folds, she bucked her hips and thrust her tongue into his mouth in a kiss that blazed out of control.

She rocked into his hand. He tunneled his finger between her folds and found the stiff bud of her clit.

“Oh god! Hunter, yes! Please.” Her long moan spurred him on. Pressing down on the nubbin, he tasted the desire on her tongue and stole the cries off her lips. She arched and writhed at his touch.

He slicked her juices over her clit, swirling around and around and then applying pressure that launched her hips off the bed.

Braced on one arm, he leaned away to watch the pleasure take over her beautiful face and continued his torment until she was shaking and begging him to enter her.

“I need you. Your cock. Please!”

He didn’t have a lot of time for showing the other women he took to bed a good time, but he did want to make this good for Ivy. Especially knowing it would be their last.

The look in her eyes urged him to take off the rest of his clothes. As soon as she saw his stiff cock bob free from his boxer briefs, she sucked in a gasp.

That sound made him think of entering her. Of being balls-deep.

He froze. “I don’t have a condom.”

The last thing on his mind when leaving the hospital for America had been to stop and buy protection. He was going to be sleeping in a bunkhouse with other men, and if he got lucky with a woman in the nearby town, he’d just buy some at that point.

Now regrets flooded in.

She shook her head, reaching up for him. “I’m on birth control. I’m clean. And I want you, Hunter.”

He wasn’t going to argue, not when his cock was hard enough to hammer metal. He threw himself on top of her, anchoring his body between her splayed thighs, and looked into her eyes as he filled her in one hard thrust.

Christ, she was wet. Silky. Tight as hell. And he wasn’t going to leave her bed, was he?

He sank inside her gripping sheath and let out a low growl. Her insides locked down on his length, milking him, showing him how much she wanted him too.

Her soft rasping breath in his ear was the sweetest music he’d ever heard. With a rock of his hips, he withdrew from her tight walls, inch by maddening inch.

She dug her heels into his back and clutched at his shoulders, her lips twisted in bliss as he began to move.

Each hard thrust drove them toward a screaming finish. A point of no return.

Their bodies moved in furious tandem. His insides tightened with a pending release so huge that he questioned if he’d survive it.

As her insides began to rhythmically tighten around his length, he looked down at her and realized she was coming on his cock.

The soft moan burst past her lips and the feel of her release drove him over the edge.

He sank deep, his cock stretched to the brink. The first spurt of cum that left him drew a sharp cry from Ivy. She threw her arms around his neck and kissed him as she let go with him.

His mind blanked on the haze of sexual pleasure that stretched on and on for long minutes. When he finally lifted his head and searched Ivy’s face, the dazed expression made him feel like thumping his chest.

He also became aware of his phone ringing in the pocket of his wadded-up jeans on the floor.

Climbing off Ivy left him feeling hollower than it should for a one-night stand, but he buried the thought and snatched up his phone.

“Where the hell did you go?” Colton’s voice filled his head.

He scrubbed a hand over his face and caught the smell of Ivy’s desire still clinging to his fingers. The urge to lick them and know her taste flooded him.

“Uh. Where are you?”

“Gathering up a group of guys to check out the body.” Colton didn’t sound pissed off as much as bewildered.

“Give me two minutes. I’ll meet you outside.”

Ivy met his gaze, hers wide. “He can’t know you were with me!” She pitched her voice low in an urgent whisper.

He darted a look at her window. Seeing his line of sight, she jumped out of bed and began chucking his clothes at him. When she got to his shirt, she brought it up to her nose.

He yanked on his boxers and jeans, then reached for his shirt.

She clutched it against her chest. “I’m keeping it!” she whispered.

He shook his head. Colton needed him. The last thing he needed to do was show up shirtless.

Holding out his hand with more insistence only made Ivy back away and shake her head harder. Her just-had-sex hair hung over her beautiful bare breasts. He hadn’t spent nearly enough time worshipping that body with his eyes or hands. Now he was out of time.

“I’ll meet you by the barn.” He ended the call with Colton and tried to snag the shirt from Ivy.

But she put it on.

And she looked fucking adorable in it.

“Fine! It’s a souvenir!” Of their one time together.

He strode to the window, threw open the sash and pushed the screen out onto the ground. When he dropped to the grass, boots clutched in his hand, he looked up and spotted Colton standing not twenty feet away.

His buddy’s lips twisted in a grin.

With all the pride of a SEAL, Hunter straightened to his full height and held up a palm. “Not. One. Word.”


Chapter Ten

Ivy fidgeted in the passenger seat, twisting her fingers again and again and alternately chewing her bottom lip.

More had happened to her in a few days than all nine months she spent in Europe. The top concern in her mind? The body that floated up from the depths of their pond.

Her stomach knotted every time she thought of it.

Then she promptly had to question how Hunter ended up kissing here right there on the shore.

Or how he landed in her bed.

It had to be fear that drove her into his arms. Who wouldn’t be terrified after seeing a dead man?

“Ivy.” Meadow brought a hand down gently on the back of hers, stopping her from wringing them. “You don’t need to worry so much about visiting Daddy. This morning his nurse gave me a wellness update, and he was doing great. They moved him out of ICU and into a regular room this morning.”

“I know. You told me at breakfast, remember?”

“So what has you so keyed up?”

She compressed her lips, holding back the desire to blurt out everything. Starting with how she’d been thinking nonstop about that spanking from Hunter and ending with taking him—bareback. In her childhood bed.

She really had to redo her bedroom. Entertaining a man with cute, innocent little stuffed animals for an audience wasn’t exactly sexy.

Her mind swung back to the bigger situation. The worrisome question was why that man was dead. And how much did Meadow know? Colton and Hunter said they were taking care of it—but what did that entail? Were the cops being called? Did they need her to give a statement about what she saw?

This all felt wrong.

Finally, she could stand it no longer. “What do you know about the dead man in the pond?”

Meadow fixed her stare on the road, but the tight way she held her lips gave her a way.

“You know.”

She gave a small nod.

“And you know who he was?”

Again, she nodded. “We called him Dude. Or we did.” She scrubbed a finger between her eyebrows as if her head ached. “After I was attacked—”

She jerked in her seat, turning to face her. “Attacked? When? Who attacked you? Why?”

Meadow centered her attention on her. “There’s a lot you don’t know.”

She folded her arms. “Well, did you ever plan on telling me? I think as a Gracey I need to know!”

She nodded. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I was just…”

“Protecting me? I’m no longer a child who needs protection, Meadow.”

“You’re right. There’s a lot to share, so don’t interrupt until I’m finished.”

She began to talk about the odd things happening on the ranch. It began with trespassers and one of her horses being killed and ended with a man taking her hostage and threatening her life.

“Oh my god! Meadow! Why didn’t you tell me this sooner?” She didn’t know how her sister continued to drive as if she hadn’t just shared a real-life horror story.

“You weren’t around. And I figured you had enough to process when I told you about Daddy having the heart attack.”

Ivy’s chest burned. Thinking about how close she’d come to losing her sister made her want to burst into ugly tears. But she held back.

“So who is behind it all?” she asked once the thick lump dissolved enough to speak.

“We don’t know. But Dude was at the ranch that night, supposedly watching over me. He went missing, and we hoped he’d just run off.”

“You’re saying he was murdered? Oh god, that’s so much worse!”

“We’re still trying to find all the pieces to the puzzle.”

“But you have the camera footage.”

Her sister gaped at her. “You know about the cameras?”

“I saw the bill on Daddy’s desk.” She didn’t tell her that it was unpaid. Seeing that it was probably important to protect the animals on the ranch, Ivy had quickly renewed the service before it expired.

Since she hadn’t yet gotten to the bottom line of what amount of money Daddy had in the ranch accounts, she’d paid for the service out of her own funds. Now she was glad she did. If it protected them, it was worth every penny.

“Did Colton set up the surveillance system?”

Meadow shook her head. “Daddy did months ago. Some of the neighbors’ cattle was going missing, and we thought it was a good idea.”

“That means he’s got the footage on his phone from that night.”

She nodded. “The cameras download to his laptop too. We already checked.”[MOU1]

“Has any of this been turned over to the police?”

“Yes, of course. They’re at the ranch as we speak, investigating Dude’s death.”

She shuddered at the memory of that body surfacing among the reeds while she and Hunter sat feet away, each of them trying to find a spot of peace.

“And Hunter is here to help secure the ranch.”

At that, a shiver ran through Ivy. So the big SEAL hadn’t traded his helmet for a Stetson after all. He was still on guard duty, keeping them all safe and secure.

All of his protective actions—at Badlands, and the way he shielded her from seeing the body and distracted her with his kisses—took on a new level of meaning.

She scrubbed her hands over her face. “I can’t believe this is real.”

They pulled into the hospital, and Meadow found a parking spot. After she put the truck in park, she looked at Ivy, her big eyes imploring.

“Don’t breathe a word of this to Daddy.”

“I won’t upset him.”

But the entire walk to the elevator, and the ride up to the third floor too, she thought about getting her hands on his phone and seeing that camera footage.

She mentally shook her head at the insanity of what Meadow just told her. Her sister attacked. A man dead.

What enemy did the Graceys have? No one seemed to know.

Bypassing the signs that led to the intensive care unit was a relief. The fact that their father had been moved to a regular room was a good sign of his progress.

When they located the room, she entered first. Walking straight up to the bed, she looked down at her father. He was resting, eyes closed. The vitals displayed on the screen seemed steadier than they were the previous day.

She settled a hand on the back of his worn one. Those rough fingers knew hard work for his entire life, and it showed. His long fingers were tanned from the time he spent in the sun day after day. And they bore more than a few scars too.

Most of his scars were internal—all the Graceys’ were.

Meadow moved to the other side of the bed. Her and Ivy’s gazes met over their sleeping father.

At that moment, he stirred and opened his eyes. His machines beeped steadily.

“Ivy.” He croaked her name.

“Meadow’s here too, Daddy.” She pointed at her sister. Their father let his head loll on the pillow as if he hardly had the energy to do more.

She took his other hand. “How are you feeling?”

“Been better. Been worse too. I have a cup of water around here somewhere.”

“It’s right here.” Meadow reached for the cup on the sliding table and held it up for him to sip from the straw.

“I can do it. I’m not a damn baby.” His grumpy attitude sure sounded like the father Ivy knew, and she stifled the smile that tried to perch on her lips.

Meadow put the cup in his hand and pulled up a hard chair.

“Would someone find my phone for me?”

Ivy looked at him. She wanted to see that phone too. “Do you have it here at the hospital?”

“Yes.” His sullen response had her and Meadow exchanging a questioning look.

“I’ll look in the bag of your belongings.” She moved to rummage around in the closet. His cowboy boots sat at the bottom side by side, and a plastic bag filled with the clothes he’d been wearing when he was brought in hung off a hook.

She searched the bag. “I don’t see it in here.”

“That’s because they took it from me. Bastards.”

Her brows shot up. “Who took it?”

“The nurse.”

Meadow’s eyes widened. “Why would she do that?”

“I’ll go ask at the nurse’s station.” Ivy moved toward the door. As she walked down the hall to the nurse’s desk, her mind was spinning.

One of the nurses looked up from the computer screen with a smile. “Can I help you?”

“Yes. Sean Gracey is my father, and he said one of the nurses took his phone.”

She gave her an apologetic look. “That’s true. After we settled him in his room, we saw that his blood pressure was shooting up and his heartrate got too high. We went into the room and saw him on his phone. He looked really upset by something he saw there.”

Stunned by this information, Ivy blinked.

“We asked him to put it away, but when he refused and got visibly more upset, we took it for safekeeping.”

“Can I have it? I won’t give it to him.”

“Of course. Let me get it for you.” She got up and went off to another area. When she returned, she handed over the device to Ivy.

Ivy took it with a word of thanks. Then she drifted slowly away from the desk to inspect the phone.

The device was locked with a password. Ivy tried the number of the Gracey Ranch address. When that failed, she entered her father’s birthday. That wasn’t it either.

Her mother’s birthday opened the device, and with a pang, Ivy stared at the lock screen, a photo of her parents. One of the final pictures ever taken of them, at a local banquet to benefit wildlife preservation.

Her mother was blonde and beautiful, smiling for the camera. Her father’s arm was around her waist—and he was looking down at her with love expressed in his eyes.

God, what it must have been like to lose a love like theirs. No wonder her father had never recovered.

She swiped the screen and saw there weren’t any messages. There was a flurry of notifications from the camera security system installed at the ranch.

A quick scan of them revealed that the cameras had been pinging his phone with new footage since the day he entered the hospital.

She paused outside the door of his room and opened one of the notifications. She clicked the link to view the footage and stood there staring at the tiny screen.

The cameras were set to video any movement. The first one was a ranch dog running past the camera.

Great. This could be a futile search if there were ninety notifications about Brutus running around chasing their chickens.

After viewing a few more, Ivy wondered if her father really had been upset by something he saw on his phone.

Then she opened a video of the pasture overlooking the pond.

Her stomach bottomed out. A camera focused on the pond would definitely be incriminating evidence against whoever dumped Dude in there. After flipping through a few screens, she saw that the pond was not in view at any time. The cameras seemed to pick up views from everywhere but the pond.

If foul play was involved in Dude’s death, it seemed they couldn’t rely on the cameras to provide the evidence.

It also cut off the kiss she and Hunter had shared.

She searched more of the videos and froze at what she was seeing onscreen.

A man in dark clothes crouched beside the fence. He looked to be cutting the wire.

God, Hunter wasn’t just an alpha-hole. He had been protecting her for a very good—and terrifying—reason.

Ivy jolted into action, stowing away the phone and walking into her father’s room.

Meadow and their dad looked up at her entrance. She held up her hands. “The nurse on duty isn’t sure where the other nurse placed the phone. She’s going to ask during the shift change.”

The bald lie would probably earn her a lot of bad juju, but she didn’t care.

Something fishy was going on, something that upset their father enough to send his heart rate through the roof.

But it didn’t slip by her that he didn’t mention what that was. If it were a mere matter of a trespasser on the land, he wouldn’t hesitate to say so. In fact, he’d get an army of neighbors out there with their guns to protect the perimeter at night.

So why wasn’t he doing just that? What stopped him from protecting what was his?

What stopped him from paying all those bills—ones due months before he ever had that heart attack?

She had to show Meadow, Colton and Hunter the phone. Tonight, they’d go through the footage together.

* * * * *

Hunter took a seat at the kitchen table next to Colton. “Sorry I’m late. I had to grab a shower.”

“We’re glad you don’t smell like cow shit.” His buddy cracked a crooked smile, one of the genuine ones from the old days before years of battle wore them all down. “Besides, Ivy isn’t here yet.”

As if she’d just been waiting for her name to be announced, Ivy appeared in the doorway.

Hunter stared at her harder. No, he couldn’t be seeing…

He peered closer.

Son of a bitch. His vision was perfect, as always.

“Where did you get that?” His gaze moved over the shirt she was wearing. No way could she just pull that garment out of her closet. It was one of a kind.

She stopped midway to the kitchen table. “What?”

“That shirt.”

“Out of your closet.”

His old football jersey had been stowed away in the bottom of his duffel bag in his closet. Though he never wore it these days—it didn’t even fit him after all the muscle the military had stacked on him—he kept the jersey for nostalgic reasons.

“What? How? When?” His voice rose slightly louder in pitch with every question. He settled his palms on the table in a quiet and purposeful move.

Colton gave him a sharp look. Any of his fellow SEALs knew when Hunter made that move he wasn’t messing around. First Ivy begged him not to tell Colton about sleeping with him. Now she was flaunting it?

Not surprising that Ivy was unaffected by his clear frustration with her. She walked over to the table. In his jersey. That she’d stolen out of his closet. Like she owned it.

She looked like a forbidden treat in it too.

It was too large for her, and hung off one narrow shoulder. She’d knotted it at the hip to make it more fitted, which drew his attention to those same hips that he’d grabbed over and over again while thrusting his cock deep in her tight, grasping heat.

She waved her hand like a royal acknowledging the attention of the masses she ruled over. “If you will follow me into the living room, I have the camera footage—”

“Ivy.”

She swung her gaze to him, a gleam of irritation in her eyes at his interruption.

“When were you in my room? In my closet?”

She tossed her head on a laugh and sashayed away, leaving him, and the others, gaping after her.

“We need one of those cameras on the door of the bunkhouse,” he muttered to Colton.

He only chuckled. He must understand the Gracey women better than Hunter did. Otherwise, why would Colton ever put up with Ivy’s dismissive behavior?

Hunter scraped back his chair to follow Ivy into the living room, his mind looping between Ivy in his shirt and her beautiful face as he slid balls-deep inside her.

She took up too much damn space in his mind.

At least it wasn’t the same old memory of the battlefield. His memory of those stolen moments with Ivy didn’t carry the same weight or torment as an op gone wrong—not at all. But it did echo inside him with a different strength he didn’t want to consider.

The only parts of the house Hunter had ever been in were the kitchen…and Ivy’s bedroom.

The spacious living room had a vaulted ceiling with rustic wood beams. The furniture was dark leather, but the room was surprisingly homey thanks to a calming shade of gray-blue on the walls.

A thick oriental rug anchored the seating group, and along one wall was the big-screen TV. Several laptops were set up on the distressed wood coffee table. Each computer and the TV had a video queued up.

Ivy twitched her cute little body over to the sofa and gracefully dropped onto the cushion. Hunter’s gaze fell over his player number—52—stretched across her breasts.

For a moment, he drowned in a memory of their forbidden moments. Her nipples were so damn sensitive. Her responsive skin broke out in goose bumps wherever his tongue caressed.

Meadow looked around. “Ivy, what is all this? How did you set this up?” She sat on the opposite sofa with Colton, who eyed the setup.

Again, Ivy waved a hand. Christ. Her nails were freshly painted a shade of red to match the numbers on his jersey.

“I’m good at these things. It’s no big deal.” She picked up a remote and clicked it at the TV. The view split into four screens, each with a different angle of the ranch on it. “What you’re seeing is today’s footage. We can keep an eye on it while we search the footage on the laptops. Meadow, you and Colton can work together. Hunter, you’re with me.”

He cocked a brow at her and sank next to her. He pitched his voice low. “You gonna tell me when you were in my room?”

She shot him a secretive smile. “You’re not in there all the time, are you?”

“You already kept one of my shirts.”

“I like this one.” When she tilted her head to study him, that wicked gleam in her eyes set off his libido like a trip wire. His cock swelled behind his fly. Heat razed in his core.

When she settled in to work, it left him no choice but to do the same. But sitting so close to her distracted the hell out of him, which wasn’t him at all. He was always laser focused.

Yet each time she moved to bring up a new video for them to watch, he caught a whiff of her perfume—light…warm.

As he leaned in to peer closer at the screen, his elbow brushed against her side, over her soft breast.

She stilled, turning her head to pierce him in her stare. While thrusting into her sweet, tight heat, he’d studied her eyes up close, but they struck him anew with just how lovely they were.

How had he ever believed her vapid or brainless? Her eyes revealed intelligence and feeling that most women he’d known did not possess.

Her stare dropped to his mouth. Dark desire whipped at his core. Was she thinking about kissing him?

That had him staring at her lips. The dainty pink pucker was glossy with a trace of wetness she’d smoothed over it with her tongue.

His gut clenched. He started to reach for her, his hand moving on its own to cup her nape.

Before he ever reached it, she switched her attention back to the screen. She sucked in a quick breath and tapped a finger on the keyboard to pause the video.

“Oh my god, look!”

“What did you see?” Meadow shot off the couch to crowd in over Ivy’s shoulder. Colton did the same.

She reversed the footage. “Dammit, these guys didn’t only trespass on the ranch once.”

“What are you talking about?” Hunter’s voice grated.

“Daddy’s phone gets notifications. I watched a video of one where a man was cutting the fence.”

Meadow gasped. “You said the nurse couldn’t locate Daddy’s phone!”

“I lied.” She never moved her eyes from the screen. “There! See it?”

Hunter peered harder, trying to pick up on what she saw.

She groaned. “Oh, c’mon, guys! Don’t you see that the grass moved?”

Again, she rewound the video and let it play forward.

She jabbed a finger at the screen. “See that black spot?”

Hunter scrubbed a finger over his upper lip. Colton outright shook his head.

“C’mon, guys! You’re special ops.”

With an exasperated sigh, she blew the video up larger. This time when she played the footage, he caught the slightest movement.

Meadow whirled to Colton. “Someone is crouched by that fence. They’re cutting it! That’s how they got in and killed my horse!”

“Stop the video.” Colton’s order had Hunter on high alert and the ladies shooting him questioning looks. “You ladies don’t need to see what happens next. Leave that bit of footage to me and Hunter.”

Ivy looked like she wanted to argue, but after a beat of silence, she nodded and switched to another video. This one revealed a man approaching the front door. The man knocked, and a tall, older man Hunter recognized as Sean Gracey stepped out of the house.

He appeared stiff, his shoulders barricading the door. Several times he moved to shut it, but the man braced it open with a palm on the wood.

Hunter’s senses prickled. The menace in that move had Hunter’s inner alarms blaring.

“Daddy doesn’t look happy with that man.” Meadow’s voice wobbled.

“No, he doesn’t,” Colton agreed in a gritty voice.

Hunter waved at the screen. “Ivy, download that video. We’ll send it to the police so they can run facial recognition.”

“Doing that now. But first I’m going to…” She broke off, lips twisted in concentration as she enhanced the image of the visitor. “Aha!”

She dragged and dropped the image in a search bar on another screen. In seconds, a dozen or so photos popped up, including a social media profile of a man who looked just like the one who’d come to the door.

His eyes were hollow, his expression cocky.

“That man is not a friend,” Ivy said very slowly.

Hunter gently moved her aside to get at the keyboard. He did a quick search of the name. After a moment, information appeared on the man.

Ivy sucked in sharply. “Is anybody else seeing what I’m seeing?”

The man’s office was located out of his home, and his friends on social media were sketchy at best.

“He’s a loan shark.” Ivy’s whisper held a sharp edge.[MOU2]

And judging by the way all the color left her face, she knew more than she was letting on.


Chapter Eleven

“Ivy.”

She saw the way Hunter looked at her after they discovered the man who’d visited her father was a loan shark.

“I don’t want to talk about it.” She rushed toward the entryway and pushed through the screen door.

“Ivy, stop.”

She kept walking. The thump of his footsteps on the floorboards pushed her faster.

“Ivy!” He grabbed her by the arm. When he spun her to face him, she tried to pull away, but he gripped her waist and held her.

She stared up at him, heart pounding, but not from what she knew about her father’s affairs or the loan shark who’d visited him.

From Hunter’s demanding touch.

God, she’d never been that woman who whimpered over the rough types, but the way he seized her had her panties flooding.

Behind them, the screen door banged shut. Instead of moving away from her, Hunter dragged her around the corner of the big wraparound porch, out of Meadow and Colton’s sight.

“You can’t just drag me around like a piece of furniture!”

He glared down at her. “You can’t just walk into a man’s room and steal clothes from his closet.”

She raised her jaw a notch. When she’d gone into the bunkhouse looking for Hunter, one of the guys told her he was out working on the ranch, so she’d gone exploring. After finding the room he shared with Marks, she nosed around a bit.

Opening the small cupboard that held his belongings, she caught the scent of his masculine bodywash or cologne. It smelled so good that she poked around looking for another one of his shirts that carried his scent.

The tees he had hung up amidst a chambray shirt and that fantastic leather coat he’d worn on the plane from Germany didn’t interest her. Then she saw the duffel on the floor and found the jersey tucked next to a bottle of good foreign cologne—the source of that delicious scent that drove her crazy.

She liked how the shirt looked on her…and the way he looked at her when she was wearing it.

His eyes darkened with an undeniable want and forced all thoughts of the trouble happening on the ranch out of her mind.

Without thinking twice about what she was doing, she hooked her hand around his nape and yanked him down. His mouth crashed over hers with abandon. The low growl on his lips rumbled through her, slipping low between her legs.

He yanked her flush against his hard body. She gasped at the steel of his cock and couldn’t stop herself rubbing against it.

“Goddammit, woman. You’re a torment.”

“You haven’t seen anything yet.” She backed him up against the log wall of the house and went on tiptoe, lips tilted up for his kiss.

His eyes glimmered, stealing her mind a split second before he took her mouth in a kiss that curled her toes inside her boots.

With a hand planted on her ass, he pulled her close and ground his hips into hers. Need rushed through her body. Her pussy clenched and juices flooded her panties.

Running her hands down his chest, she made sure to brush her fingertips over his nipples. They pebbled at her touch.

His tongue swept through her mouth, stroking her into a frenzy. Goose bumps prickled over her skin, sending her own nipples into sharp points. The ache inside her too intense, she rubbed her breasts against him.

She wanted him. Needed to feel his touch and the thick length of his cock pounding inside her again.

The rumble in his chest spread. Tearing from the kiss, he turned his head aside. “Walk away from me, Ivy.”

She anchored her hands on his chest and firmly shook her head. “I want you.”

A primal noise burned in his throat. “I swore I wouldn’t lay my hands on you again.”

“That was a stupid thing to do.”

He jerked his head around and fixed her in his gaze.

Her heart jogged in her chest. “Take me to bed. I need you to help me forget everything that’s happening in my life.”

His chest heaved. Nostrils flared. “Goddammit, why did you have to choose that shirt?” He scooped her off her feet as if she weighed no more than the jersey alone.

Her insides melted in anticipation. Lips grazing his tanned throat, she whispered, “Around the back there’s a door that leads to the kitchen.”

In a few strides, he circled the porch to the back door. He nudged it open with her cradled in his arms. Each step he took toward the hallway leading to her bedroom had her insides throbbing harder.

As he entered her room, she skated her lips up his jaw to his mouth. He kissed her hard and with enough passion to send a thrill through her system.

He devoured her lips and tongue. He claimed the breathy moans escaping her in rough pants.

Letting her slide down his hard body, he continued kissing her until her knees threatened to buckle. Then he walked her backward to her bed.

He stopped. “What happened to the kiddy stuff?”

“I put everything away in my closet.” That morning, she’d tucked her stuffed animals away on the top shelf and shoved anything that didn’t fit with the grownup version of herself away in the drawers.

Now her space was minimal but still had feminine touches like a few pastel throw pillows. When she’d arranged those on the bed, she hoped with all her heart that Hunter would spread his delicious scent all over them so she could curl up with them at night and remember everything about…this.

He took her by the hips and tossed her onto the bed. Fists curled at his sides, he stared down at her for five long heartbeats.

She thought he might walk out and leave her aching for him.

She needed him to erase the emptiness inside her and make her feel anything again.

Their gazes locked and held. Then he reached for his belt and yanked open the buckle.

Her insides lurched with want. She bent one leg and tore off her cowgirl boot, tossing it to the floor with a small thump before she went for the other.

Abandoning his fly, Hunter raised his hands to the buttons of his shirt. Each one he popped left her feeling more hot and bothered. As soon as she spotted the line of tanned, chiseled skin running to the love trail of hair leading down into the waist of his jeans, her breaths came faster.

She shoved her jeans down her hips. When she made a move to lift the hem of the jersey she wore, his gravelly voice raked over her senses.

“Leave the shirt on.”

Oh god. Her pussy squeezed with fresh want. She cast aside her jeans and wiggled out of her panties.

His stare snagged on her bare thighs. Slowly, she parted her legs to give him a better view.

With a snarl, he ripped off the rest of his clothes and crawled between her thighs. Holding her stare, he caught her knees and yanked her hips off the bed, lifting her pussy to his hard cock.

Probing at her soaked folds with the swollen head, he gazed down at her, a tendon in the crease of his jaw flickering with the effort to hold back.

“I need this. You. Take me!” she cried out.

He threw one of her legs over his bulging shoulder…and slid balls-deep in one smooth glide.

“Oh my god!” She curled her fingers into his muscled back and rocked her hips upward to meet his thrust.

He froze. The pulse in his neck hammered.

“Ivy.” His fingers flexed on her hips. “Fuck!”

She lost herself in the glittering depths of his steely gray eyes. When he slowly withdrew his cock through her clenching walls and slammed home again, she couldn’t restrain the cry bursting from her lips.

He churned his hips faster, grinding the head of his cock deep against her G-spot. Her pussy drenched him. Her insides pulsated. Panting breaths coming faster and faster, she rolled her body against his, urging him on.

Pounding into her in a wild rhythm that would either incinerate them both or send them floating in the clouds of bliss, he took total control.

Her body rocked with every thrust. “Kiss me!”

He hovered over her. For long seconds, he held back. Then his eyes hooded, and he closed the gap between their mouths, taking control of the kiss too.

* * * * *

Ivy curled her body around him and it fit him like a goddamn glove. Like she was made for him.

He broke the kiss and rolled with her. She sucked in a gasp as he settled her on top of him.

She fell still, eyes wide and her lips parted. “You’re…so…” She tested out a roll of her hips. “Deep.”

His eyes almost rolled back in his head at her sexy comment and the sexier way she began to ride him. Her toned thighs tightened. The jersey slipped lower on one shoulder, giving him a peek at the top of her breast.

Fuck, she was gorgeous. Desirable. Smart.

And harboring a secret about her father’s activities if he had to guess. But he’d get to the bottom of that after he gave her a screaming orgasm.

Latching on to her hips, he guided her upward on her knees. She slid up the length of his cock until only the mushroomed tip was inside her slick heat.

Then she dropped slowly, taking him to the root.

They shared a groan. Her head dropped forward, thick waves of hair brushing against his chest. He couldn’t tear his gaze away from her beautiful face—or stop fucking her if he tried.

She took him over and over again. Each stroke made him harder. When he realized how damn close he was to losing his grip on control, he pressed the pad of his thumb over her clit.

With a cry, she tossed her head back. He lost it, thrusting his cock inside her while strumming her hard clit again and again.

The tension bowed her back. She whimpered what he thought sounded like his name. Then she left no question in his mind as she screamed it.

“Hunter!”

“Oh, Ivy. Fuck!” He yanked her down on top of him and claimed her lips as he rocked his hips and brushed her hard nubbin until he felt her jolt of release, followed by rhythmic tightening of her inner walls around his cock.

He thrust hard—high. The angle, the expression of ecstasy playing over her beautiful face, stole the last shred of control he had.

On a muffled roar, he let go. Spurts of cum exploded from his cock, showering her pussy as she orgasmed around him. He swept his tongue over hers, tasting her surrender.

It was sweet. Intoxicating.

Addicting.

He sank his tongue into her mouth and stole the little keening noises she made.

With a final jerk of his hips, he filled her pussy with his cum.

Fuck. Twice now he’d taken Ivy bareback. The sensation was exquisite—and the protectiveness it triggered stunned him.

This feeling in his chest…the hard knot in his throat that made him want to roar until the mountains shook with the force…came from him and him alone.

He closed his eyes and floated on the fog of lust. Ivy collapsed on top of him, her breathing harsh in the silence of her room.

Slipping his arm around her back, he drew her tighter into his arms. She snuggled against him, fitting like the piece of a missing puzzle.

What the hell happened to the SEAL who functioned without emotion? Who disconnected from any and all feelings that actually touched his soul?

Friends, he could do. Hell, friends with benefits too.

Ivy didn’t check either of those boxes.

After a long minute, she rolled off him. As she climbed out of bed and headed toward the en suite bathroom, his football jersey rode high on her curvy hips. When she walked away, he got a fantastic view of her rounded ass cheeks peeking from beneath the bottom of the shirt.

His still-stiff cock twitched against his abs.

Hell. Twice he’d fucked Forest’s sister. While his respect for Forest knew no bounds, even in the realm of death, Forest wasn’t here to object.

Forest. Dammit, his friend would want him to watch out for Ivy.

Seeing her phone cast off on the floor, he grabbed it. “I hope I never have to explain this…” He tapped a few buttons to get around the lock code. In seconds, he had a tracking GPS on her device.

He really shouldn’t trifle with Ivy at all.

Colton saw him sneaking out of her bedroom window and even if he’d warned Hunter off her, what he thought didn’t matter either—Hunter did what he wanted, and few people in the world had ever been able to stop him.

The bombshell beauty sauntering out of the bathroom to rejoin him in bed was separate from his job on the ranch. He was here to ensure that no more attacks befell the Gracey family or anyone else.

His focus shifted from his inner turmoil to the stunning woman climbing into bed. Ivy’s eyes were softened by the smile she wore.

Suddenly, she stopped mid-crawl. Without seeing her face, he knew she was staring at his scarred leg.

Very slowly, she leaned down and brushed her lips over the worst of the puckered scar. When she straightened and met his steady gaze, his heart pounded.

He had two choices. He could reject her, get up and leave and never return. She’d seen too much—things that had nothing to do with the physical appearance of his leg.

Or he could accept that unutterably tender kiss as a stroke of solace and acceptance.

He opened his arms. She stretched out on top of him. Cupping her head against his chest, he buried his nose in her soft hair. For a long minute, she was silent.

When she spoke, her voice was barely a wisp of its normal strength, as if she was unsure if she should mention what just happened.

“Meadow told me that you were injured the same day that Forest died.”

“It’s true.” His voice sounded like a croak. How much did he share with her about the topic? How much did she already know—or want to know?

In the end, he didn’t tell her that Colton and Forest returned to a bombed-out village to find a woman with the intent to rescue her. That Forest died for his heroics. Or that a retaliatory strike came afterward and had killed so many of their brothers and laid out Hunter for months.

When he pulled in a deep breath to begin talking, he never expected the words that followed to come out of his mouth.

“I grew up in New Jersey. My father was a stockbroker in the Twin Towers.”

She had been smoothing her hand over his chest and stopped the movement.

“He was in the tower when it fell on 9-11.”

“My god, Hunter. I’m so sorry.”

“I was lucky to have him for the number of years I did. He was a great father too—always involved in my education and sports I enjoyed. We loved watching the Yankees together.”

“I’m glad you had that time with him.”

“The story goes downhill from there. What I didn’t know was my parents had been trying hard to have another child. With no Dad, it meant that dream died with him. And well…Mom kind of lost it. She killed herself six months later.”

“Oh god!”

In a rush, he told the rest of the story before he could reconsider sharing it. “I went to live with my grandparents on my mother’s side. They were stricken by the loss of my parents too, and they were already old when I went to live there. There was no money for college, so I went into the Navy after high school. I planned to finish out my years there until retirement—or die serving my country.”

She pushed off his chest to search his eyes. What he saw wasn’t pity—it was admiration.

“Forest went into the military to have that extra feeling of family that he’d lost here. I would guess that you did too.”

He gave a jerky nod. “I didn’t think about it at the time, but that’s exactly what I found. A brotherhood, a family I chose for myself.”

Then almost all of them were killed too.

He didn’t say what he was thinking, and neither did Ivy, but the sympathy in her face echoed it just the same.

“I know you think that I’m only a princess, but I do understand what you’ve sacrificed in the line of duty.”

“No. No. I was wrong. You’re way more than that, Ivy.”

She blinked rapidly. “I wasn’t fishing for compliments.”

“I know that, baby. My first impressions of people aren’t usually wrong—but I’m man enough to admit I was wrong about you.”

How did he ever miss the depth to this woman in his arms? Her eyes were that of a much older soul and filled with understanding and forgiveness for his slights against her.

She kissed him tenderly and then rested her cheek on his chest again. “Not entirely. Everyone protected me.”

“You’re lucky you had that. I didn’t. I have Colton. I had your brother. A few others I call my brothers who I haven’t seen in a long time. That’s it.”

She raised her head and stared into his eyes for a long minute. “You have me too.”


Chapter Twelve

Ivy neatly stacked the unpaid bills and set them on the corner of the desk. She stood back, staring at them. So much to worry about. Combined, the bills added up to a figure too astronomical for her to cover with the small nest egg built off her video blogging.

She picked up a painted rock sitting among her father’s scattered things. Years ago, she, Meadow and Forest had painted their names on it as a Father’s Day gift. She added the rock as a paperweight to the stack of bills and walked out of the room.

The house was silent, a shell of what it had been in their happy childhood years. Everything that happened stripped the life from their home, leaving it empty.

She walked into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator.

Ugh. And we’re low on supplies too.

The refrigerator was almost empty with only a few condiments hanging out on the shelves.

Supplies she could cover with her own money.

The ranch may have money problems, but she could afford to stock them up on food, drinks and other necessities.

By the front door, she grabbed a set of keys to one of the ranch trucks and walked out. The screen door banged shut behind her, and she hurried down the porch steps, already feeling lighter than she had five minutes ago.

The nice weather improved her mood even more as she walked to the garage where all the vehicles were parked. As she turned her head, she looked off in the direction she always walked to get away from the stress of being at home.

Only this time, all she could think about was the poor ranch hand they found in the pond.

For days she’d been stuffing down the fact that someone had died on their property. It probably wasn’t an accident either. Hunter told her to leave the worrying to him and Colton, but how could she stop thinking about somebody being killed on their land? Or her sister being attacked? It wasn’t possible.

Her boots crunched on the gravel. When she reached for the door of the truck, a large hand landed in front of her, holding it shut.

Those familiar fingers raised awareness of the pleasure they were capable of. She followed the long lines to a strong wrist and then looked up into Hunter’s steel-gray eyes.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Not even a smile played around his lips.

“To town for supplies. We’re out of everything.”

He studied her for a heartbeat. “I’ll go with you.”

She drew her brows together. “Don’t you have ranch chores to do?”

“I can’t have you messing up, now can I?”

“Ugh! I forgot what a jerk you can be.” She started to step back.

Taking her by the shoulder, he turned her spine to the door and hemmed her in with his strong body.

“That’s not what you were calling me last night after I gave you an orgasm.” When his warm, minty breath washed over her lips, a shiver of desire spiked through her.

Did everything about her life have to be so conflicting?

She traced her tongue over her dry bottom lip. “Give me two orgasms and we’ll see what I have to say.”

The corner of his lips twitched. In all the time the man had been here, she might have seen him smile once, maybe twice. Seeing it now was like watching a comet arc across the sky. It left her feeling just as breathless and honored to witness such a rare occurrence.

Her chest heaved with a need for more air. At that moment, Hunter pushed away from the truck, giving her escape.

She plucked the cowboy hat off his head and plopped it on her own.

“Dammit, woman.”

She tossed her head on a laugh and jumped behind the wheel. “Get in if you’re coming with me, cowboy.”

He rounded the vehicle, muttering under his breath. Once he was seated next to her, she sliced a grin his way.

“What’s that for?” His question threw her.

“What?”

“That smile.”

She shrugged. “I’m feeling good about getting away from the ranch.”

As she took off down the driveway, Hunter reached for the handle above the door. “You should slow down.”

She rippled with indignation. “Why would I do that?”

“The gravel’s kicking off the tires. It’s going to chip the paint.”

She issued an exasperated sigh. “It’s a ranch truck, not a pristine show truck. We leave the pretty stuff to the horses, not the horsepower.”

“Aren’t you full of witty conversation today?”

She threw him a look. “One of us has to be. And you’re far too serious for me.”

“I can joke around.”

“Oh really? When do you do that? When you’re in the bunkhouse? Because the guys say you are outside in the middle of the night and then go straight to bed.”

He stiffened.

“What are you doing outside in the middle of the night, Hunter? If those demons are haunting you—”

He shook his head. “That’s not it.”

“Then what is it?”

He cut a hand through the air in a dismissive wave.

“You’ve shared my bed twice. Doesn’t that make us friends?”

“It makes us a hell of a lot more than friends,” he growled.

Okay, that was…hot. Hunter’s reaction to her words left her feeling warm inside in ways she’d never felt before.

“Okay, so if we’re friends, why don’t you talk to me? Tell me what’s going on at night?”

He stared at her for a long heartbeat. She stared back before redirecting her attention to the road.

“I’m watching for intruders.”

She stopped the truck, skidding on that gravel she was taking a little too fast. “You never told me that before.”

“It wasn’t relevant.”

“Not relevant to me? It sure as hell is, Hunter. My father’s in the hospital, and Meadow’s so busy with her horses that I’m the only person running this ranch.”

He scrubbed a hand over his face. “You’re right. You do deserve to know.”

“Tell me.”

“Colton asked me to come here and lend a hand.”

“With the chores.”

“That, and to provide protection.”

Her heart flipped over. All those bills. Stacks and stacks. It made her wonder what her father had been doing with all the revenue that came into the ranch accounts. She chewed her lip. Should she share her worry with Hunter?

She thought better of it. Until she got to the bottom of it all, she would keep it to herself.

Suddenly, her jaw dropped as what this danger meant struck. She turned her head to look at him. Everything was beginning to add up. All the times Hunter took charge, he wasn’t just being controlling.

“Say what’s on your mind. I can see something’s gnawing at you.”

She pushed up the brim of his hat that was a little too big for her head. “That night you dragged me out of Badlands.”

His throat worked on a swallow. “What about it?”

“You were protecting me. But it wasn’t for me or Forest either, was it? Colton told you to watch over me.”

He issued a long sigh. “Neither of us think you or Meadow should be left alone.”

“That’s why you’re in this truck right now!”

“Maybe I just want to stare at your legs in that short skirt.”

Her jaw snapped shut. A thrill of pleasure worked through her. “Well, make sure you get a nice long look. It might be your last.”

His lips quirked at both corners. “I intend to. And I doubt it.”

She shot him a sidelong look. “You can put your hand on them too.”

Now his brow cocked upward. “Oh yeah? Like this?” He reached over the console and settled his long fingers across her bare thigh. A knot of want tightened in her pussy, as if he’d done much more than touch her leg.

She wasn’t even sure if she liked the hardened military man yet.

But she was crazy about him. Her lover. Her only link to anything resembling normalcy on the Gracey Ranch. Without him, who would she have to argue with?

To kiss.

Their gazes locked for several heartbeats.

“We’ll never get to town if you don’t stop distracting me.”

“This would be distracting you.” He slipped his hand up her inner thigh, edging toward the hem of her skirt.

When she wiggled in her seat, he issued a laugh, a sound she couldn’t recall ever hearing before.

The deep sound worked through her like thunder rolled across the mountain, echoing on and on all the way to town.

* * * * *

Ivy pushed the shopping cart ahead of Hunter. The methodical way she filled the cart with food surprised him. He expected her to toss in anything that caught her eye, but soon he realized she was planning out meals for the week.

The guys in the bunkhouse took turns cooking. Typically, it consisted of a chunk of meat prepared on the grill and whatever side dish could be whipped up in a pot on the stove. Not that he minded. After military rations, and then the hospital fare, his love for food had diminished.

When Ivy placed thick cuts of steak in the basket, his stomach growled. “I hope one [MOU3]of those is for me.”

She rolled her eyes. “Of course it’s for you, Colton and Meadow. I don’t eat beef. I had a pet calf named Petunia. Enough said. Annnnd you can stop grinning.”

After the shopping trip was complete and they stashed everything in the back of the truck, Ivy climbed behind the wheel again. Hunter spotted a man at the cart corral staring at her.

From where Hunter stood, the man couldn’t see him. He watched the guy for a long minute, but he didn’t seem to be moving to get in his vehicle.

Hunter rounded the rear of the truck, placing himself in broad view. “Do you have a problem?”

The man’s eyes widened. He glanced at Ivy, who was oblivious, and then shook his head. When he spun around to stride across the parking lot, Hunter glared at him the entire way.

Ivy rolled down her window and stuck her head out. “Hunter?”

“Coming.” He waited another beat to make sure the man drove away first. When he got in the passenger seat, he replayed what happened in his mind, locking in every detail of the man for future reference.

He could have just been smitten with Ivy. After all, the woman was too stunning for her own good. Her big eyes and the softness about her brought out the protector in men—he should know.

The beat-up pickup shot out of the parking lot and turned in the opposite direction of the Gracey Ranch.

When Ivy turned toward the main street of Eden, he centered his gaze on her. “Where are we going?”

“To Badlands. I thought we could pick up lunch for the ranch hands.”

He softened even more toward Ivy. “You really are a special woman. You know that?”

She tilted her head, studying him as if questioning if he were teasing.

He squeezed her thigh. “I’m serious, baby. And I think the guys will appreciate lunch.”

The grin she flashed dazzled him. For a heartbeat, he couldn’t even breathe.

Covering his hand where it rested on her thigh, she checked the traffic before pulling onto the main street running through town.

Storefronts were painted in quaint colors of blue, red and green. Flowerpots stood out front, along with signs.

“This place is nothing like the city where I grew up.”

“It’s a nice town. Small, but nice.”

“When you went to Europe, were you dying to get out into the big world?”

She bit her bottom lip. “I was dying to escape, period. When Forest passed, the family fell apart even more. I just needed to breathe—ya know?”

“I do. I was too young to take off for Europe, but I did what I could to escape from the loss of my parents.”

She turned her head to pierce him in her beautiful green gaze. “We make a depressing pair.”

He chuckled.

As she pulled into the parking lot of Badlands, he studied the parking lot in broad daylight. Without the shadows of darkness that someone with malintent could hide in, the place looked totally normal.

“The owner is a friend of mine. Meadow’s too. Her name is Livia. You might have seen her behind the bar working the other night when we came. The redhead?”

“I saw her crawl over the bar to hug you.”

She laughed. “Well, I’ve been gone a long time. We have some catching up to do. C’mon.”

They jumped out and walked to the front door. The dim space smelled strongly like rum.

She wrinkled her nose. “Livia must be bottling the rum today.”

He had been so busy trying to get people comfortable enough with him to tell him what they knew about the attack on the Gracey, while watching over Ivy too, that he barely took notice that Badlands boasted a bar and distillery on the sign.

“You don’t like rum?”

“I’m more of a tequila girl.”

“Of course you are.” He didn’t even want to think about how Ivy would act with a couple shots of Jose Cuervo in her. He didn’t come to Montana with enough weapons to keep her safe from the men who’d prey upon her.

She’d probably surprise him by pulling out a taser disguised as a bottle of perfume to protect herself.

As soon as they entered, a cry came from behind the bar. The pretty redhead who rushed toward Ivy wore a big smile on her face. Her thick hair was pulled up in a ponytail and a few wild tendrils floated around her face.

“Ivy! I’m so glad to see you!” The women embraced. When they drew apart, Livia focused on him. “You must be the new ranch hand on the Gracey.”

He wasn’t shocked that a bar owner heard things. “That’s right. Hunter.” He extended a hand, and she gripped it like a man, looking him straight in the eyes. A woman who bottled rum was probably used to dealing with a man’s world.

She looked between him and Ivy. “You’re here for a basket of my famous chicken wings, aren’t you?”

Ivy bobbed her head. “I need six baskets actually. Fries too. And some of your fried pickles. I’ve been craving them!”

“Absolutely. Let me stick my head in the kitchen and let the cook know.”

While they waited for the food, he watched Ivy interact with the owner. They talked about a few old friends and a scandal that went down in one of the local churches involving a parish member and the minister.

Ivy was warm and genuine, totally at ease in a way he hadn’t seen her even with her own sister. After all they’d endured as a family, it made sense that the sisters didn’t always communicate well.

It was obvious they loved each other, but the joy had gone out of their family unit. With Livia, Ivy was much more relaxed, giving Hunter a deeper view into her personality.

When Livia returned to the kitchen and came back with a large takeout bag with twine handles, Hunter took it before Ivy could.

Livia eyed him. “You should keep this one around. He’s helpful.” She cupped her hand around her mouth and loudly whispered, “And hot!”

Ivy groaned but hugged her friend. Once they were in the truck, Hunter snorted.

“What’s that for?”

“Your friend seems to approve of me.”

“Livia has terrible taste in men—you can’t trust her judgment.”

He cocked a brow. “So what’s your excuse?”

“Oh, you know.” She waved a hand but began driving without ever answering his question.

Spending time with Ivy wasn’t as difficult as he once would have believed. As a SEAL, he thought of himself as almost feral. After fighting in the worst conditions, they all were. But one afternoon with the beautiful woman had him ready for domestic life.

They pulled up to the bunkhouse and Ivy honked the truck horn, which brought the ranch hands from the barn and pastures to see what the boss’s daughter needed.

When they discovered she was passing out chicken wings and fries, they sat down on the thick lawn to enjoy the food. Ivy and Hunter sat too. While devouring her fried pickles, Ivy talked and joked with the guys.

Hunter observed how the men treated her with a respect that bordered on deference. Even though his opinion of Ivy had changed since they shared that flight, he still thought she acted like royalty.

Ranch royalty.

After their meal, he helped carry the groceries into the house and watched her buzz around, removing everything from insulated shopping bags and stashing the items in their rightful spots.

When she pushed the last bag toward him, he arched a brow. “What’s this?” He peeked inside and saw the steaks. “Oh. Hi, Petunia.”

She lightly punched him in the arm. “That’s not funny! She was my pet!”

He grabbed her by the waist and pulled her flush against his body. Staring down into her eyes, he zeroed in on how her breaths came in fast pants and she wiggled in his hold.

“I think it’s time I take care of my pet.” He leaned in and captured her mouth.


Chapter Thirteen

Hunter backed Ivy against the counter. At the hot feel of his chiseled body, she moaned into his mouth.

Ever since he wrapped his long fingers around her thigh in the truck, she’d been on fire for him. Need tingled through her lower belly and blazed between her legs.

He skated his hand up her waist to cup one breast. When he swiped his thumb across the aching tip, it shrank to a tight point.

“Hunter!”

In answer, he pinched her nipple hard. Desire flared through her. She dug her fingers into his shoulders and dragged him closer. When he slipped his hand down her ribs, over her stomach, and under her skirt, she stopped breathing.

He ran his finger along the seam of her pussy. As he worked over the small bump of her clit, she clung to his shoulders to hold herself upright. A soft moan escaped her.

Breaking the kiss, he stared into her eyes and slid his hand in her panties, over her bare pussy.

His low growl rumbled through her. “You’re so fucking wet.”

Swirling his fingertip over her bud shot sparks through her. She ground into his touch, seeking more. Each stroke over her clit made her feel more alive.

The depths of his eyes churned as he held her gaze and tormented her by strumming her clit. When he glided his finger to her opening and dipped it inside, she gasped.

“You were so damn cute today. Shopping with you had me hard as steel.”

Her breath caught. “Really?”

“You in this skirt? Hell yeah.” He thrust his finger deep.

She barely muffled a scream, but he helped her by slamming his mouth over hers.

Their tongues met in tandem as he dragged his finger through her soaked inner walls and plunged in again.

“Hold on to me.”

She barely registered what he was asking, but her body knew. She looped her arms around his neck and let him support her as he made her limbs go slack with pleasure.

Settling his thumb over her clit, he pressed down lightly on it while finger-fucking her with the other. He added a second finger. Then a third.

Shudders of ecstasy rolled through her, and her mind drifted on sensation. Her eyes squeezed shut for heart-throbbing seconds. When she opened them, she found Hunter’s steady gaze on her.

His jaw was clenched into a hard line as if battling back his own needs. The expression in his eyes…

It stole her breath.

Having a man one hundred percent focused on her was shocking. Addictive.

Passion kindled to a wild inferno.

“Hunter, I’m…close!”

“I feel you clenching around me. Your clit’s so fucking hard.” His jaw flexed hard. “Come on my fingers!”

She cried out at his words. A thrill tore her in two. The strong pulse of her release hit with a strength that stole a wail from her lips.

“Hunter!” His name came out on a hitching breath as waves pounded her.

Boneless, her arms slipped off his shoulders. Using his muscled thigh, he anchored her to the cupboard. The passion blazing in her mind left a scorch mark on her heart.

A brand of his name.

After what felt like ages, he drew his fingers out of her panties and arranged her skirt around her thighs. He dropped a small kiss to her lips. “This is exactly how you should look every day—glowing and dazed.”

Hiding her face against his chest, she shook her head in shock. How could he affect her this way?

“We’d better get the grill heated.”

“But you just had wings!”

“That was a snack.” He gave her a crooked grin that left her aching all over again.

He gave her a small pat on the backside and then walked out of the kitchen. She heard the bathroom door close. She braced her palms on the counter to support herself through the aftershocks of that release.

A minute later, Hunter reappeared. He took one look at her face and a cocky grin spread over his.

“You look satisfied.”

“You look very satisfied with yourself.” Her sassy remark didn’t have as much impact when her voice sounded like she’d just screamed his name loud enough for everyone down at Badlands to hear.

He walked over to the French doors opening onto a patio where the grill was located. Through the glass, she studied him.

So manly. Considerate and helpful. Not at all like the jerk she thought he was at first.

She was so distracted that she didn’t notice that Meadow entered the kitchen until she tapped her on the shoulder and made her jump.

Meadow followed the direction of her gaze, and a knowing smile spread on her face. “I’ve never seen you like this with any guy, Ivy.”

Because she’d never felt this way about one.

Flustered, she hurried between the pantry and the fridge, pulling out items to make a pasta salad.

“Ooh, you’re making Mom’s favorite salad.” Meadow got out a cutting board for the vegetables they’d add to the summertime salad.

Ivy only nodded, her mind far away from the kitchen. Hell, the planet.

They stood, chopping in silence.

After a time, Ivy looked up at her sister. “What do you think of Hunter?”

Meadow looked toward the patio. Hunter was standing at the grill, talking to Colton, who’d joined him outside.

“I think he can’t keep his eyes off you.”

Ivy swung her head to look at her sister. “Really?”

“I know you’ve noticed.”

Biting her lip, she wandered to the stove and set a big pot of water to boil on the range. Suddenly, she blurted, “Do you think Forest sent him to me?”

Meadow gasped. “What makes you say that?”

“I just wondered.” She returned to the counter next to Meadow and started chopping onion.

“It’s possible Forest sent Hunter to you. I think he sent Colton to me…”

Ivy turned to her, tears burning in her eyes. Their gazes met in a look of understanding.

Only a moment passed, but the shared moment eased her soul.

Meadow leaned in and gave Ivy a sisterly squeeze. “Why don’t you keep chopping, and I’ll call the hospital and check on Daddy?”

Ivy nodded. While Meadow placed the call, she kept half an ear on what she was saying while prepping the salad ingredients. She still felt scattered from what she and Hunter had done right here in the kitchen only minutes before.

“That’s great news!”

Ivy looked at Meadow, trying to pick up the one-sided conversation. But she didn’t have to try for long because Meadow ended the call and spun to her, grinning.

“The doctors say they’ll release Daddy later this week!”

“That is great news.” Her smile spread in genuine happiness…but inside her stomach dropped.

That only left a short time for her to find what she’d been searching their father’s office for.

She was going to do a big sweep of the office. Tonight was the night.

* * * * *

After his first night on watch, Hunter realized that sitting on the hard ground wasn’t only uncomfortable but unnecessary. So on day two, he set up a folding lawn chair.

He sank into the seat and settled the rifle Colton provided to him across his knees. It wasn’t his preferred weapon, but he was a good enough shot that it didn’t matter what weapon he used.

The cool night air filled his nostrils and gave him a clear head for his task. From his position, he had a view of most of the perimeter. The fence ran for acres and acres in the distance. When he raised his binoculars, he was able to see everything crystal clear.

As he scanned the fence line for breaks or a trespasser, he took in the night sounds.

Crickets chirped. Occasionally, a cow in the nearby pasture let out a low moo. Nothing else but silence rang in his ears.

When he lowered the binoculars, he turned his attention briefly to the deep midnight blue sky stretching overhead, spangled with glittering stars. The moon was glowing bigger. Soon it would illuminate the land and make it more difficult for anyone to step foot on the ranch without him or the cameras picking up their presence.

Under the night sounds, he caught a different one.

He slowly stood, rifle in hand, and swung toward the noise coming from behind him.

“Flash.”

Hunter’s shoulders relaxed. “Thunder.”

The countersign from D-Day during World War II was something that was used to identify someone who was not a threat, and Forest had used it because he enjoyed old war movies. He started using the alert in the early days after their squadron formed, and it stuck.

Colton emerged from the shadows and slung a lawn chair in a bag off his shoulder.

Hunter eyed him. “Are you here to join me or relieve me?”

“Join you, bro. How’s it lookin’ from here?”

“Nothing to report.” He picked up the binoculars and sank to his seat.

Colton did the same.

“I assume you have something to share with me that you couldn’t say around the ladies.”

He nodded. “I spoke with the police today about the video footage. They looked into the guy and came back with some information. They’ve got an ID on the guy.”

Hunter fixed his gaze on him. “And?”

“He’s wanted in a couple states for shady dealings. Apparently he does offer loans, but you can only reach him on the dark web or if you know someone.”

Hunter’s neck prickled. “You think Mr. Gracey did something to get himself deep with this guy?”

Colton gave a stiff nod. “It’s likely. Forest had an inkling too.”

He gave him a sharp look. “Did he tell you that?”

“In his final letter to his father, he mentioned his old man running the ranch and the family’s good name into the ground. It all adds up. And now the loan shark has been identified on one of our security cams. What else could it be?”

“Damn.” He scrubbed a finger between his puckered brows. “What will become of the ranch if he loses it? What will become of Ivy and Meadow?”

“I’ll take care of Meadow.” He gave Hunter a direct look, one that typically came from the top rank down. “Will you take care of Ivy?”

He didn’t even hesitate in his response—he spoke from the gut. From his soul.

“Fuck yes.”

He and Ivy hadn’t spent very much time with each other, but since their first meeting, he’d learned what a lovely, caring and special woman she was. Each time they were together added another notch scored into his soul. Spending today with her, just running errands—and giving her a blazing orgasm in the kitchen—had seared her into his psyche.

Ivy was his person. The one he’d turn to at his high points and low.

The scent of her lingered in the back of his mind, a sweet, intoxicating and womanly scent that disrupted his every thought and dream.

He wanted her. Now.

He looked at Colton. “Will you take over watch for me?”

Colton chuckled. “How did I know you were gonna ask? Sure, man. Go to her. But don’t expect this every night. I don’t like being away from my woman either.”

“Thanks, brother.” He stood and passed the rifle to Colton. With his long legs eating up the distance between the knoll and the main house, it didn’t take long to reach the front porch.

He let his epiphany roll over him—no, steamroll over him.

He was going to break into her bedroom window if need be just to tell her that she was his—in all ways.

She belonged with him.

To him.


Chapter Fourteen

Ivy hunched over the desk. The muscles between her shoulder blades had stiffened more and more as the night wore on. As she reached for the file folder on the corner of her father’s desk, a twinge shot through her shoulder with the movement.

Throwing a glance at the heavy brass clock sitting on one of the bookshelves, she found it hard to understand how so many hours had passed since she shut herself up in the office, determined to get to the bottom of the attacks on the ranch.

She had her suspicions that the ranch’s money issues were linked to what was going on around here. Why Colton had needed to kill a man. A ranch hand was murdered. And Meadow attacked. How much more didn’t she know?

Hunter clearly was being overprotective with her, keeping her out of the loop until pressed to provide information.

She stretched her arms overhead and rolled her neck from side to side.

The house was so quiet that it seemed to throb with it. While the silence helped her focus on her task, it unnerved her too.

A big yawn took over, and she stretched into it, extending her feet under the heavy desk and curling her bare toes. The scent of leather and her father’s cigar smoke filtered into her nose, stirring memories of walking in on her father working. Sometimes he’d let her climb into his lap. Most times, he sent her away.

She looked over the file again, leafing through pages she skimmed for the third time since she began searching days ago. With a sigh, she closed the folder and set it aside again.

She’d searched every scrap of paper in his filing cabinet and desk. After that, she turned to his hard drive. She’d read every single file on the computer.

Also, she’d dug around until she found a list of passwords he kept in a secure document. With his login information, Ivy was able to access his accounting program.

But it all seemed on the up-and-up.

There had to be another set of books. Question was, where would she find a second set of books? All the bad guys in the movies had one. They kept them in a safe.

Ivy eyed the safe on the wall behind the desk. She didn’t have the combination, but she highly doubted that her father kept more than important legal papers there and maybe a little cash. Knowing his steel trap of a mind, any secret information was locked up in his head.

Once again, Ivy pulled up the spreadsheet she’d been using to keep track of the paper trail.

Daddy attended six conventions this year. Twice as many as the previous year.

She’d located his hotel expenses, and airfare too if it applied. Those tracked with costs and fees. As did his food bills and vehicle rentals.

When she began digging around for answers about the ranch finances, she quickly learned that she was locked out of the bank website. But if she was going to get to the bottom of this, she needed access.

She pulled up the website. The passcode was not saved on the laptop. Was it possible to guess it?

First, she tried her father’s birthday. Then her mother’s. Crap—both incorrect.

She had one more attempt before she was locked out and would need to reset the password. That was a pain she didn’t have time for.

Tapping a nail on the desk, she racked her brain to think of what the password could be.

Surely her father would not use any of his kids’ names or birthdates.

A favorite sports team?

His favorite dog! It had to be. Her father loved their old German Shephard more than anything. When it passed away, he had moped around the house for weeks.

Hovering her fingers over the keys, she battled with her gut feeling. Could she really rely on that?

Quickly, she set her fingers to the keys and typed: Rocky.

The website opened.

Jaw dropping, she let out a little squeal and quickly set to work.

She flipped between the bank statement open on one screen and the spreadsheet on another, comparing the debits around the time when her father attended these conventions, and noted a cash withdrawal for a thousand dollars.

Daddy did like to carry cash. He was old-school—he claimed that he didn’t trust card machines that could be so easily scanned and his digital money stolen.

Two days later, there was a second withdrawal for twenty thousand dollars.

If the ranchers attending those conventions weren’t always buying horses off each other without the red tape of an auction, the big withdrawal might be a red flag to her.

By the end of the week, another large amount appeared.

She initially hadn’t inspected these closer due to the large expenses around the time of a convention. Now she looked closer. Several times her father visited the ATM and pulled out the maximum amount for the day.

He was blowing through pretty heavy money.

His following entries were travel home, including restaurant payments. For the next two weeks’ worth of entries, Ivy only saw spending in local businesses.

She paused on several consecutive rather large cash withdrawals.

Why was her father taking out so much? Was he hooking up with a woman who was draining him dry? Or paying for escorts?

Damn. Maybe.

She looked up one of the place names listed on the statement. It sounded like it could be a gas station or convenience store.

What came up in the internet search had her eyes widening.

A casino.

Ivy shielded her eyes with one hand. No. Her father couldn’t be gambling. Some conventions were held at casinos. That had to be the case.

Another search revealed that all of the conventions this past year were held at hotels and other big convention centers. Not casinos.

She issued a low sound, almost a whimper.

Just then, the office door opened. She whipped around, expecting to see Meadow standing there.

But it was Hunter. His tall body filled the doorframe.

His eyes were dark shadows.

He took a step inside the office. “What happened?”

Covertly, she closed the laptop.

In two strides, Hunter reached the desk. He braced a hand on the surface and leaned over her.

“Ivy. You don’t know this yet, but let me make it very clear to you. I am here for you. You can tell me anything. Understand?”

Her chest tightened at his tone—commanding and hot as hell.

She met his gaze and sank into it for a long heartbeat.

He reached out and brushed a tendril of hair off her cheek with all the tenderness that matched his expression. “Do you understand that I’m here for you? That you can share everything with me?”

Nodding, she bit down on her bottom lip and snapped open the laptop again.

The page came up for Hunter to see.

He shook his head. “What am I looking at?”

She pushed out a breath. “You’re looking at what I suspect is proof of my father’s gambling addiction. I can’t believe the man I grew up admiring so much…not only lied to me but let me down.”

* * * * *

When Hunter approached the back door of the ranch house, a figure stepped out of the shadows. His excellent vision picked out who it was before he ever reached for the sidearm he had tucked in the waist of his jeans.

“Webb. What are you doing lurking around outside the Graceys’ house?”

Zach Webb moved into the small pool of light coming through the kitchen window. Hunter had noticed that Ivy and Meadow left that light on day and night. More than once, he thought about it being a guiding light for the spirit of a loved one.

“I’m guarding the house. Like Colton asked.” Webb squared his shoulders in that no-bullshit way he had about him.

After fighting with the best of the best, Hunter recognized this guy didn’t take any shit from anyone. He didn’t need to see him get into a fight to know he would be lethal if pressed.

He gave Hunter a steady look. “I don’t need to ask what you’re doing here.”

Hunter moved toward the door, and Webb stepped in his path, blocking his way.

With a narrow look, Hunter took a step closer, putting him inches away from the ranch manager. “I’d advise you to get out of my way.”

“I need to hear you say that you’re not just fucking around with Ivy. You’re going to be there for her. Right?”

Hunter had never justified his actions to anyone. However, Webb’s protective daddy act was touching in a way.

He flexed his jaw. “I got her. I’m not leaving.”

Until now, he hadn’t allowed his mind to wander this deep into his relationship with Ivy. Now that the words were out, he couldn’t take them back. Didn’t even want to.

After a long moment of appraisal, Webb gave a hard nod. Then he stepped aside, allowing him to enter the house.

The place was dark and quiet. A glance down the hallway showed that Ivy’s room was also cast in darkness. But a small sliver of light under another door led him straight to it.

When he placed a hand on the door, he realized it wasn’t pulled shut the entire way. As he pushed it open, his gaze fell on Ivy. Seated at her father’s big desk, her blonde tresses mussed as if she’d been running her fingers through the thick mass while she worked.

At his entrance, she looked up, eyes wide. Shadows under each one revealed how tired she was from the work she was doing.

After she dropped the bomb on him about her father’s suspected gambling problem, he walked directly to the desk and pulled her out of her seat and into his arms.

She wrapped her arms around his waist and buried her face against his shirt. “What are we going to do?”

He rubbed her arms. Goose bumps rippled over her skin.

Using a knuckle under her chin, he lifted her head to meet his gaze. “You’re sure of it?”

“Sure enough. I hacked into his bank account and I was able to see where the money’s been going. There are a lot of cash withdrawals. One large amount was in a casino.”

Fuck. This was what he and Colton suspected, given the involvement of the loan shark. In response to Ivy’s statement, Hunter nodded slowly.

He moved to the desk and sank to the leather chair. When he drew Ivy into his lap, she curled against his chest with her legs dangling over his.

“I knew it must be something like this. I just hoped I was wrong.” Her voice sounded small.

“I know, baby. You have a lot of questions that you need answers to, I’m sure.”

“How am I supposed to ask him? His health is so rocky right now, this could set him back. The nurses had to take his phone because just getting notifications about ranch security was upsetting him!”

“We should talk to Meadow and Colton. Get their take on this.”

She nodded. “Is there anything we can do to get that loan shark to stop harassing us?”

The guy was coming for his pound of flesh. If he didn’t get his money—with extreme interest—he’d take what he wanted in other ways.

Hunter was rarely afraid. Worried, on occasion. But the thought of this bastard coming for Sean Gracey’s innocent daughters made his blood run cold.

Laid up after heart surgery or not, the man should know what his actions had done to his family.

He’d never met Ivy’s father, hadn’t set eyes on him in more than a photo that his son showed Hunter, but when he did, he wouldn’t hold back from giving him a piece of his mind.

He had to drag himself from the brink of the fury pounding through him. Forced himself to keep his grip on Ivy loose when all he wanted was to grab and claw.

“Will you show me what you’ve found so far?”

She nodded and twisted in his lap, reaching for the laptop.

Over her shoulder, he studied the screen she brought up. She pointed out the withdrawals and the name of the casino.

“I thought at first my father was just being lax in paying bills.”

From the corner of his eye, he studied her. “What made you think that?”

She pushed out a soft, breathy sigh. “When I was in Europe, my credit card got declined when I tried to pay my hotel bill and again when I attempted to book the flight home.”

“How did you get the money then? Did Meadow wire it to you?”

She tightened her lips as if holding in some secret or embarrassment that she didn’t want to share. “I hocked some designer pieces from my wardrobe and used the cash to settle my bill and buy a plane ticket. When you saw me on the plane, I only had a few bucks to my name.”

He stared at her. “But you just bought supplies for the house and lunch for the guys.”

“Oh, I have money now. When I got home, a card was in the mail to an account I haven’t been able to access before now. I have a little savings accumulated from my travel vlog.”

God, this woman. She was amazing, resourceful, witty and adorable. Not only a princess…a queen.

He’d been a complete idiot when he thought she wasn’t worth even giving the time of day when all he wanted was to spend the rest of his life worshipping her.

Cupping her cheek, he directed her gaze to his. Staring deep into her eyes, he spoke the words that had been bottling up inside him for days now.

“Ivy. Do you have any idea how much you’ve stolen my heart?”

She straightened. Blinked. “Don’t tease me about stuff like that.”

“I’m not teasing you, baby. I’m dead fucking serious. I don’t know how you did it, but you own this.” Taking her hand, he brought it over his thumping heart.

Her shimmering eyes softened with love. Curling her fingers on his chest, she searched his gaze. “Hunter. My god…I never thought…” She shook her head as if to clear it. “I never thought I’d find someone who understands and sees the real me.”

“Oh, love.” He pulled her against his chest and kissed her sweet, upturned lips. The soft brush of her mouth against his morphed to passion. Angling his head, he fully claimed her lips.

Delving his tongue inside her mouth raised a moan in her throat. She tangled her tongue with his and cupped his jaw to deepen the kiss.

After long minutes of plundering her, he broke the kiss. “Close out of the computer. Let me take you to bed.”


Chapter Fifteen

Ivy shivered under each stroke of Hunter’s hands over her bare flesh. He’d stripped her slowly while gazing deep in her eyes.

Her pussy was soaked with need, her nipples aching hard. The throb of anticipation in her veins increased as he eased his fingers around her waist. Lifting her, he turned for the bed.

They fell together in a tangle of limbs and tongues. Spreading her thighs, she drew him between them. The instant the head of his cock rubbed over her slickness, she let out a soft cry.

Hooking her ankles behind his back, she drew him into her in one hard, smooth glide. Buried deep, he stilled, staring down at her with all the tenderness in his soul.

Her heart tumbled with so much love for this man. Deep down, she knew her feelings for Hunter were growing. They began as enemies yet grew to lean on each other faster than she could ever have imagined. Now her heart was tied to his…and she planned to show him.

Cupping his nape, she stretched her fingers into his hair, holding his lips to hers. Rocking her hips, she took his cock a fraction deeper. He drew out, sliding through her pussy walls. They shared a groan.

Wild need blasted through her. There was no going slow, no matter how bad she wanted it to last—she wanted Hunter more.

She dragged her fingers over his shoulders and squeezed his biceps. Under her hands, muscle and sinew steeled. Flexed. He thrust inside her again, sending splinters of lust through her entire body.

“Take me! Oh god, yessss.”

He reached a rhythm that set them both on fire. When she got a little rough and scored his back with her nails, he reared with a low growl and then doubled his efforts.

His cock struck her G-spot again and again. Juices flooded his length.

Ripping his mouth from hers, he spattered kisses down her throat and lightly sucked at her flesh, churning his hips and taking them both to the next level of ecstasy.

She felt his cock stiffen, lengthen. She rode it with hard twitches. The sound of his harsh moans mingled with her raspy cries. Moonlight fell over their entwined bodies, painting them with a pale blue glow.

Her inner walls clutched at his length. The deep throb in her core warned her of her release hovering so close.

“Hunter!”

“I know, baby. I know.”

And she believed that he did.

He rammed hard one more time as she shattered in his arms.

Her mind whirled with bliss. The pulse in her body filled every corner of her brain so she hardly understood what was happening as he rolled her on top of him.

She braced her hands on his chest, looking into his eyes, and began to move. Her own release extended on and on as she fucked him hard and fast. Loving the way his eyes hooded as he stared up at her. How his lips twisted in pleasure each time she sank over his hard cock.

He palmed her breasts, the small calluses making her sensitive nipples pebble. “You’re so goddamn beautiful. Your body drives me wild.”

Clasping him tight with her inner walls, she rocked faster, taking him in small pulses and then thrusting downward to take him all the way to the hilt.

He let out a rumbling groan that vibrated through her body too. Watching his rugged features contort in pleasure made her heart clench with even more love for this amazing man.

Forest’s friend. Her lover. The best friend who came at her out of nowhere and became her person.

He dropped his hands to her hips and seized them hard enough to leave marks. His hard touch turned her on even more, shot her high. She teetered on a precipice of bliss.

Then she leaned down and captured his mouth in a kiss to end all kisses. He let out a low grunt at the same moment hot spurts of cum filled her pussy. She took every inch, thrusting harder and harder, drawing out his release for long, mind-numbing seconds.

When her mind returned, she was lying on top of him, and he drew long lines on her spine with the tips of his fingers. Goose bumps rippled over her body. His stiff cock still filled her pussy.

“How did you make me love you in such a short amount of time?” Her whisper seemed loud in the quiet room.

“I’ve been asking myself that. I don’t have an answer…but I will say that you’ve made me happier than I ever thought possible, Ivy. I want you to know that I am here for you. You’ve been alone for so many years—I see that.”

Her throat clamped with emotion.

He saw that? She’d been so long ignored. Meadow and Forest leaned on each other, while they expected her to flit around like the family fairy. Go be Ivy.

They never took the time to learn who Ivy even was, even when she’d spent months in Europe discovering herself.

“You’re not alone anymore. I promise you—I swear, Ivy Gracey—that I will do everything in my power to make you happy for the rest of your days.”

She leaned her forehead against his, taking gulps to keep her tears at bay. A fat drop managed to escape and trail down her cheek. Hunter swiped it away.

She covered his hand with her own. “You can’t know how much I appreciate that you’ve been looking out for me. I…” She raised her gaze to his. “I keep thinking about that loan shark. How my dad looked when he answered the door.”

A shiver rippled down her spine. All her life, she’d thought of her father as being strong, the man in charge. The protector of home and family. But seeing the fear on his face picked up by that surveillance camera had her stomach dropping whenever it came to mind—which was often.

Too often.

For years and years, she’d shoved down all the bad things and tried to find some ray of sun in her life. But the instances weren’t just few and far between—they were made up to distract herself from the depression and sadness that hovered around her. She was the Gracey who slapped a smile on her face along with a smear of lipstick, and went on with her life.

Having Hunter see the true Ivy had shattered her armor. It left her vulnerable, broken, soft center exposed.

“Ivy—"

She cut across him. “And that man in the pond. Someone was killed on my family’s ranch, Hunter. You might be used to death and destruction, but I’m not!”

He dragged her close, tucking her head under his chin. The strength of his chest provided a safe refuge that she never wanted to emerge from.

“I won’t let you be alone. Ever.” His gritted promise had her eyes flooding with tears again.

She kept them wide so the droplets couldn’t fall. What good would they do her or anybody else? Hunter had experienced trauma too. His family had fallen apart after tragedy as well. She wasn’t special.

But he made her feel special—to him. The way he cradled her with so much love and tenderness left her breathless.

Tilting her face up, she searched his eyes. “Kiss me. Make love to me and erase the whole entire world except for us.”

“Oh, baby.” He kissed her. In a blink, the seeking need in their melded lips morphed to drugging, tongue-thrusting kisses.

He rolled her onto her back and pushed his body between her splayed thighs. When he pinned her in his stare, his power rippled over her. Then he gathered both of her hands in one of his and pinned them to the mattress.

Her insides coiled with need. The protector, the bad-boy SEAL, knew exactly what she needed, and right this moment, she needed to give up control. She may never let those tears fall, but she could give up some of her burden to Hunter.

With a soft cry, she surrendered to this strong and valiant man. Each stroke of his hard cock, the harder glint of ownership in his eyes…both stole her control.

She arched into him. Stole his low groans with her lips and fed him her own.

Words branded her lips, too strong to withhold. With urgency, she caught his gaze and held it captive.

“I’m in love with you, Hunter. So in love with you.”

“Fuck, baby. I love you too. More than I can ever express with words—but I’ll damn well show you every day of my life.”

* * * * *

Hunter dragged the rake over the floor of the horse stall, gathering the scattered bits of straw they used for bedding. The low scraping noise turned into a soothing song. Along with the few birds that flitted through the barn rafters, the noises of the ranch seeped into Hunter’s soul.

For years after his parents died, he’d stopped thinking of himself as a city boy. He was just lost, aimless. Searching for something more. Something bigger to be a part of. The military had served him well in that capacity. It provided him with a home, a family.

He’d only been at the ranch for a short time, yet it was crazy how much peace this job, this land, gave him. Everything hung in the balance with Sean Gracey and the loan shark, but he had no doubt in his mind that he and Colton could handle any strikes about to come.

Years of special ops had given him a strong sixth sense and he could feel forboding thunder rumbling in the immediate future. Something big was coming—it was just a matter of time.

Armed with the information about Gracey’s gambling problem, he planned to sit down with Colton as soon as possible and come up with a game plan. First, he was going to face Gracey about his problem. He wasn’t going to coddle the man, not after he almost got Meadow killed in that attack. And Ivy hadn’t exactly been safe in Europe, hung out to dry when he failed to pay the bill for the credit card she was using—her only financial means in a foreign country.

Hunter of all people knew how bad that could have turned out. The mere thought of her selling off belongings to complete strangers…

He clamped his hands harder around the rake handle, fists curled in preparation for a fight that wasn’t coming. Dragging the rake across the floor again and again, he wrestled the anger rising inside him.

“Hart.”

He raised his head at the sound of his name. Peering over the side of the stall, he spotted Colton in the doorway of the barn.

“What’s up, man?” He clenched the upright handle.

“State cops are here. Thought you might want to hear what they have to say.”

“I do.” He set the rake in the corner and walked out, dusting his hands off on his jeans as he joined Colton at the exit.

One look at his friend’s fierce expression told him all he needed to know. Their investigation wasn’t going well.

He stripped off his leather gloves and stuffed them in the back pocket of his Levi’s. Colton ducked under the doorframe, and he did the same. Blinking at the brighter sunshine, he scanned the parking area in front of the garage. A police cruiser sat among the ranch trucks and an ATV.

He cast Colton a sidelong look. From the corner of his lips, he muttered, “Any idea what’s going on?”

He shook his head but gave no reply.

As they approached the officer, the man widened his stance and studied them. Hunter was accustomed to the wariness on the guy’s face. His size alone intimidated much tougher men than this one. Add Colton to the mix, and it was no wonder the cop was looking at them with extreme caution. Even unarmed, the pair of them could easily overpower the lawman.

Colton gave the officer a nod of greeting. “You’ve met Hunter Hart.”

The officer nodded. “Good to see you both again. I’m here to share some information about the suspect in question.”

Hunter folded his arms. “We’re listening.”

“We’ve got his trail. It looks like he fled to Canada.”

Fuck. Hunter flicked his gaze to Colton.

“He entered the country legally?”

“Yes. We got a read on his passport. Two days ago, he entered through border security with no red flags to their personnel.”

“Any idea how long his stay is?” Hunter was already forming a plan in his mind. Listing the supplies he’d need…gathering ammo. How long would it take to run this guy to ground—and make sure he never came for the Graceys again—made a slow revolution through his mind.

“Can we get him extradited?” Colton seemed to be of the same mind as him, only with less work involved. If the authorities brought the loan shark back to the States, Hunter and Colton wouldn’t need to go far in order to stop the man from terrorizing their women.

My woman. God, those words felt right. His insides warmed with the heat of his love for Ivy. And knowing that she loved him in return topped the gift with a beautiful bow.

The officer shook his head. “We’ve notified the authorities in Canada. They know who this guy is. He’s using several names, but his legal name is Jered Smythe. They’re keeping a close eye on him. One misstep and he’ll be sent back to the US. If that happens, we’ll be waiting for him.”

Colton traded a look with Hunter. One that said “good luck getting to him first.” He and Colton could move in complete darkness and find any criminal or terrorist within minutes. They’d proved it before. They weren’t the best of the best without a solid backing of their abilities.

“Guys like this don’t operate alone. Smythe has men working for him. Doing his dirty work. What do we know about them?”

“Actually, quite a bit.” He reached into his shirt pocket and extracted a small notepad where he’d scribbled notes, old-school fashion.

He read off four names which Hunter instantly committed to memory.

“The first guy, Johnny Mills, is an old friend of Smythe’s. They’ve been getting in trouble together since middle school. It started small with bullying, then petty thefts. They worked their way up to extortion and even kidnapping. Mills has done some hard time—we think he was the fall guy for Smythe.”

Colton cleared his throat. “Do we know his whereabouts? Is he still in the area?”

The officer nodded. “Last seen three nights ago at Badlands.”

Hunter and Colton exchanged a look. When they weren’t taking night watch, they were taking turns holding down barstools at Badlands. Neither had encountered a guy by that name, though.

“And the others? Any bead on where they can be hanging out?” Hunter grated.

The drone of an ATV engine drifted across the field. Hunter hoped whoever it was stayed away from the barn long enough for them to finish talking to the officer. Only Colton knew Hunter well enough to understand the plan gelling in his brain. If any of the others caught wind of it, they might not approve.

After the officer gave them a brief rundown on each of Smythe’s cohorts, he promised to keep them apprised of the situation. Then he climbed in his car and drove down the driveway.

Hunter watched him go for a long moment before speaking. “I think we need to find these guys and take care of them ourselves.”

Colton swung his gaze to his. His face unreadable except for the small twitch at the corner of his eye. A dead giveaway that his inner rebel was rising up.

“I’ve known you for years, Nox.”

“What’s that mean?”

“I know that you like to take matters into your own hands.”

He dropped his gaze to his boots. “You know what happened last time I did that.”

“From what I’ve heard, you killed a man for touching your woman. If you’d waited and called the cops, she wouldn’t be in that training pen in those tight jeans and that cute red top right now.”

Colton leveled him in a look. “Keep her clothes out of this.”

“I’m just sayin’. This isn’t you and Forest going back to that village to rescue the hostage. This is hunting the bad guys before they get to us first. Or worse, to them.” He directed his attention to the house where Ivy and Meadow drank coffee in their pajamas in the mornings and walked the empty halls filled with photographs and memories of a much larger family, now gone.

“I hear what you’re saying. Dammit.” He swiped a hand down his face. “I know you’re right.”

Hunter gave him a single nod. “It’s done then. Tonight we get Webb to watch over the house again, and we go to Badlands.”

If they were lucky, they’d get Johnny Mills to talk. Hunter clenched his fists at his sides. With their skill, Smythe’s thugs would have no chance to outrun him and Colton.

“We leave at nine.”

Hunter dipped his head in agreement. “I’ll bring the ammo.”


Chapter Sixteen

When Ivy stretched, she felt all the delicious little tugs in her body—the ones that told her that Hunter was a very thorough lover.

Her inner thigh muscles twinged from the workout she got when she rode him to completion for a second round. When she brushed her fingers over her breasts, they tingled with the memory of his rough lips. Glancing down, she saw the pink streaks of his beard burn marking her too.

With a satisfied moan, she rolled out of bed and padded to the bathroom. In Europe she’d experienced a variety of facilities. She’d had the hottest of hot showers, and the most frigid ones too. Quickly she learned that cooler ones stimulated her and gave her more energy, so she switched the tap to a cool temperature and stood under the spray.

After she finished and dressed for the day, she found herself standing alone in the middle of the empty kitchen. In fact, the entire house was empty.

She was all alone.

For the first time, she realized how painful this must have been for Meadow when Ivy was gone. Waking alone, speaking to no one. Her sister obviously learned to operate solo and was continuing in that pattern by heading outdoors with her horses—or maybe Colton—as soon as the sun rose.

Ivy listened to all the sounds of the house. The hum of the refrigerator. A small creak of the house settling.

She looked around herself and then drifted to the counter and then to the kitchen table. She reached out and stroked the fat pottery jug in the center of the table. Years ago, her mother used to pick flowers and place them in that jug. The small gesture cheered up the space and the family members who saw them whenever they entered the kitchen.

Lilacs in spring, daisies in summer. In the fall, she’d place fat sunflowers that she grew on the border of her kitchen garden in the jug.

It stood empty now. Just a vessel. But Ivy could find some flowers that grew around the ranch and fill it.

Something else her mother always did was take a morning walk through the house. Ivy remembered tagging along behind her, just watching her mother’s face as she moved through the rooms.

Once Ivy was old enough to put her questions into words, she asked her mom why she did this. She told her that she liked to take stock of the house, to appreciate all that they had and to be grateful for it.

She drifted to the living room. The big window overlooked the verdant green field that rolled into grazing land for the cattle. Beside the window sat a small table with a lamp. The shade could use a dusting, but Ivy could manage that too.

As she turned, her gaze fixed on the wall and a gallery of photographs her mother had hung. Meadow, Forest and her, from babyhood to their older years. Abruptly, the photos stopped getting hung when their mother died.

A hot tear trickled down Ivy’s cheek, followed by another and another. They ran too fast for her to stop. When the rough sob escaped her throat, she plastered her hands over her face.

No, no, no. She wasn’t a crier. She held it in. She prided herself on her self-control.

There was no holding back now. She was really crying. She’d never cried like this.

Dropping to the leather chair in the corner that her mom preferred, Ivy cradled her face in her hands and let the tears out for the first time ever.

Every emotion she’d bottled up for years and years bubbled out, overflowed. She cried for the parent she’d lost and the one who’d wallowed in his own despair and depression when he lost his wife. She cried for the childhood that she, Meadow and Forest had lost when they had to grow up too soon.

Then Forest. God, losing her brother had been like having a huge portion of her heart carved out of her chest. Her brother had been Meadow’s protector, but he was Ivy’s too.

Tears streamed down her face, and her sobs couldn’t be muffled anymore. She stopped caring if anybody heard her. Let them—she had to let this out or explode.

Finally, everything had come to a head. Or maybe Hunter was the reason—he cracked her open and made her start to feel again.

After long, long minutes, her tears stopped flowing. She stood and walked to the bathroom to find tissues. After blowing her nose, she stared at her reflection. Her eyes were red-rimmed and glittering from the tears, her lashes wet. But she was drained dry.

Turning inward, she examined her inner workings the same way that she had the house. She took stock of her emotions…and found that she was blessedly lighter than she had been in…forever.

She had to tell Hunter. Last night after making love, she drifted off to sleep and woke to an empty bed. She got a text that he was going to Badlands and she shouldn’t leave the house.

That ominous text was a bucket of icy water after what she just shared with her lover. It kept her lying awake for half the night too. When the sky began to lighten from midnight black to deep blue, she drifted off again into a fitful sleep.

After splashing her face with cold water and patting it dry, she walked out of the house. The ranch appeared to be just as deserted as the house. At this time of day, all the ranch hands were busy with various tasks. Where would Hunter be right now?

A sound came from around the back of the barn. When she rounded the corner, she spotted Webb with a hay bale in hand.

“Hey, Zack!”

He looked up at her. In a pair of dark sunglasses to shade his eyes when the brim of his hat didn’t do enough, he looked like one of those cowboys from the movies. Zack was tough as nails and gave zero cares about what anyone thought of his decisions around the Gracey Ranch.

She always admired that in him, but was secretly glad that he wasn’t destined to be her brother-in-law and had shifted his sights away from Meadow. She liked Zack, but he wasn’t right for her sister.

“What’s up?” He paused and dropped the bale to the ground.

“Where are you taking that?” She extended the toe of her boot toward the hay.

“To the late calves and mommas in the brooding shed.”

She bobbed her head. “How many calves will we have when they’re all born?”

“About seventy.”

“A lot.” Good money too, once they were old enough for auction. Problem was what her father would do with that money if given control of it. And how could he not be in charge? He owned the ranch.

“Do you happen to know where Hunter is?”

Her question made Zack’s dark eyebrows draw together over the frames of his sunglasses. “Be careful, Ivy.”

She bristled. “What’s that mean?”

“Your dad would want you to be cautious.”

“Dad’s not here.”

“But he’s coming home soon, right?”

“Yeah. He is.” She tilted her jaw up in defiance. When he did, then what? She would stand up to him and demand to know exactly what was going on with the finances. She would confront him about his gambling.

“Hunter’s busy working on the fence with some of the guys.” Zack’s statement distracted her from the flow of her agitated thoughts.

She gave him a nod. “Okay, thanks.”

Zack picked up the bale again and continued toward the hungry momma cows. Ivy set off toward the training pen.

Her sister was off to one side, working with a young pony. The horse pranced around, tugging against the rope that Meadow used to guide it. When it tossed its head like a defiant toddler, a smile spread over Ivy’s face.

Meadow was too busy to take notice of Ivy. She leaned on the fence rail, watching, for another minute or two. Then a thought struck.

She’d done her mother’s walk through the house and extended her gratitude for the comforts she had. She would show her appreciation to everyone on the ranch by delivering another nice lunch to them all.

She would place an order at Badlands and go pick it up herself. It also gave her a chance to ask Livia if she’d noticed Hunter there the previous night. More than anything, Ivy wanted in on the secret of why Hunter went to the saloon.

She wasn’t one of those women who stalked their man to make sure he didn’t cheat. She trusted Hunter not to pick up another woman. She only worried what he was hiding from her—and he definitely knew more than he was letting on.

While Hunter and Colton took their roles of protectors seriously, Ivy and Meadow deserved to know if there was more unseen danger.

The memory of that dead man floating in the pond filtered into her mind. Nobody knew who killed him—or if it was the same man who attacked Meadow in the barn.

Despite the warmth of the sun beating down on her, her body broke out in goosebumps. She didn’t know much about the attack, but she didn’t want to either. No more than she wanted all the harsh details of what happened to her mother when her car careened off that mountainside…or how Forest fell.

She just couldn’t handle it. In this case, she would take the advice to go be Ivy and stick her head in the sand.

All these heavy thoughts were erasing the good that her cleansing cry had done. She checked to see if Meadow had noticed her. Her sister was still absorbed with the pony, so Ivy moved away from the training pen.

In the front entry of the house, she grabbed the keys to Meadow’s truck and hopped behind the wheel. She paused before backing out, waiting for Hunter to jump in and stop her. But she’d be fine. She’d done this a hundred times. She’d go directly to Badlands and come straight home.

With the window down and the breeze trickling through the strands of her hair, and the radio playing top forty country songs, she took every advantage offered by her drive through the countryside to the small town of Eden.

On the way, she called Badlands and placed an order for all the barbecue and sides on the menu for her ranch family. It wasn’t much, but she wanted to step up and show her appreciation. If not for the workers, the ranch would have been run into the ground long ago.

It still might be if they couldn’t find a way to get her father out of his gambling debt.

Rolling past the grocery store and three churches the town had to offer, she set her sights on the big saloon at the end of the block.

Once her friend Livia took over the bar and distillery, she put time and money into improvements. When Ivy left for Europe, the exterior of the building had been a drab tan color. Now it was painted a modern black with accents of aged wood. The sign was made of wood and punched metal, bearing the same look as the labels she slapped on the rum she distilled.

The thing that really drew the people to Badlands wasn’t the rum so much as the atmosphere. A honkytonk bar with all country music and line dancing on a Saturday night brought people from all over Montana. They also had decent food.

Ivy parked near the front door and climbed out of the big truck. Only a few other cars were in the lot, it being a bit early for the lunch rush.

As soon as she walked through the door, the scent of rum and beer flooded her senses, along with the tang of barbecue.

At that moment, Livia pushed through the kitchen door. Her red hair was piled on top of her head, and she wore jeans and a cropped top with the Badlands name across the front.

She spotted Ivy and smiled ear to ear. “Hey! I’m glad you came to pick this up. We really have to get together and catch up. I want to hear all about Europe.”

Ivy moved to lean against the bar. “You should go someday. It’s an experience you’ll never forget.”

“And leave all this?” She held out her hands to indicate the bar.

Ivy laughed. “You’ve fixed the place up so nice.”

“Thanks. I’ve put in a lot of hard work trying to make the budget stretch. Most of it went to the rum business.”

“Is the rum catching on with the customers?”

“It’s slow going. Everyone prefers the five-dollar pitchers of beer around here.”

“Of course. Speaking of customers, did you happen to notice Hunter last night? He texted me that he was coming to Badlands.”

“Ooh, Hunter. The big guy. Mr. Hot SEAL.”

She gave Livia a sharp look. “How did you know he was a SEAL?”

“I knew Colton was. I figured Hunter was too since they’re such close friends.”

She nodded. “They were both friends of Forest.”

Livia sobered and touched Ivy’s arm. “I’m sorry about Forest.”

“I appreciate it.”

A beat of silence fluttered between them. Then Ivy steered the conversation in the direction she wanted—one of her reasons for coming here.

“So you did see Hunter and Colton here last night?”

She nodded, making her hair wobble. “I served them some drinks.”

“Did they sit at the bar?”

“They made a sweep of the place. We were slammed all night, and I never got out from behind the bar. But I saw them talk to a few guys and then they left.” She bit down on her full bottom lip.

Ivy pounced on the gesture—a tell if she ever saw one. Livia needed to work on her poker face.

“What is it? Tell me.”

Livia compressed her lips as if trying to hold back information she didn’t want to share with Ivy. After a heartbeat, she spilled it. “There was a brawl.”

“Oh god!”

“If it weren’t my bar they were smashing up, it would have been kind of hot.”

“What in the hell happened?” Ivy demanded.

Livia shook her head. “No idea how it started. I just looked up when I heard a smashing noise.”

She looked around at the bar. “Did they break a chair?”

“No. Hunter smashed a guy’s face into the table.”

Her insides turned to water. “Shit!”

“The bouncer kicked them out and they took the fight to the parking lot. After that, nobody came back in.”

She shivered, envisioning all of it. Hunter taking offense to something a guy said and smashing his face off a table. Anger rising, somebody throwing punches. Glasses swiped off the table and hitting the floor, shattering.

The place was completely cleaned up, though, leaving no trace of what might have taken place.

“Who did they beat up and why?” Her voice was somewhat breathy—which it shouldn’t be. Her lover and her sister’s boyfriend couldn’t just go around picking fights with people.

Livia didn’t answer.

“Livia. Tell me.”

“I think it had something to do with the attacks.”

“You know about that?” She shouldn’t be so surprised, yet they were all keeping the matter so hushed that she didn’t think about another person catching wind of the attacks.

Livia nodded. “Word gets out. The cops were in here questioning a few people for an entire week after they found that guy in your pond.”

She inwardly groaned but managed to hold it together in front of her friend. “Is the food ready? I hate to hurry, but I’d like to find Hunter and talk to him.”

“Talk to him? You should be doing more than that, honey.”

“Livia!”

“That man is as fine as they come. Don’t pretend you haven’t noticed!”

With the mood lightened, they shared a small laugh. Livia told her she would grab the food, which must be finished by now.

When she emerged from the kitchen bearing two big shopping bags, Ivy took them with a quick squeeze and some thanks. She had to hurry home and talk to Hunter.

If he and Colton had gotten physical with a man, there had to be a good explanation. She just wondered if they’d gotten to the bottom of the bad business on the Gracey…or if it had been something simpler.

Pushing through the door with her hands full, she blinked in the bright sunlight. She took one step and never took another.

Out of nowhere, somebody knocked the food out of her hands. She opened her mouth to yell, but thick cloth locked over her lips, cutting off all sound but the small noises that could still project from her throat.

She screamed behind the gag. Kicking out, she attempted to strike her attacker. But they picked her up around the waist and tossed her on the floor of a van.

Her breath came in fast pants. When she saw stars shooting across her vision, she realized she was hyperventilating. If she didn’t stop—control her reaction—she’d pass out and wouldn’t be able to see where they were taking her.

Her kidnapper slammed the door before she could memorize his face. All she could remember was how his breath smelled like tacos and how his tough fingers bit into her skin and left bruises.

Then the van lurched forward. Ivy tried to catch herself from falling flat on her face, but they’d bound her wrists and ankles. She was helpless to stop her fall. When pain blasted up the side of her face, she cried out.

But just like when she was alone in the house, no one was around to hear.


Chapter Seventeen

“How’s the jaw?”

Hunter swung around at Colton’s question and skimmed his knuckles over his bruised face. He ticked his gaze up to the black and purple bruise spreading over Colton’s cheek.

“About as good as your cheek. Still better than the other guy though.”

Colton bobbed his head in agreement. “I’m still surprised that we just walked into Badlands and found Mills.”

Hunter set down the sledgehammer he was using to pound in new fence posts and leaned on the handle. “So am I, honestly. What kind of criminal just gallivants around the local saloon?”

“A stupid one.”

“You got that right.”

Colton crouched and gripped a heavy wood post. He hefted it into the next hole and held it steady while Hunter swung the sledge to pound it into the ground.

Neither of them spoke more about what went down the previous night, the same way that they didn’t need to discuss Operation Nicklaus.

He glanced at Colton’s stern profile. His face was set in a mask, giving away nothing about his feelings on what they’d done—what they had to do.

Colton turned his head to catch Hunter’s gaze. “I know what you’re thinking, brother. You can’t second-guess it. We had no choice.”

He’d spent all night lying awake, questioning how they could have done things differently. As soon as they took the fight outside, all hell had broken loose and Mills had pulled a gun on them.

But two trained SEALs knew how to swing a fight in their favor.

His jaw flexed hard, shooting pain through the joint. “I would have done worse if you hadn’t stopped me. After what he said about Ivy—”

Colton met his gaze. “We neutralized the threat. End of story.”

Hunter nodded. “This is a different kind of war than what we’ve seen.”

He hammered the post in a few more times to ensure it was set deep enough and even with the rest of the line. Then he stepped back to survey his work. About twenty yards away, a couple other ranch hands were setting more posts. A small, perfect row of uprights stretched between them with a gap where more posts were to be set in a new, reinforced fence.

All the places the trespassers had cut would soon be closed.

He scrubbed a hand over his face. “It’s over. He can’t come after Ivy.”

“Or Meadow.” A shadow of darkness crossed Colton’s face.

They quickly set the rest of the fence posts and stretched heavy wire between them. The new electric fence would deter more people from trespassing.

When they wrapped up their portion of the work, Hunter sent Colton a look. “I need to find Ivy.” After what he and Colton did the previous night, he’d been avoiding her. He had blood on his hands—blood that had been spilled to save himself in the end. But still, it left him feeling unclean and unworthy of the beautiful bright ray of light that was Ivy.

He felt a shadow creeping in his mind. Over his soul. Even though they called the cops and they agreed that they’d killed Mills in self-defense, it was still another strike against him.

He needed to see Ivy—to touch her. He had to know she was safe.

Colton waved at him. “Go on and take the ATV. After I talk to the guys, I’ll walk back.”

They both aimed their attention at the other ranch hands, focused on their task with as much gravity as he and Colton had done theirs.

With his sledgehammer slung over his shoulder, he loped to the ATV and started the engine. The ride to the house didn’t take long, but he was itching to set his sights on the woman he loved.

The love of his life.

When that motherfucker Johnny Mills had snarled all the horrific ways he’d planned to use Ivy—to torture her—nothing could have stopped Hunter from pulling his weapon and taking aim right between his dull brown eyes.

He searched the house for Ivy. She wasn’t there.

He looked around the ranch. Meadow wasn’t even in the training ring with some frisky pony, because she’d gone to sit with her father and wait for him to be released from the hospital.

Where was she?

He whirled and scanned the front of the garage where all the vehicles should be parked.

Meadow’s was missing, as was one other truck.

“Dammit!” He whipped out his phone and dialed Ivy. Every muscle in his body shook with the urge to move—now.

No answer.

“Goddammit!” He ended the call and stabbed at the app to track her. She was savvy and had all the locator services activated on her device. When she was sleeping, he linked to her phone just in case.

Now what had looked like him being controlling could save her life.

Immediately, her little pin came up on his screen. She was at Badlands.

His chest burned with fear and anger. What made her think that she could just take off?

As he made the call to the saloon, a growl rumbled low in his core.

“Badlands—this is Livia!”

“It’s Hunter. I’m looking for Ivy.”

Silence filled the line. “Ivy left half an hour ago.”

Panic rampaged through him. Fury pounded through his veins along with a rush of adrenaline.

“Go outside and look if her truck’s in the parking lot,” he shot out to the owner.

“Ok-a-ay.” Her voice wavered. “Going now.”

His fingers tightened on the phone until he feared he’d crush it with his bare hand. He heard footsteps and then a door swinging open.

Livia’s voice shot ice through his veins. “Oh god! Her truck is here. The food she bought is on the ground. The truck is here…but Ivy’s gone!”

* * * * *

Ivy’s shoulder joints felt about ready to pop from the strain of having her hands bound behind her back. Each time she tugged, trying to loosen the bonds, her shoulders screamed in protest, so she stopped trying to free herself.

The metal back of the chair had her spine screaming from the unusual ramrod-straight position. And even through her boots, her ankles were bruised from yanking on the bindings locked to the chair legs.

Since she was taking stock of her body, she might as well focus on her brain.

Her mind was still foggy around the events that had ended with her locked in this dark, dank basement. At some point, her kidnappers had knocked her out. She’d lost too much time between the time she was getting in the truck at Badlands and now.

All she knew was that one minute she was opening her truck door to put the food inside, and the next, she was being yanked off her feet. She barely recalled being tossed around the back of a van and had no memory at all of being chained up to this chair.

Great. Her knees were beginning to ache as bad as her shoulders were.

At least she’d managed to spit out the cloth they stuffed in her mouth to silence her screams. It left an oily residue on her tongue, which turned her stomach as much as the sight of the ugly man watching over her.

He probably thought his greasy blond hair was edgy, but he looked like he’d just crawled out of the sewer. His small cruel eyes had roamed all over her body at least a dozen times in the short span of time she’d been here.

The shirt he wore might have once been white, but it had been dulled by filth and now looked like a gray rag. His jeans, too, had seen a better life on a much larger relative. The thing she couldn’t bear to even glance at were his feet. He wore no shoes. His feet were black from whatever he’d walked through. And the state of his toenails made her stomach pitch and heave.

Forcing down the bile pushing against the back of her throat, Ivy cleared it twice before attempting to speak.

She craned her neck high. “I would like some water.”

He shifted his gaze from her breasts to her face.

She gave him her haughtiest look. “You know what a drink is?”

He heaved himself off his chair. Like his muscles were stiff. Let him try sitting in this damn unforgiving chair.

Wordlessly, he walked to the flight of chipped concrete stairs and began to climb them. She shuddered to think of how that rough material must feel on his bare feet.

What was wrong with the guy? Besides being a criminal capable of kidnapping a woman from a parking lot—and wasting good food she bought for her friends too—he was either on drugs or had mental issues.

She watched him go. At the top, the door opened, sending a spear of white light into the basement. Then he closed it so quietly that she had to peek to see if he was actually gone.

Throwing out her senses, she focused on the world she was stuck in. The wall opposite her was damp and dark with moisture and mold. She didn’t even want to think about what breathing that in was doing to her lungs.

Then there were the noises coming from above. Low voices, obviously male from how deep they were, droned on. Occasionally one would raise in an outburst, which made her wonder if they were arguing over what to do with her.

Put a knife in my hand so I can cut myself free and then slit your throats.

In her life, she’d rarely felt anger this intense. It was white-hot. Blazing. It seared through her. Was this how her brother felt in battle? How Hunter felt when he faced down an enemy?

She swung her head to look at the corner. She really did not want to think about where that chewing sound was coming from. Something told her it wouldn’t be a fat, cute little mouse in a beret come to chew her bonds off her and bring her hand-picked flowers and delicious fruit as gifts like in a child’s cartoon.

The door opened, and light beamed into the basement. She heard the slap of bare feet on concrete steps. Her warden appeared carrying a glass.

Stomach twisting, she stared at it. “Not that water.”

He trained his gaze on her.

“Sparkling water.” She tipped her chin upward.

His lips twisted in a sneer. “Would Perrier do?”

“If you don’t have it, Sparkling Ice will work.”

She saw his mouth move as if he repeated the brand of drink she requested. Not that she expected a guy like this to know the difference between bottled waters and tap.

She pushed harder. “I also expect to be reimbursed for the food you ruined when you grabbed me.”

His dull expression transformed to something vicious. Evil gleamed in his eyes. For the first time, she feared she’d underestimated how stupid this one was.

Leaning close, he glared at her. “Do you even know what you stepped into, little girl?”

Those menacing words made Ivy’s heart flip. But she steeled herself and thought about Hunter. What would he do in this very same situation?

He’d know a maneuver to break his bonds and would snap this guy’s neck before he ever knew what was coming. Since she didn’t have the same training, she would need to use her wits.

With her head high, she stared her captor down like he was a bit of manure stuck to the bottom of her boot. “I know you work for the loan shark.”

The loan shark’s crony resembled a homeless man. But now she saw what she hadn’t been certain of before—how strung out he was on some substance. She recognized the twitchy way he moved as a sign of addiction.

He snorted. “Guess you have something besides a pretty face, don’t you?”

Her skin crawled at his compliment but she held her tongue. She needed to get this guy on her side so she could manipulate him into letting her go.

As he pushed closer to her, she caught the scent of unwashed clothes and fought to keep her nose from wrinkling.

“Very pretty. Sexy too.” His gaze dipped to her breasts. During her struggle, her top had been torn and it now hung low, revealing her bra and the rounded tops of her breasts.

“Get away from me, you vile man.”

So much for getting him on her side. With her mouth, she wasn’t capable.

His eyes narrowed more. “You’re lucky you’re not floating in the swimming hole.”

Her bowels turned watery. For a pounding heartbeat, she battled more nausea.

That could be her floating in the family pond where they cooled off on hot summer days.

Then it struck her. Her daddy got them all into this mess with his gambling problem. It was all about money.

“You took me to get to my father.”

His lips twisted in some semblance of a sneer. “You’re finally catching on, little girl.”

“How much to let me go?”

He issued a rough laugh. “You can’t afford it.”

No matter how much she wanted to shift her gaze away from his, she held that ugly glare and forced him to see the strength inside her.

“Try me. I have money. Go get my purse. I’ll fix this right now.”

He eyed her, smart enough to realize she could be bluffing. She was too—she’d seen her father’s finances. He owed so much more than she had.

This guy didn’t know that, though. To him, she was a ranch princess. Pampered, affluent, rolling in hundred-dollar bills.

“Get me my purse,” she demanded again. “I dropped it back at the truck along with the food.”

Undecided, he scratched a blunt fingertip into the stubble on his weak jaw. Then he started to turn for the flight of stairs again.

Heart thundering with relief that her ploy worked—that she’d just bought herself a little time to figure out her next move—she watched him mount the stairs. Just before he reached for the door handle, she called out in her best sparkling princess voice, “And don’t scuff the Italian leather!”


Chapter Eighteen

Hunter’s fingers ached from gripping the console of the truck so hard. “Drive faster,” he grated out.

Colton didn’t remove his gaze from the road leading to Badlands. “I’ve got the pedal to the floor. We’ll get there.” He swung his gaze to Hunter. “We’ll find her.”

“How are you so calm? You let Meadow drive to the hospital alone!”

Colton slanted a look at him. “Marks is tailing her. I know she made it safe.”

Fuck. If they took her… His mind floundered with the thoughts spinning through his head ever since he heard those two words that changed him forever: Ivy’s gone.

His gut boiled with dread. His heart was cold, black ice, dead to anything until the minute the love of his life was back in his arms, safe and sound.

When a terrorist took a hostage, they didn’t fuck around. The damage they caused left the hostage forever broken. Would that happen to Ivy?

No. He would reach her before they stripped her will to live.

“Faster,” he ground out.

Colton found another level of speed. The truck shot like a bullet down the road between surrounding pastures. They careened around the final curve leading to the main street of town.

“God help any pedestrian who steps into the crosswalk.” Colton didn’t even touch the brake as he flew on toward Badlands.

As they closed the gap—fifty feet, twenty—Hunter’s heart blackened more. He wouldn’t just maim then kill the man who dared to touch his woman. He’d make him wish he was never, ever born.

Colton whipped into the parking lot. The truck hit the gravel and went into a skid, but he was adept enough to pull them out of it before they struck the building. Before the vehicle came to a complete stop, Hunter whipped open the door and leaped out.

Colton’s voice stayed him. “Stay here. Let me go in.”

Hunter rarely took orders from anyone without many more chevrons on their sleeve than he had, but in this case, he deferred to his friend.

“I’ll check out her truck.”

As Colton strode into Badlands, Hunter rushed to the vehicle. The door hung open. Two big bags of food were dropped on the ground. Some of the takeout boxes had opened, and food spilled out in the gravel at his feet.

“Where the hell did you take her, you son of a bitch?” He barely got the question past his lips when an SUV turned into the parking lot.

His sixth sense told him to jump behind the closest vehicle and hide. From his crouched spot, he watched the black SUV pull up next to Ivy’s. A man with a shaved head jumped out of the driver’s seat and snatched Ivy’s brown leather purse off the ground.

Hell fucking no.

Hunter lunged out of his hiding spot just as the man jumped into the SUV and took off with Ivy’s purse.

He ran to the door of the saloon. “Nox!”

His bellow brought Colton running. Waving for him to follow, Hunter took off running to the truck again. He hurled himself in the passenger seat and Colton leaped behind the wheel.

“Follow that black SUV!” Hunter jabbed a finger at the road where the taillights were vanishing around a corner.

“What the fuck did you see?” Colton peeled out in a spray of gravel. Hunter heard rocks strike the building before they were out of the lot.

“A guy pulled up and took Ivy’s purse. He knows where she is!”

“Jesus Christ!”

He could have minutes—precious seconds—to reach her before it was too late.

“Did you recognize him?”

“No.” Hunter’s tone was a razorblade over his already shredded senses.

Colton followed at a close enough distance that it wouldn’t give them away while keeping the SUV in sight the entire time. No way were they letting this guy get away.

The vehicle continued on his slow route as though he hadn’t just swiped the purse of a kidnapped woman and instead was dropping off his kid at soccer practice. When he took a right onto a back road, Hunter held the console harder.

“Where does this road lead?”

Colton shook his head. “I haven’t been here much longer than you have. I’ve never been on this road.”

“What’s that sign ahead?” He picked out the small sign along the grassy side of the road. Leaning forward in his seat to see better, he scanned the words.

“A body shop.”

“Are we talking about cars or something else?”

“No one better lay a fucking hand on her. If she even has one bruise—” Struggling, he broke off.

“We’ll get to her.”

His jaw ached from clenching it. “Someone is gonna die today.”

When the vehicle turned onto another small road branching to the right, they followed. Now it was very apparent that they were trailing the SUV—but there was no turning back now.

The driver turned onto a bumpy, rutted lane.

“He’s trying to lose us.” Hunter’s hand twitched toward his weapon. The urge to shoot out his tires and stop him in his tracks raged stronger than any sense of right from wrong. He only saw justice.

And Ivy.

Despite the cloud of dust and the spray of gravel from the tires of the SUV, Colton followed hot on the guy’s tail. Finally, the lane came to an end, leaving the guy no choice but to stop in front of a house.

At least ten junk cars parked in the yard revealed that this was the auto body shop—or once was—as much as the sagging sign over the garage did.

“Jesus—he’s been right under our noses the entire time.”

The driver jumped out. Waving his hand and yelling to the inhabitants of the house to alert them that he was not alone, he took off at a dead run for the front door.

Hunter was big but known for his speed, and he used it to his advantage. In seconds, he crossed the yard and leaped at the guy. Tackling him to the ground, he pinned him flat.

“Don’t make a sound,” he bit off.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Colton approach, weapon in hand. He bashed the guy across the brow, knocking him out.

Hunter sprang to his feet. Weapon at the ready, he rushed to the door, aware that Colton was using zip-ties to secure the man he just tackled. When he glanced back, he caught sight of his friend dragging the man around the corner of the house.

Hunter threw open the door. Just as he expected, two men had heard their partner yelling about being followed and appeared armed with black market assault weapons.

Hunter didn’t think twice about drawing up and shooting each. Bodies fell, and he simply stepped over them.

In a quick sweep of the house, he discovered a third man seated at the kitchen table in a wife beater tank top with a stain down the front. The place smelled like unwashed bodies and dirty dishes. Jered Smythe clearly wasn’t paying his cohorts to live well.

The man looked up, pausing with a needle he was pushing into his vein. Before he could react, Hunter strode forward and locked a hand on his neck. He crumpled as Hunter dug his fingers into the pressure points that would knock him out. He slipped to the floor, the needle still hanging out of his arm.

Hunter moved on, swift and silent. When he heard voices projecting from a room, he stopped. Ivy’s incensed tone brought him up short.

Thank god she was alive—and still sassy.

Quickly, he poked his head around the corner to scope out the situation. A trashy guy in a dirty white T-shirt with several gold chains around his neck stood over her.

Ivy was tied to a chair.

Fury pounded through Hunter’s system. If they hurt her… Well, he would kill them no matter what.

He didn’t need to turn to know that Colton just appeared on his six.

Hunter held up one finger to indicate the number of men in that room with his woman.

“Where’s my water? I asked you for a drink an hour ago.” Ivy’s voice carried loud and clear.

“The water I gave you wasn’t good enough for you. Fucking woman.”

Hunter wasn’t waiting a second longer. He walked right into the room as if sent there by the head honcho himself.

Ivy’s eyes shot open wide. Her chest heaved on a silent gulp of air.

Hunter gained the guy’s attention. “Annoying, isn’t she? I know. She annoys me too.”

Ivy’s jaw dropped.

The man began to reply, but Hunter swooped in on him. “She is also my woman. And if you lay a hand on her, it’s not gonna go so well for you.”

Ivy turned her face toward him, giving him a perfect view of a bruise blooming on her cheekbone. One of her hands lay limp in her lap. Unnaturally limp.

The motherfucker had hurt her.

Hunter shot out a hand. He closed his fingers around the captor’s throat and squeezed.

Ivy shrieked. “He’s got a—”

With a ruthless twist, Hunter squeezed the man’s windpipe. The color faded from his face, and he dropped like a stone. Hunter sank to one knee, fingers still around his throat in a vise grip.

“Hart.” Colton’s voice grated into his haze of fury. “Let go now.”

Still holding his throat, he turned his head to meet his buddy’s eyes.

Colton nodded. “Let go.”

With disgust, he thrust the man away from him and spun toward Ivy. She was roped to the chair by the ankles. In seconds, he cut her free.

Colton moved to lift Ivy from the chair.

“I got her!” Hunter positioned himself between her and Colton.

“I’ll help you get her to the truck.”

He issued a low growl. “I said I got her.”

Nobody was touching Ivy but him. He lifted her into his arms.

She trembled in his hold as he carried her out of the house with Colton on his six. Outside, there was no trace of the guy they’d followed from town. Hart wasn’t about to ask questions—not in front of Ivy. Later would be soon enough.

He strode toward the truck.

Colton called out to him. “Get her safe. I’ll do a sweep of the house.”

He stopped in his tracks and swung toward his brother-in-arms. “Not without me you’re not.”

“You take care of Ivy.”

She brushed her fingertips over Hunter’s jaw. “I’ll lock myself in the truck.”

“I’m not taking the risk.”

“You can’t risk any of these guys getting away!” When she shifted in his hold, pain rippled over her features.

Fury pounded through his core. One look at her wrist and he knew it was snapped. Shock had set in—she was pale and cool to the touch.

Every man in that house was going to pay for what they’d done to Ivy and all the Graceys.


Chapter Nineteen

Pain radiated all the way up Ivy’s arm into her shoulder. Gritting her teeth against the sensation helped very little, but damn if she was going to let out even a hint of a whimper. Hunter’s expression already scared her enough without dousing his fury with more gasoline.

The lethal set of his jaw…the glint of deadly determination in his eyes…had made her very aware of what her lover was capable of.

Seeing it in person was altogether different.

Even after Ivy tried to convince him that she could wait in the truck, he refused to leave her side. He cradled her in his lap, his touch gentle. But his jaw was clamped hard enough to snap as Colton returned to the house on a black mission.

With her good hand, she ran her fingers over his arm. “I’m okay.”

Steely gray eyes fixed on hers, then ticked to her ruined shirt. “Did they…?”

“No,” she said firmly.

He said nothing.

“Really, Hunter. I’m fine.”

“You need a hospital.”

Now that she could not deny. When she was eight years old, she’d broken her ankle climbing on some mountain boulders during a school field trip. The pain was the same.

Colton opened the door and climbed behind the wheel. When he set her purse on the console, she stared at it in shock.

“I dropped that back at the truck. I told my captor to go get it and I’d pay what my father owed. He told me he sent someone… What did you do?” She fixed her stare on Hunter.

“We did what had to be done.” He looked to Colton. “You good, brother?” Hunter’s question and Colton’s expression both filled Ivy with a sick dread. What these men had done for her—for her family—went above the call of duty.

Even if that duty was love?

She reached for her purse, and he stopped her.

“I’m going to check my phone. Meadow was bringing Daddy home today.”

He fished around in the depths of her purse and pulled out her phone. When she saw she’d missed eight calls from her sister, her stomach sank.

“I’m going to call her. She must think I’m ignoring her!”

“No.” His hard tone stopped her. “Colton will talk to Meadow after he gets us to the hospital.”

As they drove to the hospital in the larger town outside of Eden, they passed only a few cars. The town seemed to be eerily deserted, as if all the residents knew that some criminal activity had gone down and they were hiding in their homes.

She squeezed her eyes closed against the pain in her wrist and tried not to think about all the terrible things that could have happened to her. A broken bone and a backhand to the face were small compared to what might have befallen her. One of her worst fears could have been realized today.

She didn’t ever want to think about leaving Meadow and their father more broken than they already were.

The sky was a haze of white clouds, making it hard to determine the time of day without glancing at the clock on the dashboard.

Sudden panic struck her. She turned wide eyes on Hunter. “Livia!”

He smoothed a gentle hand down her back. “She’s fine, baby.”

“You’re sure?” Her voice rose a notch.

“I made her kick out her customers, lock herself in the restaurant and call the cops.”

Ivy relaxed as much as she could when her life and everyone around her was so entangled with these bad people her father had gotten involved with. Only feeling Hunter’s strong, protective arms around her allowed her to draw a full breath of air.

Minutes later, Colton pulled up to the front door of the hospital.

Hunter glanced his way.

“Call when you’re finished and I’ll send someone for you if I don’t come myself.”

With a nod, Hunter opened the door. When she started to slide off his lap, he banded an arm around her middle, holding her in place.

“I can walk,” Ivy told him.

“Let me take care of you.”

A different type of shiver ran through her. This one heated her insides and made her almost forget about the pain in her wrist.

He insisted on carrying her into the emergency room in case she fainted. The clerk checked her in and told them to sit in the waiting room. Hunter insisted that she remain in his arms and refused to let her sit next to him.

Now that a bit of time had passed, her body seemed to be waking up to what could have happened to her. She cradled her puffy wrist in her other palm. Drawing meditative breaths helped distract her a little, as did Hunter’s masculine scent mingled with the disinfectant the hospital used.

With her head tucked beneath his chin, she cuddled close. Tenderly, he brushed his lips across her brow.

At last, she relaxed enough to let some words pass through her tight throat. “Thank you.”

His already straight back stiffened. “You never have to thank me for doing my job.”

“You saved me.”

“Like I said…my job.”

Lifting her head, she searched his gaze, falling headfirst into the depth of his love for her. He didn’t need to say the words—she knew this man. Those few words…spoken in a low voice that sent goose bumps dancing over her skin…said so much more.

Hunter wrapped his arms around her. Dropping his lips to her hair, he drew a deep breath. “I hate that you got mixed up in this. You have no idea how much I want to go find your father’s room right now and give him a piece of my mind.”

She clasped his shirt front, holding him in place. “You can’t do that, Hunter. Promise me you won’t. I need to speak with him, and I will—when he gets settled.”

“I would never involve someone I love in a mess I made.”

“I know that. But please don’t think my father is a bad man—he just made poor choices. From my research on the finances, it looks like this all began after Forest died. He was probably trying to distract himself from his pain.”

“Not an excuse.”

She studied his hardened features. “I know you would never let anything happen to me.” She pitched her voice low. “You killed for me.”

The tendon in his jaw fluttered as he clamped off any response to her words. But she saw what it cost him not to speak his mind on the matter.

When he didn’t speak, she drew back to stare into his eyes. Her voice came out in a soft rasp of shock. “You think I’m afraid of you.”

“If I were a better man, I wouldn’t have snapped his neck. I could have incapacitated him in other ways and handed him over to the cops.”

She searched his gaze, as tumultuous as the sea beating the cliffs of Cornwall during a storm.

His Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat. “But I am not a better man.”

Careful of her wrist, she wrapped her arms around his neck. “You are the man I love.”

* * * * *

Colton glanced in the rearview mirror—that made twice now.

As on edge as ever, Hunter directed his attention from the beautiful but bruised and battered woman in his lap to the side mirror.

“Who the fuck is that?” His harsh tone made Ivy twist in his lap to see.

“I’m not sure. But we’re about to find out.” Colton turned into the lane leading to the Gracey Ranch.

The truck trailing them pulled in right behind.

Hunter shifted Ivy in his lap, prepared to jump out and defend her to the death. “Ivy, keep your head down. Don’t move until we know if this is a threat.”

Colton opened the console and reached inside. When he pulled out a weapon, Ivy issued a low cry. He popped the door handle and stepped out.

Hunter followed, ready to back him up if he needed to take down an enemy. But when he spotted the familiar man climbing out of the brand-new truck, he stopped in his tracks.

At the same moment, Colton saw who it was too. “Jesus. It’s Wolfe.”

Carver Wolfe, aka Wolfman, pulled off his sunglasses and stared them down. Then his face transformed from the stern look that was so uncharacteristic of him into the grin he was so well known for among his fellow SEALs. More than a few ladies, too.

He spotted the gun Colton held and he cocked a brow. “Who you gunning for?”

Colton tucked the weapon in the waist of his jeans. “Long story.”

“It must be a bad one.”

“Bad enough. What the hell are you doing in Montana?”

He shrugged. “Figured two of my closest friends were here so I’d come for a visit.”

“A visit or to stay?” Hunter eyed him.

He rolled his shoulders in what passed as a shrug in Wolfman’s book. “Haven’t decided yet.” Then he glanced past Hunter. “Who’s in the truck with you?”

“Forest’s little sister.” Hunter glanced back to make sure Ivy hadn’t gotten out too.

“Seriously? Shit. I didn’t think I’d be meeting one of his sisters so soon.”

Colton cleared his throat. “There’s a lot to tell you. Come up to the house with us and we’ll find you a place to stay.”

Hunter moved in to take Wolfe’s hand and pulled him in for a bro hug. They thumped each other on the back. “Damn, it’s good to see you, man.”

“Only you guys know what I’ve been through.” True to form, Wolfe didn’t mince words.

With three of them fighting, they had an even better chance of winning this battle.

Hunter opened the truck door and set eyes on his beautiful woman.

He’d already won.


Chapter Twenty

The house rang with that dreaded silence that had driven Ivy away from the ranch. Meadow had gotten their father safely delivered home. She could only guess that he was tucked in bed, resting, and her sister had fled to her training pen and her horses.

With the friend of Forest’s showing up out of the blue, Hunter and Colton were outside with him, probably filling him in on everything.

Hunter had been reluctant to leave her side, but she’d assured him that she would go to her room and lie down.

Now she felt the pulse of worry inside her. When she faced her father, she did not want to do it bruised and sporting a new cast on her arm.

But she was strong. She would do what she had to in order to survive.

Later.

Tiptoeing down the hall, she passed the master bedroom where he must be settled. When she reached the open door of the office, she automatically swung her head to glance at the familiar space…and froze in her tracks.

Her father sat at his desk, hunched forward, looking more frail than she’d ever seen him.

He met her stare. Shock flitted across his wan face, and he winced as if in physical pain.

“I didn’t want you to see me this way,” she croaked.

He said nothing, just let his gaze roam over her face another full minute.

Suddenly, Hunter stepped into the hallway and moved to stand behind her. Her father searched his face. Did he recognize him from any of the photos Forest shared with him?

Hunter’s fingers brushed down her elbow, over her cast, to brush over her fingers. “Let’s get you to bed.”

Boldly, she looked into her father’s eyes. Then she turned and allowed Hunter to lead her to her room.

Her father said nothing about Ivy taking a man to her private space. Judging by that expression he wore, he knew he no longer held any clout with her. That she knew exactly what he’d gotten their family into.

As soon as she felt stronger, she would sit down with him, Meadow, Colton and Hunter—and maybe the newcomer, Wolfe too—and throw everything out on the table. A spotlight had to be cast on what he’d done so they could find a solution for the situation.

Her stomach twisted. She only hoped no more lives were lost in the fight.

If she lost the remaining members of her family…or Hunter…

She could let the banked tears fall, but she was too tired to even express her emotions. Though it was good to know that now she could.

Hunter had given her so much. Now, he closed her bedroom door softly and turned to cup her face in his big hands.

Tilting her face up to his, she let him see all the love she felt coursing through her for him.

“You’re my world now, Ivy. I’m never going to let you be alone again.”

She looped her arms around him, aware of how awkward her cast was. “You’re not alone either. You’ve found your family here.”

He leaned his forehead against hers and took a deep breath. When she saw the slight quirk of his lips at one corner, she drew back.

“What’s amusing you?”

“This.” He curled his fingers around her cast and gently brought her arm down to inspect it. “A black cast, Ivy? Only you would choose such a thing.”

Her giggle felt so foreign…yet so freeing. “The little black cast—goes with everything. Though I don’t recommend it as a wardrobe staple.”

He brought it up to his lips and pressed a kiss to it. Then he leaned in and claimed her mouth.

She had little memory of them making it to the bed, or Hunter stripping off her clothes.

Only when he slowly dragged the tip of his erection through her slick folds did she stare deep into his eyes and come fully back to herself.

In one thrust, he pushed inside her—deep.

Her insides clutched at him. Dark need blasted through her lower belly, and she rocked upward to meet his thrust.

They shared a moan and began to move.

Grinding his hips, he filled her to the hilt. Her pussy pulsated around his cock, drawing a groan from his lips.

For a breathless moment, neither moved.

“Ivy. Fuck! I love you more than life.”

She dug her fingers into his spine. “I love you. I need you to make love to me. Make me feel safe.”

“I’ll make sure no one lays a hand on you ever again.”

She brushed her lips over his. The ferocious look in his eyes faded, replaced by desire. When he kissed her back, her heart began to pound. Love bloomed in her chest.

Slowly, he withdrew his cock through her tight walls. The sparks of need rocketed through her system. She wrapped her thighs around his body and clung to him as he thrust in again.

And again.

In seconds, what began as the tender lovemaking they both needed after all they’d been through turned into a wild race to ecstasy. Her pussy flooded. His cock filled her completely. Passion swirled between their tongues. She fed him tiny moans and he devoured them with his kisses.

“Hunter! Oh god, right there. There. There!” She punctuated his every plunge with a muffled cry.

His cock stroked over her G-spot. Her pussy squeezed around his length and her orgasm swept her away.

“Ivy. Ivy!” He pulled her hard against his body and filled her with hot spurts of cum. The feel of the man she loved shaking with his release sent her even higher.

When she floated back to reality, he was climbing back into bed with her. He gathered her into his arms and kissed her long and deep.

Her eyes drifted shut. “God, what a long day this has been.”

He leaned away, staring down at her with a crease between his brows.

“What is it?”

He didn’t reply.

“It’s not over, is it?”

He shook his head. “Colton and Carver want to talk.”

Carver. The newcomer to the ranch. Forest’s friend and a man that Ivy’s lover trusted.

She pushed onto her good hand. “I’ll come with you. We’ll get Meadow—”

Leaning in, he brushed his lips across hers in a tender caress. “No. You’re going to stay right here and rest, love.”

Tenderly, he guided her back down to the pillow. “Ivy. My love. You’re the strongest woman I’ve ever met. But I’m asking you to leave this to me right now. Okay?”

She brushed her fingers over his jaw. “Only if you say please nice and pretty.”

Caught off guard, he laughed. Then he kissed her smiling mouth before pushing off the bed and reaching for his clothes.

Once he was dressed and standing at the door, he turned back to her, his eyes warm with love.

“I’m going to marry you, Ivy Gracey.”

Her heartbeat tripled at his words. She didn’t know how they were all going to survive the hell their father had brought down on them, but she had Hunter now. She had Meadow and Colton, not to mention Webb and the other ranch hands, as loyal as they came. And now Carver Wolfe too.

“I can’t wait to belong to you in every way possible. I love you, Hunter.”

In long strides, he returned to the bed to seal his lips over hers. To seal their bond.
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[MOU1]Here they are saying they already checked it and that they gave all this to the police

[MOU2]It seems like all this footage is new to Hunter, Colton, and Meadow but Meadow tells Ivy on pg 74 that they saw the footage and sent it to the police already
Also see note on pg 99


[MOU3]Just an FYI lol they live on a cattle ranch they aren’t buying beef at the grocery store. It made me laugh because I just heard my mom go to the shed to get some beef out of the freezer.
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