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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jaren Abel nudged the brim of his cowboy hat up and squinted at the dirt spraying off the horses’ hooves. 
 
    “Too bad you didn’t throw your hat in the ring to compete tonight.” His buddy, Casey, gave him a nudge from where he leaned on the rail at Jaren’s side. 
 
    To the cheers of the rodeo crowd, the competitor tossed his lasso and landed it square over the horns of the steer he was wrestling. 
 
    “Not really my thing. I go for bigger rushes of adrenaline.” In the past, that was speed and souped-up engines. But since moving to Montana, Jaren’s craving was slowly shifting to other pursuits. 
 
    Casey grunted. “You did better than most breaking those green horses with me a couple weeks ago.” 
 
    Jaren clapped him on the shoulder. “Thanks, but I’ll leave the bareback riding to you.” 
 
    The scream of the buzzer ripped through the air, cutting off the final competitor in the steer wrestling event. 
 
    The crowd cheered and then silenced in anticipation of the winning times on the scoreboard. When the last competitor took the win with a time a fraction of a second better than the others, the arena erupted. 
 
    Jaren scanned the stands packed with fans who’d come to cheer on the traveling rodeo and a few of their own hometown competitors tonight. “Man, I never realized just how many people live in Stone Pass.” 
 
    Casey pushed off the rail. “The town itself isn’t that big, but people come from all over Montana for this rodeo. My event’s up next. I gotta go.” 
 
    “Tear ’em up.” Jaren held out a fist, and Casey bumped it with his own. 
 
    Casey wandered over to the group of bareback riders about to take the arena. Jaren hadn’t been friends with Casey Clayton for more than a few months, but he trusted Casey the same way he trusted his brothers—with his life. They were both on the WEST Protection team and had partnered up several times. Their boss seemed to see how well they worked together and paired them often for security details. 
 
    He could say their friendship stemmed from both being the newbies on the team. Casey was a former worker on the ranch where the security office was located and Jaren joined the team about six months earlier. While they were alike in the way they attacked problems, he and Casey couldn’t be more different in their origins. 
 
    If someone told him a year ago that he’d be standing here in dusty cowboy boots, worn jeans, a plaid shirt and a white Stetson instead of crawling around on the floor of a shop making tweaks to his Harley-Davidson Breakout, Jaren would have laughed in their face. 
 
    Jaren was known for being the moody brother. That was enough to count him out of any situation with screaming fans. He much preferred the open road and his bike. Or, ever since the hell he and his brothers had been through a short time ago, a solitary barstool. 
 
    But here he was at an actual rodeo…and he was loving it. The roar of the crowd swept him up with the same excitement everyone else in Stone Pass, Montana felt tonight. The smell of dirt kicked up by hooves combined with french fries appealed to Jaren’s other senses. 
 
    As did the stunning brunette who’d hooked his attention the minute she blasted across the arena on the back of a white horse. 
 
    It wasn’t only the sight of her in tight jeans and a fitted plaid top that roped him in. The way she held herself in that saddle attracted him just as much as the flutter of her warm brown hair in the breeze created by her speed on that horse. 
 
    And the way she carried the American flag with so much pride brought everyone to their feet. 
 
    She leaned against the rail with the rodeo contestants, and even if he hadn’t seen her on the back of that horse, it was clear to Jaren that she belonged to the big rodeo family that traveled from town to town. 
 
    He tried more than once to catch her eye, but she hadn’t sent him so much as a glance. Still, he couldn’t stop watching her every chance he got. 
 
    Besides the thick cascade of deep brown hair that made a man burn to dig his fingers into the mass—and a pair of full but perky breasts to cup—she played mother hen to all the competitors. 
 
    Every man, woman—hell, even horse—that finished their event, she was there to greet them with a word of praise, a high-five of victory, or an empathetic touch on the shoulder for their loss. 
 
    She was also scanning the audience over and over again. And fidgeting too. Two red flags to a guy like him who could read body language like other people read the back of a cereal box. 
 
    The woman was nervous about something. 
 
    She drifted toward the bareback riders, a tiny bounce in her step when she walked that he just knew made all the right parts of her jiggle. His gaze seared into her luscious ass. 
 
    Gut clenching, he watched her for a moment before realizing Casey was going to get a chance to talk to her before he did. 
 
    Jaren pushed away from the rail and sauntered over to the other riders. Before he could make his presence known to her, another guy caught her attention. 
 
    She’d been staring hard toward a group seated down front. When the guy waved a hand at her, she jerked as though startled back to reality. 
 
    Yeah, something was definitely off with that woman. Jaren was always a betting man, and he’d lay down any amount on his gut instinct about her being right on. 
 
    She drifted away with the rider to check out one of the horses that just came out of the ring. 
 
    When she patted the mare’s flank, Jaren let out a low whistle. Damn, he wished he had four legs and a mane just to feel her soft touch too. 
 
    Casey appeared at his side. “You haven’t stopped looking at her all night. When are you gonna make your move, Abel?” 
 
    He reluctantly tore his gaze from the beauty and fixed it on the arena. Two rodeo clowns were performing a country line dance, the crowd on their feet, stomping with them. 
 
    He grunted at Casey’s comment. “Who said I’m interested? A man can window-shop.” 
 
    Casey’s crooked grin was more than a little cynical. “We’ve been friends a few months now. I’ve never seen you stare at any of the women down at the bar like that.” 
 
    “That’s because women find me. I don’t need to go to them.” 
 
    “Ahh. You think that beautiful woman will come running over here to ride you the way she did that horse when she carried the flag in the opening ceremony?” Casey nudged his white Stetson up with a knuckle. 
 
    Jaren couldn’t resist sending another sidelong look at the woman. His mind replayed her ride around that arena. Her appearance appealed to him on every level, but the way she handled herself riveted him more. 
 
    Jaren was trained to read body language, and she’d surpassed what he’d call “tense” and worked her way to “keyed up.” 
 
    I have a remedy for that, sweet thing. 
 
    He twisted his stare from her and focused on his friend. “Why don’t you stop worrying over my sex life and focus on the fact that you’re about to try to stay on the back of one o’ those.” He jabbed a finger at the broncos corralled off to the side, waiting for their riders in the upcoming event. 
 
    Casey hooked a thumb in the waist of his chaps. “I don’t remember saying anything about sex.” 
 
    A laugh grated past Jaren’s lips. Several women turned their heads to look at him, but the brunette still wasn’t paying him any mind. In fact, she leaned against a gate, arms folded on the top of it. The move caused her body to arch in ways that had all the blood in his head rushing south. 
 
    When the announcement came for the bronc riders to line up in the center of the arena, she bounced on the toes of her boots and hollered with the rest of the crowd. 
 
    Casey clapped him on the back. “Watch how it’s done, Abel. Assuming you can take your eyes off her long enough to watch the event.” He swaggered out to the screams of the crowd. 
 
    Most of the WEST Protection team occupied a front row. Seeing Casey, they leaped to their feet and cheered. 
 
    Casey’s beautiful wife, Emersyn, was the loudest of the group. “Let’s go, Caseyyyy!” 
 
    Jaren spent a minute enjoying their enthusiasm before he directed his attention to the packed dirt floor where the bronco riders lined up, a mix of jeans, boots, hats, chaps and grit. 
 
    Most of the competitors traveled with the rodeo, but besides Casey, Jaren recognized a few guys from town. As their names were called, each one stood tall and proud. 
 
    When a certain tall, broad-shouldered cowboy was announced, the brunette climbed onto the bottom rung of the gate and cheered for him the loudest. 
 
    Even that display didn’t stop Jaren from staring at her for most of the event. He didn’t realize how close he’d drifted toward her until the man she rooted for so enthusiastically blasted out of the chute on his bronco. 
 
    “Go, Zach!” she screamed with the crowd. 
 
    Zach wasn’t doing so good. It wasn’t uncommon to get a bad draw on his horse, and he was definitely struggling. The crowd echoed the highs and lows of his ride, and within seconds he was bucked off. 
 
    He pitched facedown in the dirt but scrabbled to his feet and dug in to escape the bucking animal. 
 
    As he jogged out of the arena, the crowd reacted with a few disappointed noises and more than a few female catcalls. 
 
    The brunette waited for the rider to approach. Jaren couldn’t help but notice some of the tension had left her spine, leaving her looking more carefree, like she did when galloping around the arena with that flag. 
 
    He wasn’t the jealous type, never getting invested enough in a woman to feel it, but he held his breath when the rider stepped up to her. To his surprise, she held up a palm to him, and he slapped it in a high-five. 
 
    “Next time that buckle is yours, Zach.” 
 
    Jaren gave a little jolt at the sound of her voice. It didn’t possess the country twang he expected. In fact, it was more cultured. Refined. 
 
    So she was nervous. Not from around here. And what? Hiding out? Running from something? Maybe a bad ex. Every pretty girl had one of them in her life. 
 
    “Luck of the draw,” Zach drawled out in return. With a smile, he skirted past her to hang with some guys. 
 
    So they weren’t a couple. And if Jaren’s interpretation of body language said anything, probably not even lovers. 
 
    Which left the door wide open for him. 
 
    “Caseyyy Clayton!” The announcer’s voice boomed through the arena, and he focused on his buddy seated on the back of his bronc. The rope was twisted around his hand, locking it down hard just the way Casey showed Jaren when he practiced. 
 
    He was beginning to regret his choice not to compete. Hell, he couldn’t do worse than that last rider, and mounting a bucking horse in front of a whole arena full of people didn’t compare to some of the crap he pulled. Of the five Abel brothers, he was responsible for the most white hairs on his momma’s head. 
 
    He let out a loud whoop as Casey hit the eight-second mark. When the buzzer sounded, he jumped off and ran several paces away from the horse that was still bucking for the crowd. 
 
    Sticking his fingers in his mouth, Jaren let out a shrill whistle to cheer for his friend. 
 
    It also caught the brunette’s attention. 
 
    Her gaze swept over his face. He threw her a smile and thumbed the brim of his white Stetson that set him apart as WEST Protection in this town. Though she wouldn’t know that since she wasn’t from these parts. 
 
    Her stare lingered on his smile for a long beat, leaving him absolutely no doubt that he could blow her mind in bed. He caught her eyes again. 
 
    Quickly, she wrenched her stare free of his. But the small smile teasing the edges of her full lips hit him like a bolt of lightning. 
 
    So did an idea. 
 
    He strode straight up to the guy running the show. “Where do I sign up?” 
 
    The roughened old-timer peered at him, one eye squinted as if trying to make out if he was drunk or just plain stupid. “Awful late, son. There’s only one event to go.” 
 
    “I know. Sign me up.” 
 
    “You ever ridden a bull before?” 
 
    “Yup.” He was lying, but how hard could it be? He’d seated every bronc Casey threw his way. A bull couldn’t be that different. 
 
    “You sure you know what you’re getting yourself into?” 
 
    Jaren gave a single hard nod. “That last bronc rider was as dumb as a rock and he held on.” 
 
    Even if Casey would never know about his insult, Jaren would buy him a shot of whiskey later to make it up to him. 
 
    The old-timer grunted. “The smart ones don’t get on bulls, son. But I’ll let you in. Idiots are my bread and butter, and you look like you can get the crowd on their feet.” 
 
    Jaren snorted at the backhanded remark. 
 
    He led Jaren to a table and had him sign a few release forms that Jaren didn’t bother to read. He scrawled his name at the bottom, paid his entry fee, and received a number placard to stick on his shirt. 
 
    When he swaggered back to the gate again, the brunette’s stare hit his chest. With a shake of her head, she laughed. 
 
    He smiled in return. At least he’d earned a laugh, and that sweet sound rippled through him. She probably didn’t have a clue that he was maybe doing the stupidest thing in his life to earn another look from her. 
 
    He moved to the cluster of bull riders and got in on some dull conversation. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed that several guys on the WEST Protection team were on their feet and jabbing fingers toward him. 
 
    Judd, his oldest brother, sent him a glare that he felt all the way across the arena. 
 
    Jaren only lifted his chin in acknowledgement and went back to shooting the breeze with the other bull riders. 
 
    “Don’t let your nerves show. The bulls sense it,” one guy told him. 
 
    “I’m never nervous, but thanks,” Jaren responded. 
 
    A couple guys exchanged looks they thought he missed but said no more to him. 
 
    When his turn came up, he could see what drove guys to compete in this event. The crowd absolutely erupted, leaping to their feet, boots stomping wooden bleachers and screams ripping through the air. An adrenaline high blasted through his system. 
 
    He poised over the bull in the chute, putting no weight on the animal until the last possible second when it would burst out of the gate. 
 
    “Go!” someone shouted as a horn blew. 
 
    Jaren dropped onto the bull’s back as it surged out. Fuck, it was fast, and power coursed through its hide and into Jaren’s muscles. 
 
    Then it ran faster. Just like racing minibikes as a kid. 
 
    It went into a spin. Oh, hell! 
 
    He only needed to hang on a few more seconds. 
 
    Digging in his knees, he clung to the whipping beast while it tossed him right and left in a split second. 
 
    His body listed to the side. Goddammit, he was falling. 
 
    The ground rushed toward his face, and his shoulder struck hard. A grunt of air exploded from his lungs. 
 
    Shouts rang in his ears, and hooves and dirt spattered him. A pair of rough hands clamped around one of his arms and a leg and dragged him out of the way at the last moment…right before he was trampled by the bull he hadn’t even begun to master. 
 
    Screams filled the air. Jaren rolled into a sitting position and stared into the painted face of the rodeo clown. 
 
    Rescued by a damn rodeo clown? That’s sure to impress the girl. 
 
    He threw a look toward the rail and saw her watching him. But as soon as he made eye contact, she turned her face away. 
 
    A familiar hand locked on his shoulder, and he glanced over to see Casey’s shit-eating grin. 
 
    “You win some, you lose some, Abel.” 
 
    He picked out the sassy swish of long brown hair vanishing into the crowd. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Trinity had seen a lot of idiots in the few months she’d spent caravanning from town to town with the rodeo circuit, and that guy took the prize. 
 
    She knew just by looking at him that he was no bull rider. Sure, he could strut his hard, hot body in tight, worn Wranglers and show how good a white Stetson could look on the right man. But nothing about him screamed country, even if he did wear those boots, jeans and Stetson so damn well. 
 
    She caught him staring at her several times. And the way he swaggered over with that number on his chest made her think he only signed up for the bull ride to get her attention. 
 
    When he first seated himself on the bull named Angry Nelly, he looked like he actually might know what he was doing. But by the time the bull took its third step and the rider started tilting to the right, her impression of him hit the dirt about as fast as he did. 
 
    He didn’t just crash and burn—the poor bastard had to be rescued by Paul the rodeo clown. 
 
    Oh, it happened all the time, but she couldn’t help but giggle that it happened to such a cocky man. 
 
    As he walked out of the arena, covered in dirt, hat in hand, her interest faded and she turned her focus to her own troubles. 
 
    She scanned the crowd for what must be the thousandth time that evening. Her heart never stopped racing each time she did this, as if the organ knew something she didn’t. Though the probability of someone from her past looking for her in this small town nestled between the Montana mountains had to be low, she couldn’t stop the habit. 
 
    She couldn’t risk being spotted either. Keeping her belongings in her truck at all times made her feel a little better. If she saw somebody who might be looking for her, she only had to jump behind the wheel and take off. 
 
    Skimming her gaze over the stands, she paused on an entire row of men sporting the same white Stetsons as that bull rider wannabe. Even from here, she spotted the grins on their faces. 
 
    She let out a sigh. Try as she might to immerse herself in this world of plaid shirts and hardworking people, she never would experience that brand of belonging. 
 
    She pulled her stare from those people and moved on, passing over women in tube tops on this hot summer night and their boyfriends with their arms around them, proclaiming them off-limits to any man who looked their direction. 
 
    She saw a happy family in the middle of the bleachers. A mom with a little boy in her arms. He wore Carhartt pants and a red plaid shirt and small boots. As Trinity watched, the father seated next to him swept him out of his mother’s arms and swung him up onto his shoulders, where the boy gripped his head and peered over the arena. 
 
    Her heart gave a small tug at the happy sight. So normal. Not at all like the world she grew up in. 
 
    Turning her head, she glanced to the left. The fence protecting people from any dangers that might happen in the arena was built of sturdy wood posts with wire fencing tacked to it. All night long security personnel walked the edge, warning kids to stop climbing on it. 
 
    The next rider shot out of the chute. The crowd cheered as the bull spun in a wild circle. 
 
    When she glanced back at the fence, she saw a boy of about four years old scaling it. A stuffed toy pony dangled from one hand, and he still managed to climb that fence like he did it for a living. 
 
    Trinity held her breath as he reached the top. Her heart rate tripled as he swung one denim-clad leg over the top. 
 
    Oh god. This could spell disaster. A fall from that height would be terrible, especially for a kid that small. 
 
    He wobbled at the top. 
 
    In the next second, she saw the wreck of what was to come playing out in her mind. She shot over the rail, leaped into the arena and took off running for the boy. 
 
    His toy pony hit the dust, and he leaned too far to get it. The gasp of people around him drove her faster. Several other onlookers ran to the fence, and any one of them could be looking for her, but she only had the boy in her sights. 
 
    Where were his parents? 
 
    She was three steps away, but it was too late. 
 
    The boy tumbled off the top in a dramatic head over boots roll—and hit the dirt. A shocked outcry tore from the fans. 
 
    By the time she reached him, the boy was sitting up, his cheeks already wet with tears. 
 
    All of a sudden, crazy colored patterns zipped into her peripheral vision. Paul the rodeo clown hollered and waved his arms. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him running at her. 
 
    Oh crap.  
 
    She didn’t think this through. She was inside the fence with the boy and the bull. 
 
    Desperate, she scooped the boy into her arms and ran for the fence. The thunder of her own pulse drowned out the crowd. 
 
    “Give him to me!” a deep voice boomed from her side. 
 
    She whirled and saw him. The terrible bull rider was in the arena with her, fear etched across his rugged features. 
 
    She thrust the boy at him. Cradling the boy in one beefy arm, he latched on to her forearm. “Run!” 
 
    Her mind blanked. Vaguely, she registered hands reaching up to catch her and a hard, firm shove in her backside that propelled her over the top of the fence. 
 
    Landing hard on the other side, she looked up between the wires of the fence to see the bull only feet away from the man who’d just saved her and the boy. 
 
    He scaled the fence with Spiderman-like abilities and leaped to safety with the boy still clinging to his chest. 
 
    Trinity’s heart drummed so hard and she couldn’t catch her breath. She’d grown up so protected that she never even came close to wiping out on her bicycle, let alone being nearly trampled by a bull. 
 
    She lost track of the boy she saved—they both saved. Knees hit the ground in front of her, and she looked up into the darkest set of eyes she’d ever seen. The irises were so rich that she couldn’t even make out the man’s pupils in the inky blackness. 
 
    “Are you okay?” His low voice shook her back to her senses. 
 
    Planting one hand on the ground, she shoved herself upward. Two hands locked on her waist and helped steady her. They were just hands…but they branded her. 
 
    “Are you hurt? Do you need a medic?” he asked her. 
 
    Still dazed, she shook her head. 
 
    With a hand braced on her waist, he steered her through the onlookers who’d rushed to their aid too late or just to gawk at what was happening. 
 
    When they’d worked through the crowd, he kept on walking, leading her to a safe place a few feet away from a hot dog vendor. The smell of chili cheese dogs flooded her nostrils and snapped her fully back to awareness. 
 
    Oh god. She was supposed to be lying low. Sure, she was seen in the opening ceremony, but she was only another girl on the back of a horse. This time, she’d made a spectacle of herself when she helped that boy. What if somebody who knew her really was in that crowd? 
 
    The tattooed cowboy released his hold on her and positioned himself right in front of her. He ducked his head to capture her gaze, and the way he delved into her eyes left her feeling stunned all over again. 
 
    “You saved me from ending my days under the hooves of that bull,” she said. “How can I thank you?” Inwardly, she cringed at a reply he hadn’t even given her yet. 
 
    Everybody in her life wanted money. 
 
    The corner of his lips twitched. Okay, he was infinitely hotter now that he’d saved her and that small boy. 
 
    His eyes gleamed, and she held her breath, prepared for him to ask her to write a fat check in compensation. 
 
    But his low, sultry drawl almost knocked her down. 
 
    “You can buy me a drink.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jaren had been around the block. He’d spent time in everything from motorcycle clubs in his hometown to fight clubs. He was also trained to be on the lookout for anything out of the ordinary, and right now, he was picking up a hell of a lot from the pretty brunette on the barstool next to him. 
 
    The bartender placed their drinks in front of them, and Jaren glanced up with a chin lift of thanks. Wrapping his fingers around his tequila, he focused on the woman who’d bought the drink for him. 
 
    She picked up her dirty martini. The smile she gave him didn’t set with him—it was too forced, too strained. 
 
    He needed to put her at ease first, then he planned to extract a few details about her. Yeah, he wanted to know why a girl like her was hanging around roughneck rodeo types, but mostly he wondered what was making her so damn edgy. 
 
    He raised his glass. “To the bulls,” he toasted. 
 
    Surprise hit her hazel eyes. “To the bulls.” 
 
    They sipped. 
 
    Around them, the bar frequented by the WEST team was hopping. After the rodeo, it seemed like everyone in Stone Pass had the same idea to jump in their pickups and head down for a drink. The flatscreen over the bar blared. Someone had fed the old jukebox in the back corner a fistful of quarters, and every song was better than the last. 
 
    He held a sip of tequila in his mouth, letting the alcohol burn away the sting of his disastrous bull ride. That close call with the boy and the courageous woman sipping the kind of drink that nobody in Montana ever ordered still had him asking himself what the hell happened. 
 
    Setting down his glass, he pivoted toward her. Christ, she really was stunning, with a clear complexion and bright eyes filled with…secrets. 
 
    “I’m Jaren. I didn’t catch your name.” 
 
    She hesitated for a beat, smoothing her hair over her shoulder. “I’m Trinity. But everyone calls me Trinny.” 
 
    “Thanks for buying me a drink, Trinny.” 
 
    She ducked her head in a nod. “It’s the least I could do after you saved me from being trampled by that bull.” 
 
    He tilted his head, studying her. “What made you jump in after that kid?” 
 
    A low sigh rushed from her, the soft sound prickling over him like a strum to his senses. “Nobody else saw him or could get to him in time. I never considered something bad could happen to me.” 
 
    Her answer made him straighten. “Not many people would do what you did. In fact, everyone else was just standing on the other side of the fence waiting for somebody else to save the kid.” 
 
    When her shoulders jerked in an awkward shrug, he saw how uncomfortable his praise made her. 
 
    She brought her drink to her plump lips. Her full bottom lip looked juicy and sweet, like a treat he wanted to savor long into the night. 
 
    “What made you get on that bull?” She turned the tables on him. 
 
    He sent her a sideways grin. “I’ll try anything once. And…I wanted to impress you.” 
 
    Her eyes flared with surprise. Maybe she didn’t think men admitted to such tactics to grab the attention of a beautiful woman. A throaty laugh escaped her, as soft as her sigh but even stronger for the force of his reaction to it. 
 
    His abs hardened and a dark heat coiled in his core. If she’d have him, he’d keep her moaning in bliss all night long. 
 
    She clicked her tongue. “That was a big miss.” 
 
    With a laugh at his own expense, he bobbed his head. “You’re right there. But you can’t fault a guy for tryin’.” 
 
    Their gazes locked and held. He’d read once that kissing started with the eyes, and he let his stare work into hers. Women knew when he wanted them—he didn’t toy around. 
 
    Trinny’s lips parted on a sound he couldn’t hear this time over a group of revelers in the back getting their party on. But he could see just how much he was affecting her simply by looking his fill. 
 
    He leaned close, still pinning her gaze under his. “I know one way I could impress you,” he drawled. 
 
    Her body gave a little wiggle on the stool. Oh yeah, he was getting to her, just like he hoped. 
 
    Those hazel eyes narrowed on his. “Think you can last longer than the three seconds you lasted on that bull?” 
 
    His smile crinkled his eyes. Holding out a hand, he said, “Try me.” 
 
    She glanced down at his upturned palm. Did she notice all the small, hard calluses along the base of his fingers? He hoped so, because she was about to get the full experience of them once he stripped off her clothes and stroked his hands over her. 
 
    “My place is right around the corner. No strings.” 
 
    Her eyes flicked back to his. After a loaded heartbeat, she nodded. “No strings.” She slipped her hand into his and he pulled her off the stool. 
 
    Her small, booted feet hit the dusty floor, and he pulled her along with him through the tide of people drinking beer and meeting up with old friends. 
 
    All Jaren could focus on was the feel of Trinny’s hand in his as he led her out. As soon as they cleared the door, he grabbed her and spun her against the wall. Crushing his hips against hers, he pulled a gasp from her sweet lips. 
 
    Looking into her eyes again, he said, “I can’t wait another minute to taste you.” 
 
    He kissed her. A gritty moan slipped from her, and he swallowed it with one of his own. The hard pulse of need in his groin was telling him to break the kiss and get her home and into his bed as fast as possible. 
 
    But his brain wanted to take more time with her, work her up a little—okay, work her up a lot. He wanted her soaking wet and shaking for him. Coming apart in his arms, in his bed…around his cock. 
 
    He angled his head to deepen the kiss and her palm hit his chest, fingers closing on the fabric of his shirt. Her fingernails raked his pec lightly, making him want more of that pleasure-pain of claw marks on his back. 
 
    When he tore away from the kiss and stared down at her, he found her eyes glittering with desire. 
 
    He closed his hand over hers where it dug into his shirt and enfolded it in his grip. “This way.” 
 
    He pulled her along with him, navigating the sidewalk he traveled several times a week to sit at that bar. But he never wanted to get home so fast before. 
 
    “How much farther?” Her breathless tone had him questioning if they were walking too fast or if she was really just that eager to wrap her curvy legs around him. 
 
    “Uhh…thirty more steps. That’s my place with the white porch.” He threw her a look, but she was focused on the house up ahead that he shared with his brothers, Judd and Jace. 
 
    Lately he never knew who would be at home, though. With both his brothers involved in committed relationships and the WEST business, they were seldom around. He hoped to hell they weren’t there now, waiting to razz him about his stupidity for jumping on that bull. 
 
    Trinny’s boots tapped the pavement. They were six steps away now—five if he had his way. His cock was bursting with need. Her flavor swirled on his tongue and fogged his brain with lust. 
 
    When they reached the porch steps, he said, “Screw this,” and whipped her up into his arms. 
 
    She let out a whoop of surprise that was all cowgirl even though he’d bet his Harley on the fact that she wasn’t. 
 
    She threw her arms around his neck, wrapped her thighs around him and slammed her lips over his as he stumbled up the steps to the door. 
 
    Jabbing a finger at the number pad of the door lock, he rushed into the rented house. 
 
    He’d already passed go on all counts. 
 
    He was taking this woman to bed. She was all over him, her lips moving against his and down his jaw to the pulse hammering in his neck. 
 
    She swiped her tongue along his flesh, eliciting a growl from him. 
 
    Shoving one shoulder into the door to slam it shut, he whirled for his room, located at the back of the house. 
 
    Trinny’s fingers worked over the buttons of his shirt and had his chest half bared before they reached his bedroom. 
 
    He let her slide down the length of his body to her feet, cupped her face and claimed her lips again. In a heartbeat the kiss turned carnal. Their tongues tangled and probed deeper as they dug their fingers into each other’s bodies. 
 
    He went for her shirt, barely popping the top few buttons before letting out a noise of frustration and ripping it over her head. Creamy skin filled his vision, leaving him panting at the fact that she wasn’t wearing a bra and her small, perfect breasts were right there for the taking. 
 
    She shoved him in the chest, propelling him back a step toward his king-sized bed. 
 
    “I like that you’re as out of control as me,” he ground out with a grin. 
 
    Her expression turned playful, her smile widening. “Let’s see if you live up to those kisses.” She shoved him again, and he took her down to the bed with him, rolling her body under his and wedging his hips between her thighs so she could feel just how damn hard he was for her. 
 
    She slid her hands under his shirt and shoved it off his shoulders. When he dipped his mouth to one pink rosebud nipple, she cried out and scored his shoulders with her fingernails. 
 
    God, yes. The burn was so…damn…good. 
 
    He reached between their bodies and undid the button of her jeans, then worked open his belt to get at his cock. 
 
    Normally, he’d shove his jeans down and not remove them the whole way, but this time—with this woman—he wanted them both completely naked. 
 
    This time, with this woman, he wanted to go all in. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Trinny didn’t date, but if she did, it wasn’t overly confident tattooed men with a dark gleam in their eyes. But this man hit all the high points plus a few pinnacles she wasn’t even ready for. 
 
    He sucked her nipples. He tore off the rest of her clothes. 
 
    He…went…down on her. 
 
    A scream bottled in her throat as his talented tongue pinned her clit while he worked two fingers deep inside her, twisting, stretching until she writhed on the verge of release. 
 
    He withdrew his fingers, leaving her body throbbing on emptiness. 
 
    “I want your cock inside me,” she cried out. 
 
    Just like she never dated men like Jaren—let alone climbed into bed with them after only knowing them for a few minutes—she never said things like that. 
 
    Yet she couldn’t exist another moment without that thick, hard length she felt behind his fly sinking deep inside her. 
 
    Instead of taking her very bold cue, he remained where he was—and buried his tongue in her. 
 
    “Oh god!” Her insides clenched. Her pussy flooded. A monumental release hovered like a fog around her, and all she had to do was let it envelop her to gain the extreme hip-bucking pleasure she craved. 
 
    A tight cord snapped inside her and suddenly she was lost in that fog as the most intense orgasm hit. 
 
    Digging her fingers into his scalp, she rode his hot, rough tongue up one hill and down the next. He reached up her body and locked a hand on her breast, kneading it as she came undone. 
 
    Long seconds later, she collapsed in a gasping, twisted-up wreck. He let out a groan. 
 
    “Fuck, you’re stunning.” He dipped two fingers into her channel. 
 
    Another bolt of electricity struck her core, and she clamped on his digits. 
 
    He slipped them in all the way, curled them and had her shaking at the precipice again. 
 
    “What…is…that?” she gasped, twisting a fist into covers that smelled surprisingly like a fresh ocean breeze. 
 
    He slipped his fingers out and then back in, to the same mind-blowing effect. “This?” 
 
    “Oh god, yes!” 
 
    He lifted his head to gaze at her, his eyes hooded and a crooked, knowing smile on his hard lips. “That’s my secret weapon, baby. The one that makes women crawl back to me.” 
 
    “I won’t be crawling anywhere…but do it again.” 
 
    With a huff of laughter, he did, curling his fingers until she thumped a heel on the bed. 
 
    Then he slowly pulled his fingers free of her soaked pussy and crawled up the bed to her. When he kissed her, she moaned out, more turned on than she’d ever been for any of those stiff upper-crust types of men in her past. 
 
    She was vaguely aware of him snaking out an arm and rifling through his nightstand drawer. Breaking the kiss, he stuck a foil packet between his teeth and ripped it open. 
 
    He held the condom out to her. “Put it on me, doll.” 
 
    Trinny’s heart jogged in her chest. It was far from sweet talk or even what she’d deem as foreplay, but the way Jaren said that had her body begging for more. 
 
    She took the condom. 
 
    He rolled off her and stretched out on the bed, an arm slung under his head and his stare fixed on her. 
 
    Did she look nervous? Well, she was. 
 
    Trapping her lip between her teeth, she confessed, “I’ve never put a condom on a man before.” 
 
    The dastardly smile toying around his mouth told her that what she said pleased him. A lot. 
 
    His fingers encircled her wrist. “Want me to do it?” 
 
    Her gaze on his, she issued a low breath that was too close to a pant. “No. I want to.” 
 
    She planted her palm over the bulge of his jeans. His eyelids drooped even more as he watched her ride the length and girth up the fly to locate his zipper. When she slowly inched it down, her heart leaped into her throat and sat there, thudding hard and fast. 
 
    Black cotton filled the gap between the edges of the zipper. Wetting her lips, she went to work freeing his cock. 
 
    He helped her along, twisting and raising his hips off the bed until the dips of muscle strained on his sides. Her fingers seemed too shaky to pull his cock out of his underwear, but she managed it. When she fitted the condom over the tip of his thick, purple head, her insides seized. 
 
    “This shouldn’t be such a turn-on,” she whispered. 
 
    His eyes shuttered for a heartbeat. When he opened them, they blazed at her. “Hurry.” 
 
    She slid the rubber all the way to the base. With a gruff noise, he took it from there, kicking off boots, jeans and underwear in one mass before rolling her on top of him. 
 
    Her wet pussy met his thick length, jolting her with need and surprise. She was straddling a stranger, about to sink down over his cock and take him for a ride. 
 
    “I hope I do better than you did on that bull.” 
 
    He huffed a laugh. Hooking his hand around her nape, he dragged her down flush on top of him, her breasts and belly squashed against his chiseled body and her lips a breath from his. 
 
    “I won’t fuck up this performance. That’s a promise I can make.” With a hard jerk of his hips, he shoved deep inside her. 
 
    Ohhh god. The feel of him filling her entirely left her breathless and ready to ignite. 
 
    She kissed him with all the need bottled inside her, and he fed her his tongue in slick, knowing flips that stole the rest of her mind. 
 
    Their hips rocked hard and fast. He wasn’t immune to her either, if the guttural groans vibrating through his chest told her anything. She answered with whimpers that quickly transformed to something stronger. 
 
    His lips seared. His cock filled her to bursting and after he’d rubbed that sensitive spot deep inside her with his fingers, she was all too aware of it now. 
 
    Her insides drummed a wild beat. She dug her fingers into his steely pecs and came hard. 
 
    He flipped her onto her back, yanked her hips up and slammed into her over and over again. Her mind registered the stiffness of his body and the garbled cry exploding out of his lips. 
 
    Liquid heat filling her ratcheted her own orgasm higher until she was pretty damn sure she could reach up and snag a star out of the sky. 
 
    They collapsed in a tangle of arms and legs, breathing hard. 
 
    He cracked an eye at her and smiled. 
 
    Okay, this was where she got nervous. She couldn’t afford for any man to like her, especially since she had something he’d want, even if he didn’t know it yet. 
 
    She gave him an awkward wobble of a smile in return. Unable to lie there any longer, she shoved against his chest and rolled away. 
 
    But his arms were long and he pulled her back, plastering his hard body against her and anchoring her in place with a thigh. 
 
    She looked up at his bedroom ceiling painted a nondescript white with a small, ordinary light in the center. When they flew into his bedroom, tearing at each other like wild beasts, he hadn’t bothered to turn the light on, but she still made out his features clearly through the open blinds that let in enough light from the streetlamps. 
 
    Trinny stifled a shiver. He really was a beautiful man. And he’d blown her mind just now. 
 
    But it was time to go. 
 
    “I better get going,” she said. 
 
    He banded his arm tighter around her. “Don’t go yet, Trinny.” 
 
    She blinked. “Uh. Okay, sure.” 
 
    He teased a fingertip over her collarbone, down the slope of one breast to the tip. It hardened at his callused stroke, and her body came alive again. 
 
    His smile loomed into her vision as he leaned over her and started kissing her again in toe-curling sweeps that soon grew out of control and left him reaching for another condom, which he put on himself this time. 
 
    Okay, maybe she could stay for another round. Then she most definitely would be leaving the arms of her one-night stand. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jaren grabbed his travel mug from the cupholder of his pickup and slammed the door. As he crossed the small parking area to the WEST Protection office, he slowed his pace to soak in his surroundings. 
 
    Damn, had the fields ever looked so green? The mountains so striking against the bright blue sky? 
 
    When he approached the office his boots crunched on gravel with admittedly more swagger this morning. Last night was…well, he wouldn’t forget Trinny for a long time to come. Now that he’d had a taste of her, he would be comparing every other woman he hooked up with to her. 
 
    It still kind of irked him that she left in the night without a word. He’d kept her screaming for him several times for multiple rounds. A member of WEST never quit. Neither did an Abel. He was both. 
 
    He had no way of contacting her again, and the rodeo didn’t stick around after the one-night show. Most of the competitors and food vendors would have already pulled out of Stone Pass late last night. 
 
    Well, they’d had fun while it lasted. It wasn’t often he got a chance to bed an amazing woman—and Trinny definitely was amazing in other ways. He’d meant it when he said not many people would have jumped in to save that kid. 
 
    Several of his coworkers were already in the office. Of course Corrine Wynton Modeen would be at her computer, taking calls from people who needed security for various events or their bodyguard services. The cybersecurity division entailed a lot more and was something his brother, Jace, excelled in. 
 
    A few years back, Jaren and his brothers had started up their own security company, but shit backfired big-time there. He resolutely twisted his mind from the events that led to them losing a ward they were hired to protect—and then losing their company as a result. 
 
    Gripping his mug, he opened the office door. Typically, he was greeted by happy office chatter or some banter between the married couples who worked together here. 
 
    Today he felt a rush of loaded energy blasting straight at him. A heavy silence made him stop in the doorway. 
 
    “Everybody miss me?” he asked. 
 
    All eyes were on him. His boss, Ross Wynton, stood at the far end of the big open office with two of his brothers. Jaren’s own brother, Judd, leveled a look at him that might make one of their younger brothers back in Georgia bolt back out the door, but Jaren was made of tougher stuff. 
 
    He closed the door and raised the mug toward his lips. “I’ll take that as a yes.” 
 
    They traded looks, and Corrine made a choked noise that had her hubby Michael pounding her on the back. 
 
    He lowered the mug without taking a sip of coffee. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Corrine gave an astonished shake of her head. “Wow. You really don’t know, do you?” 
 
    “Dammit, did I miss my flight? I thought that job in Oklahoma wasn’t for two weeks.” 
 
    Ross scrubbed a finger between his brows. “It’s not.” 
 
    “So what is it?” He was already done with whatever game they were playing. 
 
    Judd wagged his head. “You really can’t stay out of trouble, can you.” 
 
    He arched a brow. “Is this about the bull ride? I’m fine. Not even bruised.” 
 
    “Not the bull, asshole. You’re all over the news.” 
 
    He stared at his brother for a long moment. Corrine swiveled her monitor for him to see the screen, and he moved forward. 
 
    His photo was splashed on a news page. Someone had captured the shot of him boosting Trinny over the fence and the boy cradled in one arm. He peered closer at the photo. “Well, look at that. I wondered what happened to the stuffed horse.” 
 
    Corrine bobbed her head. “Looks like the kid grabbed it before the woman hauled him off the dirt.” 
 
    He yanked Corrine’s computer mouse closer and scrolled down to skim over several other shots of the rescue and his part in it. Trinny scooping the boy off the dirt. Another shot of her fierce expression as she rushed toward the fence with him. A close-up of the boy with dirty streaks of tears down his cheeks. 
 
    One photo of the bulls’ hooves spraying dirt over all of them right before they escaped disaster had his gut tightening at the thought of what might have happened if he’d acted even a second slower. 
 
    He scrolled past a few more and paused on an image of his arm around Trinny, her long brown hair dusting his forearm. 
 
    Now his gut tangled with need. Fuck, pounding his cock into her twice hadn’t been enough to work her out of his system. 
 
    Noting that the sudden silence in the office could be sliced and diced with a dull knife, Jaren straightened to face his teammates. “Why is this trouble? I’d think it’s good publicity for the company.” 
 
    Ross nodded. “Oh it is. But there’s more.” 
 
    Jaren glanced between the three Wynton brothers, to Judd, Michael and finally Corrine. “What’s the problem?” 
 
    “It seems,” Corrine said slowly, “that the woman you rescued is a missing heiress.” 
 
    Jaren gaped at her, but no amount of staring would help him wrap his head around those two words. 
 
    Missing. Heiress. 
 
    Okay, the heiress part he got. From the beginning, he saw there was something much more refined about her. She wasn’t just any country girl. He hadn’t been to any other rodeos either, but he still knew the way she carried herself in that saddle when he first laid eyes on her wasn’t normal either. 
 
    Missing. 
 
    “Missing from where?” he asked. 
 
    “Her mother died under mysterious circumstances on a cruise ship in the Virgin Islands back in February.” 
 
    He needed a gulp of whiskey to chase down that revelation. “Jesus Christ.” 
 
    “He’s slow to catch on, but when he gets it, he gets it.” Judd’s remark drew a chuckle from a couple of the guys, but Jaren ignored him. 
 
    “So she’s on the run? Or she has some connection to the death…” He attempted to puzzle through the information. 
 
    “Seems it could be either,” Ross put in. “Momma dies and the daughter takes off.” 
 
    “Was the body recovered?” 
 
    “Yup—there was a big funeral too, which the daughter attended.” 
 
    He swallowed hard. “And her name? Is it Trinny? Trinity,” he corrected himself. 
 
    Now they all stared at him harder. “Doesn’t surprise me that you caught her name. You were also seen leaving the bar together last night.” 
 
    He scrubbed a hand down his face. Hell, even after showering he still thought he detected the smell of her sweet pussy lingering on his hand. 
 
    “That’s private.” 
 
    “She didn’t tell you anything about her situation?” Corrine pressed. 
 
    “Hell, I barely caught her name.” Though he’d heard his own name screamed a couple times when she was arching underneath him. “I can’t see a woman who will jump into an arena with a bull in order to save a child having anything to do with her mother’s death. That means she must be running from something else.” 
 
    “Or somebody.” Judd caught his stare. 
 
    As brothers, they had the ability to read each other in the same way the Wynton brothers did. And Judd’s expression reflected what Jaren knew to be plastered on his own face—worry. 
 
    “I’m going to find her,” he grated out. 
 
    Judd had his boots propped on a desk. Those boots hit the floor and he stood as if ready to join him. “Where will you look? She surely pulled out of town with the rest of the rodeo.” 
 
    “Still gotta try. You can stay here—I got this.” He swung out the door and strode quickly to his truck. He knew of a couple places Trinny might be. A lot of the rodeo contestants slept in their horse trailers or the back of their trucks, but a woman like her—an heiress—would seek other lodgings. 
 
    Stone Pass had plenty of places for tourists to stay. But a woman who was trying to fly under the radar wouldn’t choose one of the ritzier hotels off the interstate. 
 
    He jumped behind the wheel, too late realizing he’d set his coffee down and needed a lot more caffeine in his system if he was going to be dealing with… Well, god knew what he’d be facing, assuming he could even find Trinny. 
 
    He left a trail of dust on the road leading from the WEST office. His truck had enough horsepower to climb the steep mountain terrain surrounding Stone Pass, but it didn’t have the same feel as his Harley. Times like these he craved the wind on his face and the growl of the engine, but official business like this called for more than two wheels. 
 
    The shady motel called the Sleep Inn Motel sat along the route to the Stone Pass lookout spot. The low-quality place was a big draw for those who couldn’t afford much to stay in town. 
 
    It also attracted a lot of low-life scum. He’d heard plenty of stories while shooting the breeze with the ranch hands as well as from a former state trooper, Clay Lexis, who worked with the WEST team. 
 
    Stories of drug sales, domestic violence and even a stabbing a few months ago made Jaren stomp on the gas. The landscape whipped by, and usually he’d take his time to appreciate the differences between his new home and the old. But his mind was hyper-focused on finding Trinny. 
 
    When he pulled into the small parking lot, his gaze scanned the vehicles there. A minivan and a pair of motorcycles that would pique his interest if he weren’t on urgent business. 
 
    Two more vehicles looked to belong to travelers. He got out and walked up to a white vehicle that looked to be part SUV, part truck. 
 
    And it was a Hummer. 
 
    Not many of that make in these parts. 
 
    He walked up to the driver’s door and peered in the window. A few items were piled on the passenger seat—a rodeo flier, a woman’s denim jacket and a scarf with the same stars and stripes as the one Trinny had been wearing for the opening ceremony. 
 
    Bingo. 
 
    He circled the truck and walked straight to the motel office. A cute redhead seated behind the front desk looked up at him. Appreciation flickered through her eyes, and a smile spread across her face. “Aren’t you one of the Abel brothers?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m lookin’ for somebody who might be staying here. Brown hair. About this tall.” He held up a hand to Trinny’s height. 
 
    The redhead eyed him. “I’m not allowed to give out any information about the guests.” 
 
    He could just stroll down the line of doors and knock on each, or he could simply stand at Trinny’s truck and wait for her to come out. 
 
    The scent of coffee filled the space. A restaurant-grade coffeemaker was set up in the corner with cups and a box of doughnuts he recognized from a local bakery on offer. 
 
    He twitched his head toward the coffee. “Mind if I…?” 
 
    The redhead shook her head. “Help yourself.” 
 
    He poured some coffee into a paper cup and topped it with cream. With a nod to her, he headed out of the office. The fresher scent of the mountains hit him, along with some trash in the nearby dumpster that made him walk faster toward the first room. He lifted his fist and knocked underneath the number 1 on the door. 
 
    A grunted male response came. “I don’t need housekeeping!” 
 
    Unlikely Trinny was inside with a guy. She’d just come from Jaren’s bed, and had no reason to seek any other satisfaction. 
 
    The second door he knocked on, he received no response. Assuming it was unoccupied, he continued to the third. The white Hummer was parked close to this room. If he had to make a guess, he’d say door number three hid the woman he was searching for. 
 
    He rapped on the wood. Damn, he didn’t like how hollow these doors sounded. Anybody with a little muscle could kick it off the hinges. 
 
    Listening hard for movement inside, he knocked again. 
 
    Then he heard the deadbolt twist and the door cracked a couple inches. The only thing keeping him from the woman inside was a cheap, thin chain. 
 
    When he looked into the familiar set of hazel eyes, his chest swelled. 
 
    Trinny stared at him for a long beat. “Shit,” she whispered before opening the door. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Her voice sounded tight, choked almost. 
 
    He held up the cup in his hand. “I brought coffee. We need to talk.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    In her favorite sweatpants and a white tank top with a designer logo across the front, Trinny wasn’t exactly dressed for company. 
 
    Then her new way of thinking caught up to the old and nudged her worry away. Why should she care what people thought about her anymore? Just because she was raised to always look the part, dress the part, play the part, didn’t mean she couldn’t drop all that and just…live. 
 
    Which she was doing now. Or trying to. 
 
    Jaren extended the paper cup toward her, and the fragrant smell of coffee hit her senses. 
 
    “Thank you.” She took it from him, aware of the brush of her fingers over the backs of his when she curled them around the warm cup. 
 
    He didn’t seem to notice the touch, though. He was too busy inspecting her tiny room. He pivoted to take in the double bed with the ugly bedspread crumpled on the floor, still where she’d tossed it when she took up occupancy of the room. 
 
    Her open suitcase sat on top of an old chipped and battered dresser she would never, ever in a million years want to put her clothes into for fear of vermin. The jeans she’d stripped off last night hung out of the opening. Her tan cowgirl boots were positioned just as carelessly on the worn carpet where she’d kicked them off in the wee hours of the night after making it in from Jaren’s place. 
 
    He swung his attention back to the door. Reaching out, he engaged the lock with a fingertip before riveting his focus on her. 
 
    “I’m glad I caught you before you left,” he said. 
 
    “How did you find me anyway?” 
 
    He pointed at the window overlooking the parking lot and her vehicle. “Your truck doesn’t exactly blend.” 
 
    “Well, I won’t be here much longer.” At least she didn’t think she would be. During the Uber ride back to the motel last night, she’d pondered exactly what her next plan of action was. 
 
    She didn’t move on with the rodeo because after three months of traveling with them, she’d grown weary of all the time spent on the road. She needed a rest. 
 
    Stone Pass, Montana seemed as good a place as any. 
 
    Except the residents—at least one of them—seemed a little too nosy when it came to her personal life. 
 
    Jaren cocked his head and pinned her in his heavy gaze. “Look, Trinny, I’ll get right to the point. I’m here to check on you.” 
 
    She swept her hand over the room. “You can see I’m fine.” 
 
    “I know who you are.” 
 
    His words punched her in the gut. She leaned forward, air forced past her lips. Feeling the cup slip in her hand, she hurried across the room to set it on the dresser with a half-dozen white rings from other cups set there before. 
 
    “Trinny.” His tone plucked at her nerves. 
 
    She held up a finger to let him know she needed a minute—or ten.  
 
    Oh god. He knew who she was? How and why? 
 
    Her mind spun with possibilities. Distant family members searching for her in hope of hitting her up for more cash, her so-called friends who only saw her as their personal bank after she received the inheritance after her mother’s passing. 
 
    A wall of heat washed over her spine. She didn’t need to turn her head to know Jaren was standing close to her. 
 
    Her chest heaved. “How do you know who I am?” 
 
    “Your picture’s plastered all over the news sites.” 
 
    She whirled. He stood so close that her breasts rubbed across his chiseled chest. 
 
    Snapping her arms over her chest, she gaped at him. “Why would my picture be in the news?” 
 
    “You got some notice when you saved that boy.” 
 
    “Oh god.” She issued a low groan and dropped her face into her hands. How could she have been so stupid? Her idea to hide in plain sight with a crowd that was far from her norm was totally dashed. Now she could never return to the rodeo friends she’d made because they’d all know. 
 
    And start expecting things from her. 
 
    Jaren’s warm fingers wrapped around her wrist and he gently lowered her hand from her face. “After seeing the news, my team did a check on you.” 
 
    She sucked in a gasp and darted out from between him and the dresser. Rushing to the door, she prepared to cut and run. She could pick up again, start fresh. That was the beauty of having money—she could go anywhere and be anything. 
 
    “Your team? What team? Are you cops?” 
 
    His eyes narrowed, almost flattening at the corners where she’d seen tiny creases of amusement appear the night before . “Do you have reason to fear the cops, Trinny?” 
 
    She scrabbled for the door handle, found it and flung the door open. “Get out!” 
 
    His shoulders slumped. “I’m trying to help you, Trinny.” 
 
    “Did you know who I was last night?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I only knew the things you told me. Look, this place has paper-thin walls and shitty security and I don’t feel comfortable having this discussion here. What do you say we sit in my truck and talk?” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk.” She slammed the door and strode to the dresser. She shoved the jeans in her bag and zipped it shut, then rushed into the bathroom to gather her toiletries. 
 
    Jaren followed her. When she turned, she faced a wall of muscle as he blocked the doorway. “Listen to me. If I’d known who you were, last night never would have happened.” 
 
    She tipped her head up to glare at him, her tone incredulous. “Sure it wouldn’t. Everyone wants a piece of me—you’re no different!” She gave her toiletry bag a violent zip and placed a hand on his chest to shove past him. 
 
    “Goddammit, stop.” He covered her hand with his and held it there, right over his beating heart. 
 
    She could not crumble. She… 
 
    She just needed time and space to regroup and figure out another plan. 
 
    “We’re going to put your things in your truck and then sit inside it and talk. Yes?” 
 
    She dodged his gaze, and he ducked his head to recapture hers. 
 
    “Yes, Trinny?” 
 
    “Fine. Now let me out of this bathroom. I’ve spent enough time with the mold and mildew.” 
 
    He rocked back a step, allowing her just enough space to squeeze past him. She grabbed her bag and slung the strap over her shoulder, but Jaren was there, taking it from her. 
 
    Her heart battered itself against her ribs as they left the room and walked to her truck. They stowed her belongings on the back seat and she climbed behind the wheel while he took shotgun. 
 
    Total silence hung in the air between them. Gripping the wheel, she bowed her head. “I never wanted to be in the spotlight,” she murmured. 
 
    “Talk to me. Please. Tell me what’s going on, who you’re running from.” 
 
    She gulped. The fact he figured out that much about her made her want to lean on him and blurt out the whole story. 
 
    “Maybe you need a reason to trust me, so I’ll tell you that I work for a security agency.” 
 
    Her head snapped toward him. 
 
    The earnest expression in his eyes as he continued made her want to trust him as well as lean on him for support. 
 
    “WEST Protection. You may have heard of us.” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “I’m trained to help people like you, Trinny. People who are in trouble.” 
 
    “What can you possibly do for me?” 
 
    “Not sure yet. I need to know more about you. But I have all the skills to keep you safe while my team offers support for your situation.” 
 
    She lifted her jaw a notch. “Why should I believe you? How do I know you’re not only after my—” She cut off. 
 
    “Your money?” 
 
    With a rough cry, she dropped her forehead to the wheel and squeezed her eyes shut against the burn of tears she refused to let fall. 
 
    “My curse, more like,” she said after a long minute. She straightened and waved a hand at him. “You can go now. I don’t need your help. I made up my mind what I’m going to do.” 
 
    “Okay, what’s that?” How did he sound so calm when she was ready to launch out of her seat and circle the moon a few times, fueled by anxiety and lack of trust in mankind? 
 
    “I’ll catch up with the rodeo again,” she said. “It was a good place to hide out for the past few months.” 
 
    He nodded. “Unlikely any of those guys have the means to dig into your background the way my team did. You might be safe there. But the fact that you didn’t already leave Stone Pass to follow them tells me you might have changed your mind about that life.” 
 
    A low noise broke from her throat, almost a whine she hated herself even more for making. 
 
    He scrubbed a palm over his bearded jaw she’d spent a lot of time the previous night loving when he rubbed it on her inner thighs. 
 
    “It’s too bad you’re leaving. We’re actually perfect for each other,” he commented. 
 
    She jerked her stare to his. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I don’t want a commitment and you don’t want any gold diggers.” 
 
    She didn’t move or speak. 
 
    After a pounding moment, he reached around his body and pulled out his wallet. From it, he extracted a card, which he dropped into her cup holder. “My digits. In case you need anything.” 
 
    He popped open the door and she watched him maneuver his broad shoulders to get out. With one hand braced on the seat, he leaned in to say, “A woman like you isn’t meant to blend in. You were born to stand out. Think on that, Trinny. How long before what you’re running from catches up to you?” 
 
    She had no words to reply. Her heart lodged in her throat, throbbing hard, fast and painful. He said he could help her, but how? 
 
    She couldn’t see a clear path. She just needed a few more hours—maybe days—to come up with a plan that would provide her with some semblance of peace and a life she could live with, even if it was far, far from what she’d grown up with. 
 
    Jaren’s black eyes burned into hers, raising the hair on her arms and causing her nipples to peak. “Take care of yourself, Trinny. You know how to get in touch with me.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    With that, he shut the door. In the side mirror, she watched him saunter across the parking lot to his truck. His hard, perfect body was silhouetted against the backdrop of mountains that were smoky blue in the distance and evergreen up close from the pines lining the base. 
 
    Her throat closed off, but she refused to let emotion take over. She needed all her wits to make good decisions from here on out. 
 
    One thing was certain—she wouldn’t be leaping into any arenas with bulls to save any kids. 
 
    And from now on, she definitely wouldn’t be sleeping with hot, gorgeous cowboys claiming to work for security companies.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jaren had done all he could. After all, if a person didn’t want help, he couldn’t force it on them. 
 
    Look at what happened with the case that ended the Abel brothers’ security company. That ward gave them all the slip. While all of the brothers agreed aloud that what took place next was out of their hands, each one of them suffered with the painful daily reminders of their failure. 
 
    He just hoped Trinny knew what she was doing. 
 
    What he’d needed after that talk with Trinny was to feel the freedom of the open road, so he’d swung into his place and exchanged his truck for his motorcycle. 
 
    As he rolled through the black iron gates of the Wynton Ranch, he told himself that Trinny would be all right. From what he gathered from the conversation, she had money that people were trying to weasel from her. It happened after someone died—he’d seen it before. Relatives crawled out of the woodwork like cockroaches coming to lay claim to some dead aunt’s legacy. 
 
    Trinny had his business card. If she needed him, she could get in touch. 
 
    A couple more trucks crammed the small parking area in front of the office, so he had no choice but to park in the grass, something that was allowed here on the ranch. Hell, many a weekend ATVs would be ripping through the fields, and Corrine was one of the worst culprits when it came to throwing up mud from tires. 
 
    When he entered the office, he expected to find a more relaxed atmosphere than an hour before. 
 
    He was wrong. It was even more loaded with bad energy. 
 
    He shut the door and faced the room. Both his brothers turned to him, arms folded and legs braced wide in the same pose their father adopted whenever he was pissed at one of his boys. 
 
    “I found her,” he announced. 
 
    Ross took a step forward, boot thumping the gleaming hardwood. “Where is she then?” 
 
    “She’s leaving town. Going to follow the rodeo.” 
 
    A general outcry rippled through the office. 
 
    Judd unraveled his beefy arms to pinch the bridge of his nose. “You were supposed to bring her here, Jaren.” 
 
    He cocked a brow. “Since when?” 
 
    “You’d know that if you ever checked your phone, Abel,” Ross cut in. 
 
    Fuck. Even after months on the team, he still wasn’t accustomed to check-ins. Some people were glued to their phone screens, but he preferred to live life away from it and that meant he didn’t check in as often as he should. 
 
    When he lifted the device, missed calls and texts took up the entire screen from top to bottom. 
 
    “Damn, I’m sorry. What’d I miss?” He stepped farther into the room. 
 
    No one immediately answered. Ross dragged out a chair and plunked into it, his gaze never leaving Jaren. “Dug into police records concerning Trinity’s mother’s death. Looks like she was probably murdered…and if Trinity hadn’t run off like she did, she might be dead too.” 
 
    Fire razed his chest. His instinct was to jump in his truck and hunt Trinny down to make sure she was safe whether she wanted his protection or not, but he planted his feet and stayed where he was. 
 
    Judd spoke up, “Her holdings are extensive. Homes all over the world. And there’s a long list of her places that have been ransacked in the past three months.” 
 
    He sucked in a sharp breath. 
 
    His brother Jace picked up where Judd left off. “These places have high-tech security. No alarms were tripped. Clean getaways were always made. The authorities were only alerted after house staff checked on the homes and found doors open and the interiors tossed.” 
 
    “Fuck,” he burst out. “So she is in danger. I have to find her.” 
 
    What an idiot he was. He’d just let her go off alone to face whatever peril she was caught in. 
 
    He rushed out the door, boots thundering down the short flight of steps. His brain was already on the road looking for Trinny. The rodeo had a tour schedule, and he knew the dates from the fliers that had been plastered all over Stone Pass. They were headed to a neighboring town about three hours west. 
 
    He mapped out the course and calculated his speed. How fast would he need to drive to catch up to her? More than likely, she’d take the interstate out of town. 
 
    As he jumped on his bike, he one-handedly dug his phone out of his back pocket. “Call Lexis,” he commanded the voice assistant, which connected to his helmet headset. 
 
    “Calling Clay Lexis,” it responded. 
 
    The line only rang twice before he connected. “Lexis, I need you on my six.” 
 
    “I’m your man. What’s going down, Abel?” 
 
    He reached the main road and whipped onto the pavement. His engine screamed as he hit sixty in seconds. “I’m looking for a white Hummer. Don’t know the model but it’s one of those vehicles that looks like a truck and SUV had a love child.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t be hard to spot. I’ll call some buddies of mine at the station.” 
 
    Relief trickled into Jaren. “I knew you’d be able to help. If you find her, detain her until I get there.” 
 
    “Got it. So what’s the story? Does this happen to be the woman you were seen leaving The Hops with?” 
 
    “Yeah. Turns out she’s an heiress and she’s been missing for months.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    He quickly filled Lexis in on the situation and then ended the call. When he could finally focus solely on Trinny, a hard lump formed in his gut. 
 
    He’d only had amazing sex with her…and that didn’t count for much. But knowing she was in trouble? It sent adrenaline through his veins. Someone was after her, breaking into house after house in order to find…her? Or something else? 
 
    He didn’t know nearly enough yet, but he was damn well going to find the woman and drag the truth out of her even if it meant locking her in his arms until she trusted him. 
 
    No, that would just end with them naked and tangled in the sheets. He had to be careful with her—very careful. 
 
    He couldn’t risk another ward dying on his watch. 
 
    The weight of that loss still crushed him and his four brothers daily. The congressman’s daughter sneaked away that horrid day, and he’d just walked away from Trinny. What if some tragedy befell her too? The thought rose like a spiked ball of hot metal in his throat. 
 
    He was going to find her. Between him, Lexis and a bunch of state troopers on the roads searching for her very distinctive vehicle, it shouldn’t take long. He checked the clock on his dashboard. She only had a half-hour lead on him, if that. 
 
    She must know her homes were being ransacked. Hell, maybe she’d even been inside one at the time the perpetrator entered. 
 
    Fuck! He had to find her. 
 
    Those photos were in newspapers all over Montana. Hell, fluffy feel-good stories like her rescuing that boy were exactly what made national headlines. If that happened, there wouldn’t be a team big enough to keep Trinny safe. 
 
    What was he thinking? Of course WEST could handle the job. They were at the top of their game, a leader in the country. His own skills were far from shabby too. He was a hell of a fighter in a brawl if it came down to it. And he was deadly accurate with any weapon. 
 
    He mentally checked his person for his sidearm. The familiar weight in the hip holster he wore comforted him more than a little, but he didn’t need to take aim at anyone yet. 
 
    More like he needed a damn miracle to locate Trinny. 
 
    Would she really return to the rodeo circuit? Sleep in dumpy motels with fragile door locks every night? All it took was one person to spot her and her days of running would be over. 
 
    Nobody’s getting through me. He ground his molars and breathed heavily through his nostrils, feeling them flare with anger and determination. 
 
    While he’d crashed and burned on that bull, he did know women. All he needed was two minutes with Trinny to convince her that she could trust him. 
 
    If she wouldn’t listen? Well, he knew her body, didn’t he? If she tried to argue with him, he’d just kiss her. 
 
    And if that didn’t work? He’d work his fingers— 
 
    No, he wouldn’t be doing those things. Not if she became his ward. He adhered to strict guidelines when it came to his wards. Unlike his two brothers, who’d fallen in love with women they protected, Jaren wouldn’t fall into that trap. Feelings weren’t in his vocabulary. 
 
    Then what was causing that dark stabbing sensation in his chest? The urge to find Trinny and ensure she was safe was powered by the small connection they’d made, first in saving that boy…then in Jaren’s bed. 
 
    His sheets would still smell like her—like them. 
 
    His phone buzzed, and he pressed a button on his helmet to engage the mic and take the call. 
 
    “It’s Lexis. We got a vehicle matching your description.” 
 
    Relief swamped him. For a moment, he could only stare dumbly at the gray ribbon of highway in front of him and hang on for what came next. 
 
    “Where is she?” he grated out. 
 
    “At the shopping plaza.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ. Of course she made a pitstop for supplies. Keep her there—I’m on my way.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    You were born to stand out. 
 
    Well, Jaren might be right about that. Thanks to her upbringing, she struggled to fit in. 
 
    That didn’t mean she couldn’t try harder. 
 
    Trinny parked in the middle of the parking lot and stared at the big red building sporting a sign with a bullseye. People streamed in and out, looking normal enough. Yet she saw the differences between them and her. 
 
    The clothes she purchased at the small western-wear boutique still weren’t quite right. What better place to shop for more normal garments than this place? 
 
    There was safety in numbers too—well, at least she thought so when she hooked up with the rodeo. Now her photo was plastered all over the papers, and she would be easily recognized, even if she was only the local celebrity of the day. 
 
    She reached for her oversized tote bag where it rested on the floor on the passenger side and set it on the seat. Rummaging through the contents, she shoved aside tubes of lipstick and gum wrappers to locate the baseball cap at the bottom. 
 
    After her rodeo friend gave her the logo cap, of course she thanked him, but now she was really grateful she had it to conceal herself even if only a little bit. 
 
    When she pulled her hair back in a tie and settled the cap on her head, the effect was pretty decent. She might be any woman in Stone Pass, Montana. 
 
    She climbed out of her Hummer and hit the key fob to arm the security system. So far, her vehicle’s system had kept her far safer than any of those in the homes her mother owned. 
 
    Now I own them. 
 
    Each time she thought of her mother and how they left things, Trinny experienced a sharp pang. So much was unsaid. All she had left was the legacy her grandfather built and the few things in her truck. 
 
    As she crossed the parking lot, she still kept a vigilant watch of her surroundings, and even tossed a glance back at her truck just to be sure no one lurked around it. After all, four of the homes her mother—no, she—owned had been broken into and ransacked. 
 
    Once she learned of the break-ins, she didn’t stick around to find out where they’d strike next—she hit the road. 
 
    The automatic doors opened for her, and she passed through them. The new chemical scent that came with the rush of retail therapy acted like a soothing balm on her senses. 
 
    She stopped just inside the entry and looked around. There were shopping carts on one side and a display of candles a few feet away, but she didn’t see any salespeople. 
 
    Gripping her purse tight against her side, she waited for someone to approach her. 
 
    No one came. 
 
    Okayyy, this is awkward. 
 
    Maybe the salespeople were busy helping everyone else. 
 
    A woman slowly made her way over to Trinny. Her red top with the same bullseye logo proved she worked here, and she had a small limp to her step as though her knees hurt, and they probably did after years working on her feet.  
 
    Trinny continued to wait for her to approach so they could get on with the shopping. 
 
    The woman offered a smile, her eyes kind and crinkled behind her glasses lenses. “Can I help you with something?” 
 
    Trinny hoped she didn’t recognize her from the paper and ducked her head for extra measure. “Where are all the salespeople?” 
 
    The woman pointed at the checkout. “Over there.” 
 
    “No, the people who bring you clothes.” 
 
    The lady chuckled. “Are you making a joke? Filming one of those videos?” 
 
    Trinny stared at her. 
 
    The woman’s smile faded a little. “You’re serious, aren’t you? Oh honey, you’ve got the wrong store for that. Didn’t you see the bullseye? You just grab one of those shopping carts for yourself and load it up. That’s how it works.” 
 
    Trinny swallowed. “Oh. Okay. Thank you.” She offered her a smile of thanks and moved toward the shopping carts. It was a struggle to yank one free, but she finally managed, though the wheel squeaked and flipped in a broken circle instead of rolling. 
 
    She paused to take in the candle display, lured by the fruity summer smells. She had no use for pretty candles on the road and on the run, but there was no harm in browsing, was there? 
 
    She selected a blush pink one and pulled off the lid. Magnolias and a hint of vanilla. Nice for a bedroom—if she had one to go to. 
 
    Setting it back on the shelf, she latched on to the cart and moved down the main aisle until she hit the clothing section. Of course she’d shopped off racks at Bloomingdales and Saks, but this was a different experience. 
 
    She flipped through some plaid shirts—something that seemed to be a staple in this town and so many others she’d passed through with the rodeo. Oh, the navy blue one is nice. So is the white with small yellow stripes. 
 
    She hooked both hangers on the cart and rolled on to a rack of T-shirts. A glance at the labels told her that the blend of fibers didn’t exactly fit in with her ideals about sustainable fashion. But to protect herself, she needed to look like any other woman in the country, so she stacked a few shirts in various colors in the basket of her cart. 
 
    By the time she reached the end of the women’s department, her cart was pretty full. She hit up the shoes and accessories, selecting a faux leather belt that was a knockoff of one she’d seen on the runway in New York City. 
 
    She mentally shook her head. She couldn’t believe that only six months ago, she was traveling in foreign countries. Sure, it was only to get away from her mother. Now she wished she had some of that time with her back, even if they never saw eye-to-eye. 
 
    Trinny glanced at the clothing in her cart. Her mother would turn up her nose at every last thread of clothing and extruded plastic shoe in the basket. She’d also give Trinny a lecture on appearances like they were the Kennedys or something when really her grandfather built an empire from the much humbler business of shipping. 
 
    When she stopped at a display of car air fresheners, she went a little crazy smelling them all. One looked like a succulent but smelled like a Hawaiian beach vacation. She popped two into her cart. If she had to live on the road, at least she’d do it with style and a hint of aromatherapy. 
 
    By the time she reached the checkout, she was much more relaxed. What did it matter if her picture was all over the news and the man she hooked up with for a one-night stand was actually a bodyguard who knew everything about her? She had a cart full of cute stuff and a totally new, totally normal life ahead of her. She could do anything. She just needed to figure out what that was. 
 
    At the checkout, the same lady who greeted her when she came in gave her a wide smile. “I see you found your way.” 
 
    “I did.” She offered a grin in return and began unpacking her items the way she saw other shoppers doing. 
 
    After Trinny paid for her purchases with cash, she laid down an extra bill on the counter. “And this is to thank you for your help.” 
 
    She blinked at the money. “Oh miss, thank you, but I can’t take that.” 
 
    “Sure you can. You earned it. Bye!” She pushed her cart to the exit and gathered her packages in her hands. Outside, she threw a look toward where her truck was parked. 
 
    Her heart flipped. 
 
    A man was leaning against the side. Oh god, please don’t let it be a photographer.  
 
    The man lifted a hand and dragged his fingers through his hair before setting a white Stetson back on his head. 
 
    “Dammit,” she muttered. It was worse than a photographer. 
 
     It was Jaren. 
 
    The parking lot felt a mile long and her feet weighted with cement shoes as she slogged across the pavement. He turned his head and looked straight at her. Then he pulled away from her truck he was using for a leaning post and in smooth strides, set off to meet her. 
 
    Did he have to look so appealing? Just when she thought he couldn’t get any hotter in his worn jeans and T-shirt, he added a black leather jacket that hugged every chiseled inch of his torso and arms. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she breezed out, hoping she sounded indifferent to his presence even though her stomach was acting like one of the rodeo clowns in between events. 
 
    Jaren tracking her down—again—made her insides warm. Too warm. 
 
    “Let me take some of these bags.” His fingertips skimmed her forearm. 
 
    She twitched away. “I got it.” 
 
    One bag slipped from her hand and hit the ground. Some of the contents scattered, including her air fresheners. She bent forward, but Jaren already crouched to pick up the items. 
 
    “What’s this?” He held up the succulent air freshener. 
 
    “It’s for my truck, to make it smell good.” 
 
    He tilted his head back to look at her, one eye squinting against the morning sun, which only reminded her how long her day was already and she still had hours of driving to do and no destination in mind. 
 
    He stuffed the items into the bag and straightened to his full height, towering over her. 
 
    “We need to talk. There’s a coffee shop at the end of this plaza. We’ll drop your bags in your truck first.” 
 
    She didn’t respond to that request because she wasn’t going anywhere with this man. 
 
    They walked the rest of the way to her vehicle. She unlocked it and set the bags on the back seat next to her other belongings. 
 
    When he plopped the bag he held onto the seat, he froze. 
 
    She stared at him. “I heard that clinking noise. Tell me you did not just break my—” 
 
    He locked his arms around her and ripped her off her feet. He took off running with her bouncing in his arms. Pavement and cars streaked past her vision. Then he dropped to his knees and threw himself on top of her just as a deafening noise split the air. 
 
    Trinny couldn’t see what was going on, but people screamed and the concussion of an explosion echoed on and on and on. 
 
    “What was that?” she cried. 
 
    He huffed. “That was your truck.” 
 
    “It ex-exploded?” 
 
    His voice came out gritty next to her ear. “Yeah, it did.” 
 
    “Oh my god! No! I didn’t even get to try out my air freshener.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Jaren groaned. “My Harley.” 
 
    Fuck. There was no way it survived the explosion when it was parked right beside her Hummer. Through the black smoke and flames boiling from the parking spots, he couldn’t make out the twisted mass of their vehicles but he knew from the force of the blast that his bike—his baby—was a goner. 
 
    At least Trinny’s safe. 
 
    He lay on top of her, squashing her to the pavement. 
 
    “Get…off…me!” she wheezed. 
 
    Right before he threw his body on top of hers, he laid hands on his weapon. The steel bit into his palm, he was gripping it so tightly, but he didn’t let up as he swept his gaze over the parking lot. 
 
    People were running away from the blast, and in the distance he heard the low whine of the fire siren. 
 
    Seeing that Trinny was safe for the moment, he rolled to the side, allowing her room to breathe. When he looked down at her face, hair trailed across it. She spit out a few strands and shoved a hand against his chest to make him move. 
 
    He gave her space, and she pushed herself into a sitting position. Head twisting, she gaped at the scene in horror. 
 
    “You blew up my truck?” she rasped. 
 
    She wasn’t thinking straight. He took her by the shoulders and forced her eyes to his. “No. I came here to warn you that you’re in danger, but I’m guessing you figured that out.” 
 
    “Picked right up on that, thanks!” 
 
    He jumped to his feet and reached down for her hand. She allowed him to pull her up but seemed too wobbly to stand without some support. Hooking an arm around her waist, he tugged her against his body. 
 
    Shivers rippled through her, and his muscles absorbed them. 
 
    With one more scan of the area to make sure there were no immediate threats, he slipped his weapon back into the waist of his jeans and pulled out his phone instead. 
 
    Sirens were screaming louder now as fire units, paramedics and police rushed to the scene. 
 
    Staring down at Trinny, he assessed her even as he brought his phone to his ear. “It’s me. Got some trouble. Require backup and transport.” 
 
    Corrine’s voice projected into his ear. “Jesus Christ, Jaren. Did you have anything to do with that explosion at the shopping center?” 
 
    “You got it. Send Lexis to handle the cops. They’re pulling into the parking lot now.” 
 
    At his words, Trinny whipped her head to look. Seeing the fear tearing across her pretty features caused his heart to flex. He pulled her closer against his chest, cupping her head to him. 
 
    When he pocketed his phone again, he considered his options. She wasn’t hurt but she did need to sit down. State police parked far away from the burning vehicles and started directing people to or away from their cars. Toxic smoke fogged the air, and flames licked at the shopping carts in the nearby corral. The plastic carts were already melting into one big lump. 
 
    “My truck!” Her voice came out as a hoarse croak. Maybe she was inhaling more of that smoke than he thought. 
 
    He led her farther away from the site that firefighters were assessing. 
 
    She twisted in his hold to keep watching. “Everything I own was in that truck. I only have my purse left!” It was still tucked against her side. 
 
    “That you managed to hang on to it when I carried you away and threw us on the ground is impressive. If you could cling to a bull that way, you’d have a real good career ahead of you.” 
 
    She stared right through him as if not getting the joke he was trying to lighten the moment with. 
 
    “I checked out of the motel, and everything I just bought is toast, Jaren!” 
 
    If any of his brothers said that, he would have laughed. To him, stuff was replaceable. He’d seen too many good people cut down for him to give a damn about possessions. But knowing what he did about Trinny, he understood. 
 
    She only had her truck and the contents inside it. Now it was all ash. 
 
    “Abel.” 
 
    He looked around to see Lexis striding toward them, expression severe. 
 
    “We’re okay,” he said as his buddy reached them. He rubbed a hand over Trinny’s spine in an attempt to calm her shaking down. 
 
    Lexis braced himself in the casual I-will-fuck-you-up pose that years on the police force had taught him. “What the hell happened?” 
 
    “Someone planted an explosive under her back seat. When I set a bag down on it, I heard the click and got her away in time.” 
 
    “Oh god,” she moaned. 
 
    He slid his hand up to cup the back of her head again, pulling it down against his chest. She buried her face into his shirt. 
 
    “Put her in my car. Calm her down while I figure out what’s happening.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Jaren led her away to Lexis’s vehicle. When he opened the back door, she awkwardly climbed in. Her jerky movements reminded him of a young animal that didn’t know how to control its limbs yet. After she sank down on the seat, he slid in beside her and closed the door. 
 
    In here, the world was a lot quieter. 
 
    She buried her face in her hands and moaned. “This isn’t happening. This. Is. Not. Happening.” 
 
    He touched her knee. “You’re going to have to tell me everything, Trinny. I have to know if I’m going to keep you safe.” 
 
    She dragged in a hitching breath and raised her head to pierce him in her gaze. Her eyes seemed to glow with more green than he noticed before. “You’re really a bodyguard?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “What are the chances?” She sucked in another breath and then another. 
 
    Seeing that her panic was taking hold and she might be in trouble, he wrapped his arm around her and drew her head onto his shoulder. “Shh. You’re safe. We’re going to figure this out.” 
 
    “Safe because of you. If you hadn’t heard that noise, I’d be…” She cast a look at the spot where her Hummer and his Harley were now being welded together by the extreme heat of the flames. 
 
    “You’re okay, Trinny. You’re safe with me. With WEST.” 
 
    She made a choked sound something like a sob. Hell, he wanted to cry too. He’d spent a year tweaking that bike and making it his own with all the small tricks and gadgets to deck it out right. 
 
    Suddenly, the front door opened and Lexis jumped behind the wheel. He started the engine and drove quickly out of the parking lot. 
 
    “What the hell’s going on?” Jaren demanded, holding Trinny tighter against his side. 
 
    “Getting you two out of here. It’s damage control.” 
 
    “Damage control?” he repeated. 
 
    Lexis gave a hard nod. “Information on whose vehicles exploded won’t be leaked, but we don’t want anybody to see her either.” 
 
    “Fuck! What did you see back there, Lexis? Did you see who planted the explosive? Tell me right goddamn now!” 
 
    A shudder racked Trinny’s body, and he automatically turned his head to brush his lips across her temple to soothe her. 
 
    Lexis’s stare hit his in the rearview. “It’s bad enough to know that whoever’s responsible won’t stop if they know she’s alive.” 
 
    “And the culprit could be sitting in his car in that parking lot, watching it all.” 
 
    “The team’s pulling people out of vehicles and questioning them now for that very reason. Just to cover our asses, this is what’s going down: The police report’s going to say a cigarette ash started a fire that caused an explosion.” 
 
    She shoved away from Jaren. “This is crazy talk! I was fine before you. Then you come into my life, and next thing I know…it’s all on fire!” 
 
    He cradled her face, directing her attention back to him. “Look, Trinny. I’m going to give you two options.” 
 
    “Why do I feel like I really don’t have any choice at all?” 
 
    He ignored her question. “Option one: You can hire me as your bodyguard. Option two: You can be dead.” 
 
    “Really tough choice, Jaren. Guess I’ll go with option one because I’m too young to die.” 
 
    He nodded at her agreement. “You’re also too pretty. Now you’re going to listen to everything I say, all right? From this moment on, I will be guarding your life.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Trinny accepted the bottled water that a woman held out to her with a murmured, “Thank you.” 
 
    “Sure thing, hon.” The striking woman’s face creased with concern as she eyed Trinny. “If you need anything else, just let me know. I’m Corrine.” 
 
    She nodded. “This is all I need.” 
 
    Oh, who was she kidding? She needed a whole lot more than a drink. She was neck-deep in danger and the worst part was she had no idea who was after her, or for what reason. 
 
    And she’d been stuffing it all down far too long. 
 
    She didn’t have enemies. She hadn’t even had the opportunity to make any since she didn’t do anything important with her life. With no career or ties to a single soul left in this world, who could want to hurt her? 
 
    How about any of the family members my mom didn’t name in her will? 
 
    Following her mother’s funeral, they’d swarmed like ants on leftover food to ask her for help. 
 
    She uncapped the bottle and sipped the cool water. It felt good sliding down her parched throat and helped dissolve some of that chemical taste she couldn’t shake since the explosion. 
 
    Corrine had drifted away again, leaving Trinny alone in a conference room in the WEST Protection office. The enormous table was ringed with seats, and she was positioned near the head. Tall windows overlooked vibrant green pastures, a calm, picturesque view compared to the one that kept surfacing in her mind. 
 
    A sudden urge to grab a horse and ride hit. Just ride and ride with the wind in her hair until her mind blanked. 
 
    She sipped her water and stared at the tall green grass swaying in the mountain breeze. Small wildflowers dotted the field in variations of yellow and white. This small town really was the type of place she needed to stay and regroup. Now that probably wasn’t wise. 
 
    Low voices drifted from the doorway, too quiet for her to make out the words. She switched her attention from the idyllic field to the scorching hot man standing there with another guy. The line of Jaren’s spine was tense, and a similar vibe rolled off the man he was with. Even their Stetsons seemed to sit stiffly on their heads. 
 
    Jaren lifted a hand and tugged on that brim so hard she expected the felt to warp, but when he swung around and walked through the door toward her, she saw it was as straight as always. 
 
    His stare drilled into her. Every step he took across the conference room scraped over her nerves. When he pulled out the chair, the legs grated on the wood floor. He angled the chair toward her and sank into it. 
 
    Creases etched at the corner of each eye and the brackets around his mouth made him look so much tougher than she’d ever seen him. 
 
    A stone of awareness dropped into the pond of her stomach. This was a side of Jaren she hadn’t seen before, not even in the middle of that explosion. Right this minute, he looked as though he would hunt down the person responsible and make him pay. 
 
    Another ripple in her stomach had her drawing in a deep breath to steady herself. 
 
    “And to think I believed you were just another dumb cowboy when you got on that bull,” she said. 
 
    His eyes flared with surprise, and the brackets around his hard lips relaxed into smile lines. “Is that so?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    His smile fell, replaced by more concern. “Look, the team is coming in a minute. They’re going to question you, but I want you to remember that you’re not being interrogated. You didn’t do anything wrong, Trinny. We just need to form a plan for your case.” 
 
    Case. That word sounded so…off. Her life, despite her fortune and the mystery surrounding her mother’s death, was relatively uneventful. In the scheme of things, her mother was the only one who put on airs about wealth. Trinny was just a normal kid with scabby knees from falling off horses when she did the tricks her English riding instructor forbade her to do. The only difference was that she attended one of the better private schools and got to travel. 
 
    “I’ll be right here by your side every step of the way. I’ll look out for you.” 
 
    Emotion stuck in her throat, making a response impossible. To cover her discomposure, she took another sip of water.  
 
    Two men under white Stetsons matching the one Jaren wore entered the room. Their gazes fell on her, and they gave almost identical nods. Suddenly, she realized why their mannerisms were so alike and at the same time so familiar to her. 
 
    Jaren confirmed it in the next moment. “Trinny, these are my brothers who are also part of the WEST team, Judd and Jace.” He pointed a long finger at each brother. 
 
    “Welcome,” Judd said with another nod of greeting. 
 
    “Hi.” Jace’s Southern drawl was more pronounced, and he thumbed his hat the way she’d seen Jaren do several times. 
 
    The men took seats next to each other at the end of the table. Clearly everyone had their spot. Why did she feel like she was sitting at King Arthur’s round table? 
 
    That feeling only amplified as man after man filed into the room, and a couple women too. Her nerves jangled as all eyes settled on her. She swiped her sweaty palm down the thigh of her jeans. 
 
    Suddenly, a big, rough, warm hand landed on top of hers, stilling it. She turned her head to meet Jaren’s gaze. His steady, dark eyes sent a ripple of calm that she needed right now through her. 
 
    When eight people circled the table, Jaren spoke up. “Everyone, this is Trinny. Trinny, the team. And our boss, Ross Wynton.” He gestured toward the man at the head of the table. 
 
    She received more nods and hellos, which she returned with what she knew was a strained smile of her own. Jaren’s fingers flexed around hers, grounding her once again. 
 
    Ross cleared his throat, getting down to business. “We’re here to determine more about Trinny’s case and develop a plan of action. She was lucky enough to fall into Jaren’s hands.” 
 
    Oh god. Did everyone know she and Jaren had fallen into bed that night after the rodeo too? 
 
    Did she care? They were both consenting adults. 
 
    He stroked his thumb over the pulse on her wrist. The brush of his callused digit raised goosebumps all the way up her arm. 
 
    Trying to make him stop touching her would only draw more attention to them both—the last thing she wanted. 
 
    “Jaren, if you’ll fill us in on what happened earlier today.” 
 
    His body was completely relaxed as he responded. “As you know, after I was informed of Trinny’s situation, I went to find her. I called up Lexis”—he sent a nod toward the hardened man seated catercorner from them—“and he put out the word with the state troopers to be on the lookout for a white Hummer SUV.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped. He had the state police searching for her? She had no idea. 
 
    He continued in that deep rumbling voice. “I tracked her down at the shopping center and parked next to her vehicle to wait for her. When she came out, we placed her packages in the back seat. That’s when I heard the click.” 
 
    Everyone tensed. 
 
    “I managed to get my ward to safety before the vehicle exploded. You know the rest.” 
 
    His brother Judd eyed him. “Actually, we don’t know all of it. You were on your Harley. What happened to it?” 
 
    Jaren tapped a fingertip on the tabletop to punctuate each word. “Total loss.” 
 
    Both of his brothers sat back with dual winces. “Goddamn, that’s harsh, man. Should have taken the truck,” Jace said. 
 
    “Then I’d be out a truck,” Jaren said. 
 
    “But you loved that bike,” Jace started. 
 
    Ross’s sigh brought them to order again. “What matters is that Jaren and Trinny both escaped with their lives. Well, almost.” He sent her a long look. “In the chaos, we believe no one saw you escape with Jaren, but rumors are flying. We’re going to allow the press to run with whatever story they want to. If that means they believe your remains were in your vehicle, that’s what we’re rolling with too. At least until we find who’s after you and we stop them.” 
 
    She nodded that she understood even as her mind spun with all the questions that had been plaguing her like a biblical swarm for weeks. 
 
    Ross flicked his fingers and some footage appeared on the big screen in the top corner of the room. She let out a gasp. 
 
    “That’s my home in Manhattan!” 
 
    “Police photos taken at the scene after the break-in seven weeks ago.” 
 
    The photos flipped from the broken door to shots of the destroyed interior. Each photo left her burning hotter with fury, even though she’d seen them all before. Who were these people and how did they get past the high-tech alarm system in the townhouse? 
 
    A more strangled noise broke from her when she saw the next image of her grandparents’ home in North Carolina in the exact same condition. She knew about the break-in at her grandparents’ house too, of course. She’d received a vague voicemail from the police but at that point, she’d already removed herself from the situation and she hadn’t bothered to call them back. 
 
    She knew she wasn’t handling her troubles the right way…but she just needed more time to think. Lie low. After all that happened to her mother and to her, she had to be cautious, right? 
 
    Now she couldn’t look away from the screen. 
 
    Suddenly, her gaze caught on one corner of the frame. “Stop there!” 
 
    She tugged her hand free of Jaren’s grasp and launched to her feet to move nearer the screen and get a better look. 
 
    “What is it, Trinny?” Jaren asked. 
 
    “Not much was stolen,” she said slowly. She pointed. “It’s meant to look like a robbery, but clearly it’s not about money. See that statue? It’s small, portable. And worth half a million dollars.” She twisted to look at the room full of people. “Why didn’t they take it?” 
 
    Energy ran through the team as they processed her words. 
 
    “And that painting? All the paintings. Some priceless works hang on the walls of my grandparents’ home. Grandmother loved art, and Grandfather loved to buy it for her.” She jabbed her finger at the screen again. “Why didn’t they take the art or antiques?” 
 
    “You don’t have any idea what these people are looking for, Trinny?” Ross’s question swung her attention to him. 
 
    His presence commanded attention, but she saw the light of concern in his eyes too. She didn’t know if that made her feel better or worse, but his expression loosened her tongue. In a world full of takers, these people only wanted to help her. She didn’t trust easily anymore…but she would pay them to protect her. 
 
    “I have no idea what they want, but I knew four of the houses were broken into. I wasn’t going to wait around for them to break into the place I was staying, so I hit the road.” 
 
    “You don’t have any relatives or friends to go to for help?” Jaren’s question stung, though she was certain he didn’t mean to hurt her. 
 
    Wrapping her arms around herself, she shook her head and slowly returned to her seat. All attention was on her. 
 
    “My mother had a legacy of wealth inherited from her parents. Now that she’s gone, it’s all mine. Only I don’t know what to do with it. It’s a huge burden. You see…everyone I knew wanted a piece of it. I had distant cousins I never met crawling out of the woodwork asking for money. My friends—at least I thought they were my friends—they acted different with me. They started leaving me out of plans. Stopped calling. A few others asked for money for everything from car repairs to luxury vacations.” 
 
    Again, she shook her head, trying to make sense of a world that cared nothing for her. “I didn’t know what to do or where to turn. I started driving west and somehow ended up in a small town in Missouri in the stands of a rodeo. I watched it the first night. Then I started driving and caught up with them again, so I stayed for a second viewing. Pretty soon I was a groupie following them around.” 
 
    “That’s how you ended up riding in the opening ceremony,” Jaren said with a tenderness to his tone that strummed a chord inside her. 
 
    She gave him a nod. “Their regular girl broke her leg doing a trick in the halftime show, so I offered to take her place.” 
 
    Ross caught her eye. “You grew up around horses?” 
 
    “I had riding lessons and competed throughout high school.” She gave an awkward shrug, wanting the spotlight off her now that she’d opened up and allowed these people to glimpse parts of her that she rarely shared with anybody, and definitely not since her mother’s death. 
 
    “We need to discuss your mother,” Jaren said gently. 
 
    A pang hit her in the chest, but she drew another deep breath and steeled herself for discussing her loss. 
 
    He continued. “What was she doing on that cruise alone?” 
 
    Trinny shrugged. “She often traveled alone. We both do.” 
 
    Jaren’s brow hiked up a millimeter, but it was enough for her to grasp his displeasure at hearing that. 
 
    “I have a degree in business, but Mom didn’t like the idea of me working and encouraged me to travel the world. Secretly, I think she was hoping I’d find some wealthy man and marry him. You see, she was a bit of a snob when it came to position in society—a view I do not share.” 
 
    Jaren’s gaze drilled into her for a long heartbeat before Ross cleared his throat, breaking their connection. 
 
    “She wasn’t meeting friends on the cruise? Or a man?” Ross asked. 
 
    “Not that I ever heard about. And the police didn’t find anybody to question either.” Her voice turned sandpapery with emotion. The police had only brought her a bag of her mother’s belongings after they rifled through them all. And her suitcases had arrived on the doorstep a few days later in a similar condition. 
 
    “I have something to add.” Everybody looked at Corrine in the back of the room. She had a computer tablet in front of her. 
 
    “All your mother’s accounts were in good standing when she passed.” 
 
    “That’s what my accountant told me too,” Trinny responded. 
 
    “Was your mother involved with any businesses besides the shipping company she was still heading? Was she planning to lend money to anyone? Or borrow it?” Corrine pressed. 
 
    “Again, I don’t think so, but I wasn’t privy to her thoughts. We didn’t see eye to eye about things, and we didn’t spend a lot of time together.” 
 
    Poor Corrine looked even more distressed than Trinny felt at the questions. Her lips compressed as if in apology for needing the information that would only help the team with her case. 
 
    Jaren’s thumb brushed over her pulse point again, making it shoot upward at a fast rate. Her neck muscles strained from the need to look at him, to fall into those dark eyes and find some comfort, but she resisted. 
 
    “I’m moving Trinny to a new location.” His sudden announcement made her head jerk around. 
 
    Scenarios played through her mind. She could buy a car, even a used junker, and continue her road trip to nowhere. She could hop the first international flight to just about any foreign country her passport was good for. 
 
    The determination in Jaren’s eyes told her he wouldn’t let her do any of those things. 
 
    “Do I get a say in this location?” she asked peevishly. 
 
    “No,” he said firmly. 
 
    One of his brothers let out a grunt of amusement. 
 
    Corrine popped to her feet. “Trinny, would you follow me into the front office? We can go over some things while the team discusses the matter.” 
 
    Tension flooded the space. Whatever was going down, clearly she was going to be left out of the loop. 
 
    Jaren’s hand fell away from hers, leaving her free to follow Corrine out of the conference room. When she caught up to her, the woman ushered her out and then quickly shut the door. 
 
    Beyond it, low growls erupted. She stopped, eyes rounding on Corrine’s. 
 
    She latched on to Trinny’s arm and pulled her toward the front of the building. “Come on. Let them argue. We don’t need to listen to it.” 
 
    A shout erupted. Trinny gasped. “What are they arguing about?” 
 
    Corrine shot her a look. 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. We’re here to support you through your issues.” They reached the spacious front office. 
 
    Trinny stopped. “I don’t understand, Corrine. Why are they arguing about me?” 
 
    She smiled, and it extended into her eyes. “The Abel brothers are hotheaded to say the least. They like to fight amongst themselves—a lot.” 
 
    Seeing that she wouldn’t get a straight answer from the woman, Trinny drifted to a tall window with the same beautiful view overlooking the field and the backdrop of mountains. 
 
    Now she saw the beauty of her surroundings were just an illusion like everything else. Being in the small town wasn’t offering any more clues about her direction in life. 
 
    She folded her arms and stared at the vivid colors…knowing her life was really shades of gray. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Jaren jumped to his feet, hands planted on the table as he leaned across it to glare at Jace. “Does something amuse you, brother?” 
 
    Jace leaned back in his chair and gave him a nonchalant look in return. “You sure you’re the right bodyguard for her?” 
 
    His throat worked around a lump of anger lodged there. When he realized both his brothers were watching his every move when it came to Trinny, it pissed him off. He also knew immediately that he’d defend her until the minute she was safe, whether he was handed her case or not. 
 
    And fact was, he’d fight for her case. He would fight to be her bodyguard because he’d go fucking nuts if he was forced to step down. Not knowing if she was safe was not an option. 
 
    Both of his brothers knew him far too well. They saw what he was doing. 
 
    “You’re not hiding your smiles very damn well,” he grumbled. 
 
    Jace passed a hand over his face as if he could rub the snide grin off it, but of course it creased his eyes. And Judd…hell, he was grinning outright. 
 
    Jaren slapped a palm on the table. “I’m not stepping down from her case. The trust’s already formed between us.” 
 
    “Lots of trust is formed in the bedroom…” Judd’s remark was like flame to a fuse. 
 
    “You have no room to talk! Any of you!” he boomed out in a roar. He swept his gaze over the table filled with similar offenders. Each one had, at some point, gotten involved with a woman under their protection. The entire team had a bad track record, and of course they were all pardoned, but Jaren’s one-night stand had turned into a job protecting Trinny and suddenly everybody was judging him. 
 
    “Sit down, Abel. Don’t make this worse for yourself.” Ross’s command broke through the red haze that had quickly clouded his vision. 
 
    He dropped into his seat and stared at the table. Fuck. He wasn’t even acting like himself. No wonder his brothers were picking up on the energy. But if they’d shared one hell of a night between the sheets with a woman nearly killed in an explosion, losing everything she had, they’d be riled too. 
 
    Boss or not, he turned his head and sent Ross a glare. “She’s my ward. You’re not taking that from me. Not when the trust was hard-won.” 
 
    “Hard being the operative word,” Judd drawled. 
 
    Jace let out a snigger, which he attempted to stifle behind his fist. Several others, including his good friend Casey and even Lexis were hiding similar reactions. 
 
    Jaren felt his eyes squeeze shut in annoyance and then refocused on his boss. “Just tell me where I can take her to keep her safe.” 
 
    Ross rubbed at his jaw. “Hunting lodge is out. My father’s got a friend from Colorado staying there so they can get in some fly fishin’.” 
 
    “My place then.” 
 
    Judd shook his head. “Ari and I will be moving back in for a few weeks while renovations are going on in our house. Remember?” 
 
    “Shit. Yeah. It’s too visible anyway. I can take her out of Stone Pass to one of the hotels.” 
 
    “Take the lodge.” Modeen’s offer had them all looking down the table at him. “Corrine and I are flying out tomorrow to meet with the head of the Joint Terrorism Task Force in Colorado.” 
 
    Jaren knew some FBI bigwigs had contacted WEST Protection about starting their own task force that tracked homegrown terrorists. Jaren expressed interest at the time, but now he was more than knee-deep in this thing with Trinny, and he was damn well seeing it through to the end. 
 
    “That sounds acceptable to me,” he said with a nod to Modeen. 
 
    The man gave him a chin-lift of acknowledgement. “Get the keys off Corrine. It should be stocked with everything you need.” 
 
    And by “stocked,” Modeen meant all the supplies they’d need to hole up for a month if necessary, as well as weapons and ammo to properly defend her and a five-star stay. 
 
    Ross pushed back his chair. “It’s settled. Jaren will take Trinny to the lodge and the rest of you assholes will be his backup.” 
 
    Jaren shoved to his feet, ready to get away from his brothers’ shit-eating grins. Of course they caught up to him before he reached the door. 
 
    “Make sure you’re stocked up on condoms, bro.” Jace bumped shoulders with him. 
 
    He let out a noise of warning. “I can be professional.” 
 
    That had Judd and Jace laughing. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at them. “Just because we were raised together, work together and live together doesn’t mean you know everything about me. This is serious shit. We were both almost killed. Everything she had with her was in that truck, and I lost my fucking bike.” 
 
    Hell, he might even shed a damn tear over it later. 
 
    The mention of his Harley sobered his brothers. Thankful that he finally managed to shut them up, he walked out of the room. 
 
    When he entered the main office, his gaze landed on Trinny—officially his new ward—standing at the window. Just the sight of her gazing out, arms folded and her head tipped to the side, sent a jolt to his core that made him wonder if his brothers weren’t actually right about his reason for wanting this job. 
 
    Then she turned, her eyes seeking him out, and he knew without a doubt that it was the right thing for her. Nothing else mattered in the world. He could check his hunger for her and bury it in the name of duty. 
 
    Or he could bend rules like he always did and claim they were lovers before she ever hired him to protect her. 
 
    He walked over to Corrine. “Your husband said we can use your lodge.” 
 
    She didn’t even look surprised by Modeen’s offer. “Sure. Let me give you a key.” 
 
    As she located her purse and rummaged around its contents, Jaren swung to look at Trinny again. She’d drifted a few feet from the window, looking so damn lost and alone that his chest squeezed. 
 
    “Here you go. I’ll text you the alarm code.” 
 
    He dragged his stare off Trinny and turned his attention to Corrine. She slapped a key into his palm. 
 
    “Thank you.” He closed the key in his fist. “Shit. I just remembered my truck’s still at my house.” 
 
    “Take mine. I won’t be needing it for the next week. Besides, it will look better if my truck’s at my house.” 
 
    He tapped a finger to his temple. “Always thinking, Corrine. This is why they pay you the big bucks, right?” 
 
    She let out a huff of laughter. “As if.” 
 
    He threw her a smile and crossed the room to his ward. “Ready?” 
 
    Trinny tilted her head back to look at him. The depths of those hazel eyes swirled with trepidation. “I don’t have any choice, do I?” 
 
    “Sure you do. But I’ll argue with you if you try to go against me.” 
 
    Irritation washed over her face. Good—he’d rather her pissed off at one of his dumb remarks than trembling with fear. 
 
    He waved a hand for her to precede him out, and it was impossible not to note the small bounce in her step or the way her cute ass twitched. 
 
    Damn, he wasn’t trained for battling this attraction to his ward. This job was going to test his limits far more than his skills. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Trinny couldn’t shake the urge to steal the keys to the truck and make a break for it. The open road had become a haven over the past month, and right this second, she wanted to bolt like a wild horse. 
 
    Now she wasn’t only stuck here, she was stuck with Jaren. 
 
    Fighting off a scream and some stinging tears, she watched him punching in a code to arm the security system. 
 
    She raked her fingers through her hair. “Is that necessary? We’re in the middle of nowhere in a house that belongs to not one but two members of the WEST Protection team. That driveway must be a mile long. Through the woods. And halfway up the mountain.” 
 
    “Not quite half.” He turned from the number pad on the wall with a smile. 
 
    She didn’t want to look at him and feel these sparks—or be reminded of the concern on his face after the explosion either. 
 
    Unable to meet his gaze for more than a few heartbeats, she walked over to a leather chair and sank to the edge. Her knees tried to bounce with nerves, but years of her mother’s nagging forced her to hold still. 
 
    Even though she wasn’t born to the life of a country girl, she missed the rodeo right now. It was so simple. No playacting needed. No lies. Just one guy telling another how bad he sucked that night and both of them laughing it off while cracking open some beers and toasting to better luck next time. 
 
    Only a day ago, she was beginning to feel real in a way she never had. All that was cut short and now she didn’t know where she was meant to be. 
 
    Her gaze fell on the coffee table. In the back of her mind, she registered the small stack of books and a candle in a rustic wood holder, though her mind was seeking out some path that would remove her from this entire situation. 
 
    When a pair of long, denim-clad legs appeared in front of her, she looked up at Jaren. 
 
    He held out a hand. “I need to see your phone.” 
 
    Recoiling, she searched his face. “Why?” 
 
    He looked a little sheepish. “I should have done it first thing. I made a mistake, but I have to make sure nobody followed you here.” 
 
    She stiffened. “Nobody’s had access to my phone.” All she had left in her possession this minute was the contents of her purse and her phone. She wasn’t about to let him go through either. 
 
    He dropped to a crouch in front of her, putting their eyes on the same level. His thick, muscled thighs stretched the worn denim. She resisted running her tongue over her bottom lip out of pure lust. Why did she have to be so acutely aware of how close his big body was to hers…and how she could open her legs and draw him between them? 
 
    “Please, Trinny. Everything I do is for your safety.” His deep voice pitched low. 
 
    The deep rumble made her want to drag her fingers over his beard and plant her lips over his. 
 
    Since their one-night stand, she couldn’t quit having fantasies about him. His lips, his tongue, his fingers…his cock. 
 
    It was one night. It’s not going to happen again. 
 
    Really? You already want him. And you’re alone with him. 
 
    A groan burned at the base of her throat, but she didn’t issue the noise. With a resigned sigh, she fished her phone out of her back pocket. He held out a hand, and she reluctantly handed over the device. 
 
    “Thank you. I know that was difficult for you.” 
 
    She heaved another sigh and let her head fall back against the plush leather chair. Closing her eyes, she resigned herself to the violation of privacy. Not that she had anything to hide—it was just that she’d spent her entire life trying to retain some modicum of privacy. Early on, she learned not many could be trusted. More recently, she learned nobody could be. 
 
    “Do you need my passcode?” she asked without opening her eyes. 
 
    “Nope. Already in.” 
 
    Her eyes popped open, and she jolted forward. “What? How did you know my passcode?” 
 
    He leveled a look at her. “It’s part of my job.” 
 
    “Breaking into people’s phones is part of your job,” she said flatly. 
 
    “When the situation calls for it.” He ran his long thumb down the screen, stirring the memory of that callused stroke against her wrist. 
 
    How could one small nonsexual touch make her feel so hot and sweaty? 
 
    She pressed her lips against any little sound of want that might slip out. Between this man throwing her off balance and the situation she was in, she had to find something within her control. 
 
    “Or you could have just asked me for the code,” she argued. 
 
    He ignored her comment. “The only contacts you have are for your accountant, your personal banker and your friend.” 
 
    He glanced up from her phone and met her stare. 
 
    “What friend is that?” she asked. 
 
    “Someone named Mina.” 
 
    “She’s not my friend. She’s my hair stylist.” 
 
    Lowering the phone, he let out a heavy breath. “Your phone makes me sad.” 
 
    Fury flooded her. With a gasp of outrage, she snatched the device from his hand. “How dare you judge who I do and don’t allow into my life! Who would you be close to if you learned from an early age not to get attached and now you really can’t trust anyone?” 
 
    Her chest felt ready to explode. The last thing she wanted to be reminded of was how alone she was. As if she hadn’t spent her entire life feeling like an outsider, a freak. Even her own father accepted money from her mother to give up parental rights. 
 
    “You’re right. I’m sorry.” He rested a hand on her knee, and she shoved it away. 
 
    “You have brothers. Even if you do shout at them,” she muttered. 
 
    He bowed his head. “I spoke too hastily. I only meant that it makes me sad that you don’t have someone to turn to, Trinny. Forgive me.” 
 
    His apology seared through her, threatening to incinerate the wall she had to keep shoring up whenever he was around. 
 
    She needed to shift the focus off her. “What were you fighting with your brothers about, Jaren?” 
 
    He didn’t respond. 
 
    “Corrine said it was over me.” 
 
    He stared for a long minute before he finally blinked. “Corrine needs to watch what she blurts out.” He pushed out of his crouched position. Long legs and a hard ass moved out of her vision. 
 
    She got up and stormed after him to a set of modern patio doors that opened the entire wall to a massive deck overlooking the wilderness. He stood looking out. 
 
    Without turning, he said, “You’re right—I have my brothers. Not only the two you met, but two who are still in Georgia. All of them would gut a man for me if I asked.” 
 
    She winced at the barbaric sound of that. Every minute she spent in this man’s company, he cracked the door open further, giving her a glimpse into just how wild and dangerous he might be. 
 
    How dangerous he IS. 
 
    A shiver rolled through her, and she wrapped her arms around her middle. 
 
    He must have caught the movement out of the corner of his eye because he turned sharply to face her. “In this business, we have to trust each other. I can’t imagine the life you describe, doll…but I’m here to help you.” 
 
    She dropped her stare to his boots. “Trust is a big word I know very little about. But the people I do let in are part of my life for a reason. The three contacts in my phone?” She met his stare. “Are my personal tribe. Before I left, I bought a new phone and changed my number. After a big purge, those three people were all I had left. They’re the only ones who made the cut.” 
 
    He nodded as if he understood, but how could he? He had brothers, a family, a team. 
 
    “You could have just told me that you bought a new phone before I checked it for trackers, Trinny.” 
 
    She grunted. “You didn’t give me a chance. Do you want to go through my purse too, by chance?” 
 
    She stuffed as much in her purse as possible simply because her level of paranoia had hit an all-time high. She wouldn’t take any chances with the few things she needed or held dear. 
 
    One of those items was her mother’s photo album. 
 
    It was stashed in the depths beside her hairbrush and the key fob to her SUV that blew up. Its cover was marked only by the few scratches in the leather that Trinny gave it when she stuffed it in there. She couldn’t bring herself to open it, to see the photos her mother had chosen or the handwritten dates beneath them. 
 
    She couldn’t bring herself to look for fear she’d hear her voice in her head. 
 
    Jaren was watching her closely…and she’d already shown him too much. 
 
    “It’s been a long day.” She was suddenly flattened by exhaustion. “This place has to have a bathtub somewhere. I’m going to find it and have a soak.” 
 
    Though he didn’t respond, she felt some energy rolling off him and knew he was holding back. 
 
    As she walked away, she avoided his gaze and the sensation of his eyes on her. 
 
    If she was going to figure out her life, she did need help. Jaren was already here, ready and willing to jump in. 
 
    After a little exploration, Trinny located a master bedroom and en suite bath. Knowing Corrine was the owner of the lodge, she couldn’t take the bedroom. Luckily, there was a guestroom and also an office with a sofa where Jaren could sleep. Not that she was concerned. For all she cared, he could crash outside under the stars. As long as it wasn’t in her bed. 
 
    The bathroom was outfitted in sleek white tile with accents of black. Lots of natural light poured in through two windows. She went directly to the big soaker tub and switched on the taps. 
 
    A basket on the vanity was filled with various toiletries. She selected some citrus and ginger bath oil and trickled it into the tub. The rich scents reminded her of the stupid air freshener she’d been so excited to try this morning. How things had turned on a dime in a few short hours. 
 
    She stripped off her clothes and kicked them aside. Then, realizing the garments were all she had, she picked them up and carefully draped them on the vanity. 
 
    By the time she stepped into the fragrant, steamy water, she was more than ready for the heat to work into her stiff muscles. 
 
    As she rested her spine against the back of the tub, she closed her eyes and let her mind wander. Ever since her mother’s death, Trinny had battled anxiety and a lot of guilt. She didn’t need a therapist to tell her that she was experiencing trauma from the event. After this morning, things were ten times more complicated. 
 
    Someone was after her. Someone wanted her dead. 
 
    She considered this in a detached way, realizing her reaction wasn’t exactly normal. Yet if she was going to survive this, she had to get a handle on her emotions, including the need to tamp down all this unwanted desire for her bodyguard. 
 
    She tried not to recall every soft stroke of his tongue across her nipples that puckered even now. 
 
    Glancing down, she noticed the small pink streak across her outer breast and need stabbed deep into her core. Jaren had put that mark there, and she remembered the exact moment he did—when he tore his mouth from her nipple and dragged his beard across her body. 
 
    Okay, the bath was a bad idea. It wouldn’t provide the calm she hoped for, so she flipped the toggle of the drain plug and let the water swirl out. 
 
    She climbed out of the tub, dried off and reached for her clothes. There was a little dirt on the knees of her jeans from when Jaren threw her on the ground. Using a towel, she took a second to scrub off the worst of it and then put them on. 
 
    Another wave of fatigue struck her. Between the morning’s events, the questioning at the WEST Protection office and the hot water, her eyelids felt like they weighed a ton. She wasn’t the sort of person to take naps, but how else was she going to spend her time? 
 
    An image of Jaren on her bed, his stiff cock an arrow aimed straight at her soaking wet pussy, gave her plenty of ideas… 
 
    Ideas she would not be acting on. 
 
    She hung up her towel over the shower door and walked into the guestroom. The double bed wasn’t the luxury California king she was used to, but it beat the motels she’d stayed at on the road. 
 
    As soon as she stretched out on the mattress, she reached for the throw blanket at the bottom. The chunky knit in a soft cream color was nice…but it wasn’t her weighted blanket. That blew up with the rest of her belongings. 
 
    She flipped onto her back, arms crossed, staring at the ceiling. Stupid tears gathered, but she held her eyes wide to make them dry out. She would not cry over a blanket of all things. 
 
    It wasn’t really about the blanket, though, was it? 
 
    A soft rap sounded at her door. Trinny uttered a groan. Did Jaren have to seek her out right now, when she was feeling so low? She felt too vulnerable, her walls crumbling. She couldn’t let him in. 
 
    “Go away!” she called out. 
 
    He pushed the door open. 
 
    She shoved onto her elbows and snarled, “Can’t you hear me? I said go away!” 
 
    He stepped into the room. With slow steps, he approached the bed. 
 
    She flopped onto her back and pinched her eyes shut. 
 
    “What are you doing?” His deep voice seemed to resonate through her whole body and make it vibrate. 
 
    “What does it look like? I’m trying to sleep. But I don’t think I can without my…weighted blanket.” Those ridiculous, horrible tears pooled in her eyes and rolled right to each corner. One leaked out, and she swiped it angrily away. 
 
    The bed dipped under Jaren’s weight. 
 
    She flipped onto her side to face away from him. “You must be deaf,” she mumbled. 
 
    A hand came down on her arm. Just the pressure of his touch brought more tears to her eyes. A terrible sniff broke from her. 
 
    “Oh, shit. Doll, are you crying?” 
 
    Another strangled noise snuck out next. 
 
    The mattress wobbled under her and the next thing she knew Jaren was stretched out behind her, spooning her. One big arm wrapped around her middle and pressed her spine against his chiseled front. His steely thighs cradled the backs of hers. 
 
    When he placed his lips at her ear, his heated breath sent a shudder zigzagging down her spine. 
 
    “Jaren, please go away,” she whispered. 
 
    “Not a chance, doll. I’m your weighed blanket now.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    A throaty rasp exploded from her. Then Trinny flipped and threw her arms around his neck. Jaren only had a split second to acknowledge her eyes were filled with bright tears before her mouth crashed over his. 
 
    A few choice cuss words swirled through his head. Twenty-four hours ago, this would have been all right. Now that he was her bodyguard, it was bending a lot more rules than he normally did on the job. 
 
    She pressed closer, flattening her breasts against his chest, raising a strained sound to his lips. He’d just spent the last twenty minutes listening to the water run in the bathtub and picturing Trinny’s naked body glistening with droplets. 
 
    “Hell,” he ground out. 
 
    He cupped her head and sank his tongue into her mouth. Her soft moan was the only green light he needed. He gathered her flavor and let it spin through him. The base of his spine tingled with energy and his balls began to pound. Need flooded his veins. 
 
    When she threw her thigh over his hips, he rolled on top of her. 
 
    Her eyes blazed up into his. “You do make a good weighted blanket.” 
 
    “Fuck yeah, I do,” he bit off and nudged her thighs wide enough to accommodate his hips. 
 
    She raked her short nails over his shoulders and down to the middle of his back. “Is this part of your service?” 
 
    He cocked a brow at her. Was she reminding him who he was to her? 
 
    “Do you want to stop?” 
 
    Her chest shook with her quick intake of air. “No. This is…separate from the other stuff.” 
 
    Another groan shuddered in the depths of his chest. “I’d like to separate you from your clothes.” 
 
    Her eyes flared in invitation at his words. 
 
    Kissing her long and deep again, he clamped her ass and lifted her hips to meet his. They rocked together. Pressure grew in his core to an unbearable degree. 
 
    The lust between them was like a bubble about to pop, expanding, shooting higher and higher. She scrabbled to yank his shirt up and over his head. When her soft, warm palms strummed over his chest, he couldn’t hold back. 
 
    Dragging his mouth off hers, he kissed a path to her throat. While he popped the buttons of her plaid shirt, baring flesh he’d been privileged to explore once already, he dropped nipping bites to her skin. 
 
    She arched, fingers digging into his spine. “You’re so big,” she murmured. 
 
    “You’re so fucking hot.” He fumbled open the last remaining button and spread her top wide. One look at the tanned strip of skin and her delicate baby blue bra just about shredded his control. 
 
    His cock battered his fly, thick and heavy with want, like those orgasms they’d shared the night before had never happened. As his lips hit her body, she let out a roughened moan that set his cock surging. 
 
    Drawing a line of kisses down between her breasts, he drank her in. “You smell like a sweet dessert,” he ground out. “I’m going to taste every single inch of you.” 
 
    Hell, he hadn’t burned for a woman like this for years and had the feeling that four orgasms, five—ten—wouldn’t be enough for either of them. 
 
    Lowering his mouth between her breasts, he swiped his tongue across the sweet swells. Need hummed in his veins and the little noises she made drove him lower, down the span of her ribs to the dip of her waist. 
 
    He tore open her jeans. She raised her hips to allow him to shimmy the denim down her thighs to her knees and off her bare feet. 
 
    Shoving to his knees, he gazed down at her. “You’re stunning. These hips…” He spread both hands across them and watched her eyes hood with desire. 
 
    He stretched his thumbs toward the seam of her pussy. When he brushed them over her outer lips, she gasped. “Jaren!” 
 
    In one smooth glide, he slid down her body and dropped his face between her thighs. Hooking her ankles over his shoulders, he pierced her sweet pussy with his tongue and drove it home. 
 
    Sweetness flooded his taste buds. A roar vibrated through his chest, and she moaned in answer as he flicked his tongue from inside her clenching walls to lap shallowly at her entrance. 
 
    Her pussy squeezed down on him. His mind hazed with lust and he drove it inside her again, pulsing it deep then shallow, dragging moan after moan past her lips. 
 
    “Oh gawwwwd!” 
 
    Drawing his tongue free of her wet pussy, he met her stare. “Now you sound like a real country girl.” 
 
    She flattened her palm on the back of his head and shoved him down again. He couldn’t stop the chuckle from rumbling up but it quickly turned to a growl when her pussy flooded on his tongue again. 
 
    Driven to go down in a blaze of hellfire together, he licked a smooth line to her clit. The bud strained on his tongue. He swirled around and around the nub of nerves before thrusting inside again. While tongue-fucking her, he pressed the pad of his thumb over her clit. 
 
    She ground her hips. He latched on to them and pinned her down to deliver long, tormenting licks to her pussy. From bottom to top, top to bottom. Everything in between. He sucked on her clit and lapped it until she started to shake. 
 
    “Come for me. Give me every…single…pulse.” His heated words made her body bow. Clutching her hips, he lifted her to his feasting mouth. 
 
    And his eyes slammed shut in total ecstasy as she shook apart for him. 
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    As her orgasm washed over her, the hard pulse in Trinny’s veins seemed like a war drum—a summoning she couldn’t turn away from. 
 
    And Jaren was doing the calling. 
 
    He drew her throbbing-hard clit into his mouth and bathed it with the soft tip of his tongue. Her nerves spiked. Her brain splintered, and her body followed. Tumbling head over heels, she fought for air. 
 
    “Jaren!” 
 
    He lifted his head and stabbed her with a dark, promising look. “Keep that name on your lips, doll, because you’re about to scream it some more.” 
 
    Damn, his drawl…was…sooo…good. Her insides fluttered in a faster rhythm as he pushed off the bed and crawled up her body like he claimed it nightly and not just once before. 
 
    He kissed her long and deep, his fingers toying with her nipples through her bra. The touch sucked her under the torrent of sensation all over again. When he reached under her and popped her bra clasp, she was vaguely aware of him stripping off the garment and the hot, wet feel of his lips on her hard buds. 
 
    “Take off your jeans.” A plea laced her voice, but he made her feel so good that she couldn’t find the will to care how she sounded. 
 
    With a slanting smile, he rolled off the bed. 
 
    Watching the tendons flex in his arms as he worked open his fly had her panting. Seeing him fish a condom out of his wallet and hold it in his straight white teeth while he stepped out of his jeans and briefs left her aching. 
 
    Eyes, dark with desire, fixed on her face. He pinched the condom and tore it open. By the time he had it rolled on, she was ready to take what she wanted from him. 
 
    Hooking her arms around his neck, she dragged him down on the bed with her. When she rolled on top of him, his eyes flattened at the corners in amusement. 
 
    He grasped her hips and brought her to a straddling position. As she leaned in to kiss him, he slid his cock deep inside her. 
 
    She fell still, tense and quivering and—somehow—on the verge of an orgasm. How did this man hit all her buttons? It was as if he was born knowing her body. 
 
    A dark pressure built in her core. The thick length stretching her made her forget her worries. She ground on his cock. 
 
    The hunger on his handsome face spurred her to do it again. 
 
    “Take it all, doll. Don’t stop,” he urged in that low baritone that stroked her senses and locked away her cares for a few precious moments. 
 
    It was why she fell into bed with him from the start. Jaren was an escape from reality—and her safety net. 
 
    A gasping cry escaped as her release struck. Jaren’s warm fingers skimmed up her cheek, directing her stare to his. Oh god. Those eyes…the way he looked at her… 
 
    The level of intimacy in them made her want to run, but too late now. He held her gaze prisoner as she splintered around him. 
 
    He thrust his hips in a jerkier rhythm. His moan sounded like, “Doll!” 
 
    The heat curling through her veins stole her strength, and she collapsed on top of him, sprawled on his chest with his pec cradling her head. The hard steel covered in velvety soft skin shouldn’t feel like the best pillow but just like Jaren’s weight on top of her, it comforted. 
 
    When he gently swooped a hand down her spine, tingles and goosebumps mingled on her skin. 
 
    Neither moved. She took what he offered her in this moment—a distraction. A stress reliever. 
 
    For now, she’d take what ease she could find because her life was about to get even messier. 
 
    Jaren’s weight left the bed. She listened to his footsteps on the floor and the bathroom door closing. Did he feel regret after what they’d done? She’d thrown herself at him. 
 
    Issuing a moan, she slung an arm across her eyes. She ran from her life in order to focus on herself. But she wasn’t good at that. The only time she felt remotely normal was on the back of a horse, and now that she’d left the rodeo, she wouldn’t have much opportunity to ride. 
 
    Unless... The WEST Protection office was situated on a ranch. She’d seen the big barn and pastures dotted with horses and cattle. 
 
    The sound of running water broke through her thoughts. Jaren would come out of the bathroom soon and find her lying here naked. 
 
    She quickly sat up and located her clothes. At some point, she needed to make another trip to a store. When? How would she get there? What if she was seen? Was it even safe to go out? 
 
    All the questions bombarded her mind and she forgot about dressing. The bathroom door opened and Jaren stepped out, buck naked. 
 
    Her mouth dried out, and her mind blanked all over again. God, he was ripped with muscle, and gorgeous ink covered one shoulder and upper arm. She burned to trace the lines with her fingers…then her tongue. 
 
    Even his fingers bore ink. One hand said WILD and the other FREE. God, those hands really could make her feel wild and free. 
 
    She slid her stare from his torso down to his muscled hips. When she darted a peek lower, surprise hit her. 
 
    He was far from soft. In fact, his cock was just as steely as it had been when he thrust it inside her. 
 
    Pussy squeezing with fresh desire, she eyed him as he crossed the room. 
 
    Until he plucked the shirt out of her hand, she forgot she was even holding it. With a grin, he tossed the garment aside. Then he grabbed her by the waist and yanked her to her feet. 
 
    He slammed his lips over hers and stole any protests by sliding his tongue into her mouth. The five-alarm blaze had only been tamped down. Now it flared and blazed even hotter. 
 
    He cupped her face, finding the best angle to sink his tongue deeper. 
 
    Helpless against him, she could only plant her palms on his chest and try not to fall on her face. 
 
    Slipping his hand around to her nape, he gave it a squeeze that felt just as intimate as it would if he touched her breast. Then, dropping his hand down her spine all the way to her ass, he turned the kiss playful, nibbling her bottom lip until she felt a bead of desire slide down her inner thigh. 
 
    He tore from the kiss and stared at her, eyes dark and gleaming. “Time for lunch. Lie back and spread ’em.” 
 
    “Oh…god.” She shivered at his dirty talk. 
 
    He waited for her to obey, and every cell inside her wanted to listen. But one of them needed to keep a clear head. 
 
    Was that person her? Lust fogged her brain. If she stood here a heartbeat longer, she’d lose control. Again. 
 
    She pushed against his chest, but he grabbed her wrist and yanked, throwing her off balance. When she hit the bed, a laugh exploded out of her. As he followed her down, his grin flashed in her vision right before he ducked his head and locked his lips around her nipple. 
 
    A moan bubbled up. She dug her fingers into his thick hair and dragged him closer, aching for him to suck them. 
 
    He clapped one hand over her pussy and teased her soaking folds apart to sink one digit inside. 
 
    Yes, she could get used to this brand of distraction. Her hips bucked on their own. Her back arched to bring her nipple deeper into his mouth. Skating her hand down the ridges of his abs, she located that long, thick shaft that had her shaking at first sight. 
 
    When she curled her fingers around the base and slowly jacked it to the tip, his rumble vibrated from his lips to her nipple. Suddenly, an image rose in her mind of both of them caught in a web of total desire. If one moved, the other felt the tremor. 
 
    “Sixty-nine,” he burst out, peeling his body off hers and diving into the covers. 
 
    She gaped at him. 
 
    He grasped her upper arm to haul her up the bed with him. “Your pussy. My face. Now.” 
 
    Her stomach bottomed out at the inferno of his words. No man ever spoke to her this way, and she loved it. 
 
    Abandoning her inhibitions, she crawled on top of him straddling his head. The mushroomed tip of his cock angled toward her face, making her breaths come faster. 
 
    All of a sudden, his scorching tongue hit her pussy and flattened on her clit. 
 
    Gasping, Trinny lowered her mouth and took his cock deep into her throat. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Jaren dug his fingers through his hair and leaned against the granite countertop, waiting for the coffeemaker to finish. That…was one of the best nights of his life. 
 
    Right now, she was riding in the top spot of women he’d spent the night with. The things she could do with her mouth… 
 
    He let out a rough noise and watched the dark brew drip into the pot. 
 
    Just the thought of the gorgeous and sexy woman asleep in the guestroom had his balls pounding to go wake her up and have her again. 
 
    But he needed to get a grip. He wasn’t here for sex even if they both benefitted from it. Someone was after her. She was far from safe. 
 
    And he needed to examine the deep protective instinct both of those facts triggered inside him. 
 
    Why her and not any number of other wards in his past? What was different about this one? 
 
    He never laid a hand on those others before they became wards, for one. But he and Trinny had fallen into each other’s arms with a natural ease that was both exhilarating and intense. 
 
    Unable to wait another second to get that caffeine into him and squelch thoughts of Trinny’s sweet pussy riding his tongue, he grabbed the pot and poured the brew into his mug. 
 
    Drops sizzled on the warmer plate and the rich scent filled the air. However, it did not replace the smell of Trinny all over him. Their combined sweat was a drugging pheromone he couldn’t shake. 
 
    He needed to do something productive, something to further Trinny’s case along. 
 
    Carrying his mug to the table, he took a seat and sat sipping while he stared out the window. A birdfeeder hung off one of the front porch posts and a small, plump bird sat there enjoying breakfast, but his mind was back at the scene of that explosion. 
 
    He was leaning against her SUV for a good twenty minutes before she came out of the store. All the while it was rigged to blow. Hell, the explosives might have been planted while parked at the Sleep Inn Motel. 
 
    If she’d refused to stay and listen to what he had to say… If she’d jumped behind the wheel and driven away? He would have learned of the explosion later. It would have been too late. 
 
    He didn’t believe in coincidence. Even as a small boy, he realized things happened for a reason and he never balked at what those signs meant. All the Abels ran off their gut instincts and that made them good at their jobs. Their momma claimed it was some centuries-old gypsy blood that ran in their veins, but his father called his five sons witches’ spawn. 
 
    Setting down his coffee with a grunt, he picked up his phone and swiped the screen. What he needed right now was his team, and that included his brothers. 
 
    He got Judd on the line. 
 
    “It’s Jaren. I’m patching in Jace on a three-way,” he said. 
 
    “All right, I’ll wait.” Judd’s tone was groggy. None of them were morning people, but they dealt with working all hours of the day and long shifts to make sure their wards received topnotch protection. 
 
    Jace came on the line. “What’s up, fucker?” 
 
    “Fuckers,” Judd rumbled. “We’re both here. Now tell us why you called, Jaren.” 
 
    He shot a glance at the closed door of the guestroom, confident that Trinny was still sleeping and wouldn’t overhear. 
 
    “I need reports on the explosion. Police reports, reports from the fire chief, and any information you can get from the guy who towed what was left of the Hummer.” 
 
    “What about your bike?” Judd asked. 
 
    “Fuck the bike.” 
 
    A deep silence followed. Then came a quiet “Damn” from one of his brothers. 
 
    Jaren plowed on. “I can build another bike. Lexis claimed the reports would say a fire started from a cigarette ash, but I still want to see what was written. One of you is gonna send them to me in the next half hour. Got it?” 
 
    “Momma would whip out the wooden spoon and wave it at you for being so bossy,” Jace drawled. 
 
    Jaren grunted. “She’s not here.” Thank Christ she wasn’t, too. Of all of his family members, his momma would see through him the fastest. With one look she’d see that Jaren had slipped. 
 
    That he’d let a woman get past his defenses. 
 
    Fighting down an odd wave of emotion, he pushed aside the matter and focused on the conversation. 
 
    “I’ll pull everything and send it your way right now,” Jace said. 
 
    “Thanks. Now I need something from you, Judd.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I need your better half.” 
 
    Another beat of silence hammered in his ear. 
 
    “You need Ari?” 
 
    “Yes. Trinny is accustomed to a certain lifestyle. Ari can help her. She needs clothes and…girl stuff.” 
 
    “I see. You’re right. I’ll ask and I’m sure she’ll agree.” 
 
    “Good. Bring me some clothes too. If you guys can come up…say at noon…I’ll have burgers on the grill.” 
 
    “Wait—you’re hosting a cookout?” Jace’s voice grew energized. 
 
    Jaren chuckled. “I’m not surprised you perked up at the mention of food. Bring yourselves and your ladies. And any of the team that wants to come.” 
 
    “All right. But is this a good idea?” Judd’s question didn’t make Jaren waver one bit. 
 
    “She needs a distraction. I know it.” The conviction in his words gave his brothers another pause. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I just do. Now get those reports to me and I’ll look over them while you guys round up some people for this shindig.” 
 
    “Anything else, your highness?” Judd asked with an edge of dry sarcasm. 
 
    “Never can have enough beer. Talk soon.” Jaren ended the call before his brothers could say more. Then he picked up his coffee and sipped. 
 
    Yeah, he’d never planned a cookout to cheer up a ward, but he was running off those gut instincts. Trinny was a ball of nerves, even after the multiple orgasms he’d given her. The only time he’d ever seen her relaxed was at that rodeo. 
 
    He was only making a guess that she was calmer when surrounded by people. Safety in numbers and all that. 
 
    If that was what it took to put her at ease, then he’d throw a party every night, and with a new theme too. 
 
    He polished off the rest of his coffee and then placed the mug in the sink. After that, he checked the supplies to make sure he had what he needed for a cookout. Corrine and Modeen didn’t let him down—the freezer was fully stocked with Wynton beef, some of the best Jaren ever ate. He laid some out to defrost and was rummaging through the pantry to see what else he could come up with when a soft, feminine voice drifted across the kitchen to him. 
 
    “Ohhh, there’s coffee.” 
 
    Straightening from the shelf he peered at, he turned to see Trinny in a thin cotton bathrobe. It only came to her knees, which meant most of her body was concealed. But it gave him enough of a peek to remember just how damn good she felt under him, on top of him, wrapped around him. 
 
    Just the tanned V at her neck that the robe didn’t cover was enough to make his cock start pushing at his fly. 
 
    To keep from grabbing her and bending her over the counter, he located a mug on a shelf and handed it to her. 
 
    “Thanks.” She poured coffee and dumped two teaspoons of sugar into it. “Your teammates are quite the hosts. This place has everything a vacation rental would.” 
 
    He leaned against the counter, watching her stir the sugar into the brew. A deep ache to draw her against his chest wasn’t helping the state of his cock. He wouldn’t be surprised to find his zipper left an indentation on the length. 
 
    “Yeah, the Modeens are great. All of my teammates are. Speaking of…” 
 
    She lowered the cup and ran her tongue across her bottom lip. He barely kept a groan in check. 
 
    “I invited some of them over for lunch,” he told her. 
 
    Her brows shot up, which only drew his gaze to her had-sex-all-night-and-screamed-my-lungs-out hair. 
 
    “I thought it might be fun.” 
 
    “Am I supposed to wear this?” She waved a hand at her borrowed robe. 
 
    This time he couldn’t stifle a groan. “I can fix that.” He grabbed his phone and forced his focus away from the fact one tug on the belt of that robe would leave her bare to him. He shot Judd a text he hoped was coherent, asking if he and Ari could come earlier. 
 
    When he looked up, he found Trinny staring at him. 
 
    “Is this all okay?” His voice came out low. 
 
    She cradled her mug, overlapping her fingers around it. “I don’t know what my life is anymore, so I can’t say. How long have you been in this business?” 
 
    “A while. Long enough to know my job.” 
 
    She nodded. “If you say a cookout is okay…then I’m going to trust you.” 
 
    Though he only knew a portion of her story, he understood what that admission cost her. His muscles leaped, at the ready to close the gap between them. A frisson of energy rolled over him, but he forced himself to stand still. He couldn’t risk scaring her with his overprotective urges. 
 
    “We’re going to figure it all out.” He hoped his voice sounded soothing. 
 
    She took a sip of coffee almost as if it had become a prop—a way to keep her hands busy. “So you’re holding a meeting here.” 
 
    “Not exactly the purpose, but I’m sure there will be discussions.” 
 
    Her eyes fixed on his. “You should know I’m not used to being so social.” 
 
    “You seemed to get along just fine with the rodeo people.” 
 
    “It’s not only the idea of being with your colleagues.” She sucked in a breath and continued. “I don’t spend the night with men.” 
 
    But she’d spent the night with him. 
 
    He shrugged it off. “You mean you cuddled up with your weighted blanket instead.” 
 
    Her smile was quick and lovelier than ever, making it impossible for him not to act. 
 
    In two steps he reached her. Her lips fell open in surprise—or anticipation. Hooking his arm around her middle, he pulled her flush against him. “I think you need more cuddle time.” 
 
    She giggled and shoved him away. “You better get used to treating me like your ward or you’ll be arguing with your brothers again.” 
 
    He bowed his head over her hair to drink in the scent. “My brothers have no room to talk. And you’re so damn hard to stay away from.” 
 
    A puff of air rushed past her lips. Her beautiful eyes were filled with all the haunting secrets collided with his for three…long…heartbeats. 
 
    Forcing himself back a step, he tried for a normal interaction for a change. “Can I fix you something to eat?” 
 
    She visibly composed herself and lifted the mug. “I don’t eat breakfast. This is all I need. What’s for lunch?” 
 
    “Burgers on the grill.” 
 
    “I’ll look forward to them. In the meantime, I’m going to hit the shower.” She raised her mug again in farewell. 
 
    He watched her walk away, hips swaying. Just knowing the treasure that lay between those thighs had his balls gripping. 
 
    Most women in her situation would become a basket case, but Trinny appeared to be in total control. 
 
    It was also a total ruse. He saw straight through her, right down to the way she tapped her pinky finger against the side of her thigh. 
 
    When she reached the hall, she tossed a backward glance his way. He gripped the edge of the granite counter so hard he wouldn’t be surprised if it snapped off in his hand. 
 
    Trinny wasn’t making this easy on him….and in his line of work, that was saying a lot. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After deciding on a bath instead of a shower and soaking in hot, fragrant water until it started to grow cold, Trinny felt marginally more herself. She wrapped her body in a thick, plush towel and another around her wet hair and was just searching through the basket filled with guest supplies when a rap on the door made her jump. 
 
    Please don’t let it be Jaren. 
 
    Please let it be Jaren. 
 
    Her core squeezed at the thought of him walking into the bathroom and finding her swathed in nothing but a towel. 
 
    She really had an obsession with Jaren, didn’t she? She found it far too difficult to stay away from him for even a few minutes. 
 
    A lurid image filled her head—Jaren pushing the door open and propelling her backward, his lips scorching hers as he lifted her onto the vanity and spread her legs. 
 
    Her stomach rolled hard. 
 
    Heart thumping, she inched toward the door, hand extended toward the knob. Another knock had her jerking her hand back. 
 
    This is ridiculous. 
 
    Determination straightening her spine, she twisted the knob and immediately looked up to where Jaren’s face would be. 
 
    Except it wasn’t there. 
 
    She dropped her gaze to an unknown woman about her height with eyes that struck her as close to her own color. Her hair was a shade darker than Trinny’s and was piled on her head, a few loose tendrils framing her pretty face. 
 
    “Hi,” she said with a smile. “I’m Ari. Jaren said I would find you in here.” 
 
    “Uh…I’m Trinny.” 
 
    Ari twisted to show the big bag slung over her shoulder. It looked to be stuffed with items and quite heavy too. “I’ll be your personal stylist for the day.” 
 
    “Oh, thank goodness! I don’t have anything to wear.” 
 
    Ari offered another smile that felt like a life raft in the tumultuous sea Trinny had been dumped into. “I’ll just set this down on the bed and you can go through it.” 
 
    Trinny slowly followed, padding across the hardwood floor in the woman’s confident wake. 
 
    “Judd’s my significant other. He told me your things were all blown up.” She sent Trinny a sympathetic look and found a perch on the edge of the bed next to the bag she’d set there. 
 
    She drifted forward and reached into the bag. “All my belongings and a few new purchases too.” 
 
    Ari tilted her head. “I got an idea of your size from Corrine, but I brought a variety just in case.” 
 
    This was insane. Why would anybody want to help her so much? Of course Trinny would make a fat bank transfer to the WEST Protection team for their bodyguard services and any expenses incurred on her behalf. But Ari didn’t bring up costs or fine print. 
 
    She watched Trinny remove the items from the bag, including several pairs of jeans and a selection of tops. There was a sundress with a cute tiny, checked pattern just perfect for a backyard cabin BBQ. There were also undergarments, socks, a pair of flip-flops and strappy flat sandals. 
 
    She still had her cowgirl boots too, which would match everything. 
 
    “There’s more in the bottom,” Ari said, pushing a tendril of hair behind her ear. 
 
    Trinny pulled out a bag filled with a few makeup supplies including an expensive brand of lip balm. “I use this brand!” 
 
    Ari beamed. “It’s my favorite. One of the small boutiques that caters to tourists in town stocks it, and I always pick up a new flavor when I go.” 
 
    With the balm clutched in her palm, she turned to Ari. “I don’t know how to pay you for the time it took you to pick all these things out.” 
 
    “Pay me?” She laughed. “I wouldn’t take payment for helping out.” 
 
    She studied Ari’s face, taking in her genuine smile and the happy glint in her eyes that said she actually might be different from the friends Trinny knew. 
 
    She picked up a few items. “I’m just going to slip into the bathroom and get dressed.” 
 
    Ari nodded. “I’ll be here.” 
 
    Thrown a little more off kilter from that statement, Trinny went into the en suite and shut the door. Why was Ari waiting around? She hoped the woman didn’t expect girl talk. Trinny never quite figured out how to chitchat about mundane topics—unless it was horses or riding, which was why she hit it off so well with the rodeo crowd. 
 
    She quickly dressed and pulled the towel off her head. She ran the hairbrush she found in the guest supplies through her hair until it hung in a long, wet sheet around her. Then she stepped into the bedroom again. 
 
    Ari looked up with a smile. Her gaze washed over Trinny. “The clothes fit you pretty well.” 
 
    “They do. Thank you so much.” She smoothed her palms over her hips, trying not to question a big detail about both of them. But it was too glaring not to say something. 
 
    “You said you’re with Jaren’s brother?” 
 
    Amusement blossomed on Ari’s face. “That’s right. I wasn’t going to bring up this”—she waved a hand between them—“but it’s too obvious to ignore, isn’t it? The brothers must have the same ‘type’ they’re attracted to.” 
 
    It was true—she and Ari shared similarities, from their coloring to their height. 
 
    After examining each other for a moment, Trinny gave a nervous laugh. “Jaren is my bodyguard, though.” 
 
    Ari dropped her a wink. “I said the same.” 
 
    Shocked, she reached for the lip balm just to busy her hands and dashed the honey and cream potion across her lips. 
 
    Ari pushed to her feet. “I’ll leave you to finish getting ready. I’m going to help the guys with the food.” She hurried to the door. 
 
    “Ari,” she called before the woman stepped out. 
 
    She swung back. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Her smile bloomed, as warm and genuine as before. “Of course. It’s what we do.” 
 
    With that, Trinny was alone, standing there still gripping the lip balm. She looked down at the object, reading the familiar label. So much kindness. She couldn’t wrap her head around it. Ari didn’t have to bring her clothes and lip balm. So why did she? 
 
    Ari’s compassion put her more at ease, but she still didn’t know how to behave or what was expected of her. 
 
    Damn her mother. This was all her fault. She’d pushed Trinny from a young age to be everything but what she was. Because of that, she found conversations difficult and social activities impossible. 
 
    Now she was roped into a gathering with strangers who knew all about her while she knew nothing about them. 
 
    With her nerves bouncing, she finished getting ready and walked out into the front room. A warm, pine-scented breezed stirred her hair. When she spun around, she spotted the open doors inviting people to the deck. Voices projected to her, low tones that grew louder with every step she took. 
 
    She paused for a beat, listening for her name on the speakers’ lips. Back before she cut ties with her so-called friends, she caught them talking about her several times. 
 
    A deep chuckle reached her ears. 
 
    Jaren. 
 
    Her pulse hitched then resumed at a faster pace. She didn’t even need to step outside to know he wore that crooked smile and his eyes were creased at the corners. 
 
    “Sounds like our little brother’s finding enough trouble for all five of us,” he drawled. 
 
    Relief swept over her along with a trickle of guilt at thinking he would be talking about her behind her back. She hated struggling with this paranoia—it was making her crazy. 
 
    Drawing in a deep breath, she stepped around the open wall partition and onto the deck. Everyone looked up at her—Jaren, his brother Judd and Ari too. The trio gave her welcoming smiles, and Jaren came toward her. 
 
    “Join us. What can I get you to drink?” He gave a little twitch of his chin toward a cooler positioned in the shade. 
 
    But her attention was directed away from even that sexy alpha gesture in favor of the scenery. With a gasp, she drifted to the railing, her stare roaming from the trees to the mountain. 
 
    So wild. So rugged. 
 
    So free. 
 
    Maybe she had made the right choice to stay in Stone Pass. She was safe. No one was harassing her for money she didn’t want to give them. 
 
    She had a lot to be thankful for, such as this beautiful view and a few creature comforts and human kindnesses she wasn’t expecting. 
 
    A big hand came down on the rail beside hers. Jaren’s pinky finger brushed her own, and she looked up into the depths of his eyes. 
 
    What she saw in those black eyes was a safe haven. 
 
    That almost scared her more than anything yet. She had to get a grip on reality. She wasn’t staying in Stone Pass. Soon she’d be on the road again. 
 
    Maybe sometime, someday, she’d find another group of people like these. People who would welcome her the same way. 
 
    And if she were lucky, a man like Jaren… 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Laughter boomed from the opposite end of the deck, followed by a boo and then a cheer. Jaren wasn’t following the game of cornhole taking place over there—he was too busy thinking about those police reports. They said far less than he expected, and so did the investigation surrounding her mother’s death. In fact, they weren’t very damn helpful. 
 
    He was also very busy watching Trinny. 
 
    The woman was cute as hell with her mass of hair hanging in waves mussed by the breeze. And the way her top clung to her breasts, the fullness stretching the buttons, had him half-hard for the entire gathering. 
 
    “You can’t take your eyes off her.” 
 
    The statement made him glance over. Casey nudged his hat brim down, but the gesture didn’t conceal his friend’s smile. 
 
    “It’s kind of my job to keep watch over my ward.” 
 
    “Looks like more than a job.” 
 
    “Case?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    Casey’s teeth flashed in a grin. He grabbed a bun off the platter and started fixing himself a burger. 
 
    Jaren’s attention shot back to Trinny. Across the deck, their gazes locked. Damn, maybe Casey was right about him not being able to tear his eyes off her. 
 
    She tossed the bean bag without even looking at the hole she was aiming at. The bag hit the deck, falling short of the target. With her try over with, she twisted away from the game and started across the deck toward him. 
 
    When she reached his side, he picked up on the sag of relief in her shoulders. “Bad round at cornhole?” he drawled. 
 
    “I’ve never been very good at team games.” 
 
    “You any good at flippin’ burgers?” He held out the long-handled spatula. Before she could answer, he thrust it into her hand. 
 
    She gaped at him. “What am I supposed to do with this?” 
 
    “You’ll figure it out.” Tossing her a grin, he walked away to join his teammates. The guys clustered around the deck. They were discussing the next training in two weeks’ time. 
 
    When he joined them, Ross directed his focus to Jaren. “Think you Abel boys can keep from beating the shit out of each other this time?” 
 
    “Friendly competition,” Jaren grumbled. 
 
    Judd’s brows lowered in a thunderous expression. Even though a couple trainings had passed without the trio getting into a heated debate or throwing a punch, neither of them liked getting called out for fighting. 
 
    Fact was, Jaren struggled to keep his cool more than he cared to admit. He didn’t like being known as the hothead, the guy who was watched more than the others on the team because he ran a little too hot. 
 
    One of his biggest regrets in life centered around this very struggle. When that ward took off on them, a fight had broken out in the lobby of the event—and of course Jaren felt the need to go break it up. 
 
    By the time he got back with a few split knuckles and a bruise or two, his brothers were frantically searching for their ward. 
 
    Ever since, he battled with his own demons surrounding that day and how they led back to his lack of control. 
 
    Automatically, he positioned his body to keep Trinny in his sights. She stood at the grill, biting her lip in concentration as she watched over the rest of the burgers on the grill. 
 
    Casey’s love, Emersyn, bounced up beside her. They spoke for a moment and the woman pointed at Casey. Jaren watched Trinny absorbing yet more names of the people in Jaren’s world. 
 
    Clay Lexis eased around a couple guys who were talking shop and folded his arms as he followed Jaren’s stare. “She seems to be holding up with this crowd.” 
 
    “She’s nervous,” he blurted out. 
 
    Lexis’s eyes raked over the scene. Trinny, Emersyn and Casey were all engaged in some discussion. “I see that.” 
 
    “We haven’t been here long and already I can tell she doesn’t like being stuck here.” 
 
    “So take her somewhere else.” 
 
    What if he made the wrong move? Like that night with the congressman’s daughter? 
 
    Hell, why was he questioning his decisions this way? He usually barreled forward with total confidence. 
 
    It’s Trinny. She’s making me question my instincts. 
 
    He met Lexis’s gaze, mulling over his suggestion. “You’re right. I should take her to the ranch. She loves horses.” 
 
    Lexis unfolded his arms to thump him on the shoulder. “Better rescue those burgers. I see smoke rollin’ out of the grill.” 
 
    The prospect of Trinny burning the food made Jaren laugh. He broke away from his buddy and hurried to the grill. Trinny was so busy talking with Casey and Emersyn about horses that she didn’t seem to notice the smoke. 
 
    He walked up to her and plucked the spatula from her hand. Her eyes went round. 
 
    He quickly scooped the burgers onto a platter. As soon as the food hit the table, the group descended like vultures. He barely snagged some for Trinny and himself. 
 
    “I’m going to grab a plate. I’d love to hear more about that,” Emersyn was saying as Jaren cupped Trinny’s elbow and steered her through the crowd, balancing the plate of burgers in one hand. 
 
    They reached a couple vacant seats and he set the plate in front of her. “Got one for each of us.” 
 
    “One plate?” Her eyes darted to the dish. 
 
    “I promise not to give you my cooties.” He picked up his food and took a big bite. 
 
    She watched him chew with an intensity that had heat snaking through him. “How is it?” 
 
    “Despite being left on the grill a little too long, it’s just the way I like it—a little crispy around the edges and juicy inside.” He cocked a brow at her. 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling you’re not talking about the burger?” 
 
    His smile widened. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and reached for the sandwich. When she bit into it, he had to stifle his groan. God, just seeing those sweet lips pursed around anything made him want her. 
 
    After she swallowed, she said, “Emersyn is nice.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Ari too.” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Ari and I look an awful lot alike, don’t you think?” 
 
    Lowering his burger, he sent a sideways look at his brother’s girl. “Similar hair color, I guess. Yours is prettier.” 
 
    Trinny stared at him. “Really? You didn’t notice that she and I both have hazel eyes?” 
 
    “Lots of people have hazel eyes, and I don’t spend time looking at my brothers’ love interests.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “What’s ‘hmm’ mean?” 
 
    “She told me that Judd was her bodyguard too.” 
 
    “That was different from our situation.” 
 
    She tilted her head. “How?” 
 
    “They hooked up on the job. You and I hooked up before.” 
 
    “Ahh, I see now.” 
 
    “You see that rules are meant to be bent? You’re right. That’s how I operate, doll.” 
 
    Holding his stare, she raised the burger and took a hefty bite. 
 
    “I sense a challenge,” he rumbled. 
 
    “Do you?” she asked around the food in her mouth. 
 
    Damn, she was cute as hell. He wanted to pitch his burger over the railing and toss her on the deck. Wrap those long legs around his waist and pop those straining buttons of her top. 
 
    Heat charged the air. 
 
    She leaned closer to hiss, “Stop looking at me that way.” 
 
    He cocked a brow. “What way?” 
 
    She whispered, “Like you wish I was that burger in your hand!” 
 
    Nonchalantly, he cast a glance over his shoulder at the rest of his team not far off. Ross’s stare drilled into him. If Jaren didn’t dispel the tension fast, his boss and everybody else would pick up on just how many rules he was “bending” with Trinny. 
 
    He pitched his voice low and shrugged. “Well, I’d like to get between your buns.” 
 
    She let out a gasp that had him shaking with laughter at her outrage. Then a small laugh bubbled past her lips too. 
 
    Throwing another look over his shoulder, he saw that Ross had returned to his conversation and was no longer focused on him. 
 
    Plus there was the added benefit of seeing Trinny relax and have a good time. Some of the strain around her lips even smoothed for a second, leaving him feeling as if he’d fought a hard-won battle. 
 
    “So what do you think of all this?” he asked her after a moment. 
 
    “Well…there are a lot of names. Like a big web.” A pink flush jumped into her cheeks. 
 
    “Aww, you don’t need to worry about remembering them all.” 
 
    She gave him a look that made him question what was really going on in her mind. 
 
    Clearing her throat, she changed the topic. “Why didn’t you just take me home with you instead of coming to this place?” 
 
    “Too visible.” 
 
    “I can’t just sit here for days.” 
 
    He stared at her and waited for reality to sink in. 
 
    “Weeks?” Her voice faltered. 
 
    “Maybe more.” 
 
    She issued a low whimper that stood the hair up on the back of his neck for how close it was to the sound she made when she came for him. 
 
    She leaned back in her seat. “I’m already going stir-crazy. How will I ever sit still while you guys figure out who tried to kill me?” 
 
    Anger rippled through him. Yeah, somebody had tried to knock her off and probably had been every time they trashed one of her houses. 
 
    Jaren couldn’t lose sight of his purpose. He needed to focus on hunting down this person and think less about how he could get her clothes off. 
 
    “I have a few ideas to keep you busy,” he told her. 
 
    “What ideas?” 
 
    “Distractions.” 
 
    “If it involves”—she glanced at his lap and another blush hit her cheeks at the unmistakable bulge in his jeans—“that…then we need more ideas.” 
 
    His laugh was gritty. “Not that.” He brought his burger to his mouth again. “Well, not all that.” 
 
    She set her burger on the plate they were sharing and glanced anywhere but at him. 
 
    He nudged her arm with his, bringing her eyes back. “Trust me, Trinny. I can find a few ways to entertain you.” 
 
    She twisted her fingers into a knot in her lap, her face now flushing dark pink. “That’s what I’m afraid of.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Trinny clamped her fingers on the passenger seat to keep from grabbing the door handle and jumping out of the truck to make a break for the Wyntons’ barn. 
 
    Every foot they rolled up the gravel drive leading to the Wynton Ranch had her as excited as a kid on her birthday. 
 
    She and Jaren drove past the WEST office, which had its own brand of country charm. Several vehicles were parked in front, including a motorcycle. 
 
    “Whose bike is that?” she asked. 
 
    “Judd’s.” 
 
    “You all ride?” 
 
    “Just me and my brothers. My dad owns a shop and we got addicted to speed and anything with two wheels at a young age.” 
 
    She caught her lip in dismay. Clearly, motorcycles were important to Jaren and his brothers. And thanks to her, his bike had gotten blown up. As soon as she could get a call in to her accountant, she’d have the money to cover the cost wired to Jaren. 
 
    When she finally got up the nerve to dart a look his way, she found he didn’t seem upset by the loss. Or he might be really good at hiding his emotions—like she was. 
 
    Her gaze flicked to his grip on the steering wheel. No white knuckles, no tension in his forearm. Trinny concealed the little sigh that escaped her lips that was partly from relief and partly pure desire. The tendons and veins snaking up his arm made her squirm in her seat, but the thought of those tattoos covering his shoulder and arm had her burning up. 
 
     Tattoos and motorcycles seemed to go together, but on Jaren it made complete sense. But she didn’t play around with bad boys and had never even felt the temptation before that night of the rodeo when she met this one. 
 
    The ranch came into view. So beautiful. So… Majestic was the only word she could conjure that fit. 
 
    Pastureland sprawled all the way up to the front of the home. The heavy logs supporting the front porch looked to have been hewn from some ancient forest even as the structure possessed modern touches such as windows with black steel frames that matched the front gate leading to the Wynton Ranch. 
 
    “If I ever owned a ranch, it would be like this one.” She heard the awe in her own voice and quickly tried to cover it. “It looks like a big outfit.” 
 
    “One of the largest beef ranches in the state. Maybe even the west. And Corrine has an extensive horse program,” Jaren agreed. 
 
    That made Trinny look at him. “Breeding?” 
 
    He ducked his head in the familiar nod she was finding sexier and sexier. “Trains them too. We’ll probably see her here a few times today. She pops in and out taking care of her horses.” 
 
    “What kind of horses does she have?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I know horsepower, not horseflesh. I’m still learning.” 
 
    She eyed him. “What do you mean, ‘still learning?’” 
 
    “I wasn’t raised to this life, but I admit it has a pull on me.” 
 
    She squirmed again. Oh god, those words had a pull on her. They resonated so strongly to someone with her history that tears prickled in her eyes. 
 
    By the time Jaren parked the truck, her vision had cleared. She hopped out and waited for him to circle to her side. 
 
    The mere scent of all the things she loved the most—hay and fresh-cut grass and even the smell of horses—flooded her with joy. “I can’t believe you brought me here today.” 
 
    When he stared into her eyes, awareness plucked at her. He could probably see through her a little too much. Feeling uncomfortably vulnerable, she cast around for something to say to shift the focus away from her emotions. 
 
    “What should we see first?” 
 
    “Let’s check the bunkhouse and see if anyone’s around. I want to let them know we’re here.” Jaren twitched his head to the side, urging her to follow. She could barely keep up with his long, loping strides but caught up with him at the bunkhouse door. 
 
    Without bothering to knock, he twisted the handle and poked his head inside. “Hello?” 
 
    A voice responded from within. Jaren grabbed her hand and towed her through the door behind him. 
 
    It took her eyes a moment to adjust from the brilliant sunshine to the dim interior, but once she was able to focus, she was even more enchanted. 
 
    The pine woodgrain covering the walls gave everything a rustic look, and comfortable-looking couches and armchairs were pushed up against the walls. A deck of cards had been abandoned on the worn but well-scrubbed wooden table, the cards sliding in a slight fan from someone bumping the table. 
 
    A single man stood at the sink, washing his hands. When she saw the water running red, she let out a gasp. “You’re injured!” 
 
    The guy looked up, eyes concealed under the shade of the Stetson he wore. “Just a scrape. My momma always claimed I bleed like a stuck pig.” He flashed her a grin comprised of brilliant white teeth that contrasted with his tanned-to-leather skin. 
 
    She realized he wasn’t as young as she thought on first sight. He looked to be in his sixties and the beard glinted with silver, not blond as she’d initially thought. 
 
    Jaren stepped up beside the man to get a look at the wound. “Not too bad. What can I do to help you?” 
 
    “Grab the first-aid box in that cupboard there.” He nodded toward a corner cabinet. 
 
    Trinny looked on as Jaren retrieved the plastic box stuffed with bandages, tape and bottles of peroxide. 
 
    The man shut off the water, and with his finger wrapped in a paper towel, he leaned against the counter to direct Jaren. “Grab me one o’ those big bandages.” 
 
    “You think it needs medical glue?” Jaren held up a tube. Then he darted a look at Trinny. “You need to sit down.” 
 
    She stepped up to the man she had yet to be introduced to. “I’ve seen my share of blood and broken bones. Let me help.” She held out her palm, waiting for the man to place his on top so she could get a better look at the wound. 
 
    All eyes were on her as she examined the injury. “It isn’t exactly a scrape, now is it, mister?” 
 
    A huff of a laugh burst from the tough older man. “Girlie, I don’t even know your name and you’re already giving me hell.” 
 
    Jaren grunted in amusement. “August, meet Trinny.” 
 
    “Hand me the bottle of peroxide.” She held out a hand, waiting for Jaren to do her bidding. 
 
    She flicked the cap open and drew August’s hand over the sink. When she poured a copious amount of peroxide into the cut, bubbles and blood flowed into the basin. She twisted and turned his finger to get every last hint of dirt out of the wound. If he was working on a ranch, he didn’t have the cleanest hands. 
 
    When she poured more peroxide on the cut, he let out a low hiss. 
 
    She pinned her gaze on his, daring him to move even though he hadn’t pulled away. 
 
    “Where’d you find this one, Abel? She’s tough.” 
 
    Jaren let out a low chuckle. “You don’t know the half of it, August.” He peeled open a package of gauze and Trinny took some to dab away the moisture and blood. Then he opened a bandage and held it out for her. 
 
    “Hold that gauze on the cut,” she instructed August. 
 
    She accepted the bandage and peeled off the strips before applying it to his finger. 
 
    August wagged it right and left. “Lookie there. All fixed up. I owe you my thanks.” He thumbed his hat. 
 
    “Don’t mention it. And don’t get that wet for a while. If you see any red streaks, go to the ER right away. Also, when was your last tetanus shot?” She grabbed all the used medical supplies and dropped them in the trash. 
 
    “Are you a nurse or somethin’?” he asked. 
 
    Jaren only gawked at her. 
 
    Suddenly, she felt her nerves kick in. She hated the spotlight, and she’d just drawn all the attention to her. 
 
    She washed her hands in the sink and used a paper towel to dry them. Looking at Jaren, she said, “I’ve just been around animals, and everybody knows they can be unpredictable.” She lifted her chin. “You promised me horses.” 
 
    The men exchanged grins. 
 
    Jaren stepped forward. “That I did. You can find us in the barn or corral, August.” 
 
    “Thanks again, Trinny,” August called, but she was already rushing out the door. 
 
    What made her jump in and trust these friends of Jaren’s? She needed to be more cautious, just like she had been all those weeks with the rodeo. She always made sure to watch her back, to keep an eye on the crowd just in case… 
 
    Jaren made her let down her guard, and she was getting too comfortable, which could get her killed. 
 
    Someone was still after her. Her mother was gone. And the two were definitely connected. The break-ins didn’t start until after her mother’s funeral. 
 
    She racked her brain to recall that day. Everything was a blur of sad music and murmured condolences. She barely remembered who attended the service. Trinny didn’t know a lot of her mother’s friends, but they all offered their sympathies. 
 
    It was entirely possible that none of them were actually friends with her mother and only there for the same reasons she was friends with them—because it made her position look better in some weird way. 
 
    Trinny flipped through faces in her head. Couples her mother’s age telling Trinny some story about how her mother donated to this charity or that cause. A man who was only a blip in her mother’s—and Trinny’s—life when her mother dated him. He was actually more visibly upset by her death than the others, and Trinny didn’t think the two had even stayed in touch over the years. But she did wonder if any of those people made it into the photo album Trinny carried with her. 
 
    Sometime, maybe even soon, she’d crack it open and see. 
 
    She only made it a few steps before Jaren’s fingers closed on her elbow and he stopped her in her tracks. 
 
    Dark eyes burned down into hers with an intensity that felt like he’d taken off all her clothes and stroked her with his tongue. Twice. 
 
    “You don’t need to worry about August giving you away, Trinny.” He stepped close. So very close. His body heat washed over her from shoulder to ankle. His voice dropped low. “You’re safe here.” 
 
    Everything he did woke her body up. She felt like a flower blossom unfurling to the sun. 
 
    She started to speak, but a crash came from the barn, followed by some hollers. 
 
    Jaren spun toward the noise. “Fuck!” 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “Sounds like a fight.” He took off at a run, muscles pumping. She followed and skidded around the corner in time to see one cowboy deck another with a punch to the teeth. 
 
    The man sprawled on his back over the dusty floorboards, blood running down his chin. 
 
    Great—now she had somebody else to patch up. 
 
    The thought barely bobbed to the surface of Trinny’s mind before Jaren leaped into the fray. 
 
    Plastering a hand over her mouth, she looked on with wide eyes as he tore one cowboy off the other, hats and fists flying. 
 
    August came running up and jerked to a stop beside her. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Her eyes were locked on Jaren’s broad back, and she was mesmerized by the strong flex of his shoulders as he ripped the men apart a second time. 
 
    “These two have been tryin’ to kill each other for weeks. Knew that sooner or later they’d lay into one another.” 
 
    Just then one of the men turned on Jaren. His fist connected with Jaren’s abs. The cowboy’s knuckles bounced off Jaren’s abs, and he didn’t even flinch. 
 
    A small scream escaped Trinny. 
 
    Jaren swung in an arc, moving so slowly it looked as though someone slowed down a film. He twisted his head to pin his gaze on the man who hit him. 
 
    “No! Abel, stop!” All of a sudden, August jumped forward, throwing his hardened body between Jaren and the man he was now glaring at. 
 
    Jaren’s fists clenched at his sides. Through gritted teeth, he growled, “You want to try that again, buddy?” 
 
    Before the guy could get any more dumb ideas, August shoved a palm into the man’s chest, propelling him backward. “Get outta here. Collect your things and go up to the big house for your pay. You’re dismissed.” 
 
    Trinny’s eyes widened. Jaren didn’t budge from his spot, his legs braced wide and his body like a military tank. He continued to glare the kid down. 
 
    After an endless heartbeat, he swayed to the side, spat a glob of bloody saliva on the floor and walked out of the barn. 
 
    August watched him leave, his body tensing in preparation for more blows to come, but the guy wasn’t coming back. 
 
    “You good, Abel?” he asked. 
 
    Jaren seemed to break from some trance. He blinked and his eyes immediately darted to Trinny. A dark red flush crept out of his collar and traveled up his neck to redden his ears. 
 
    What in the world had him looking like he was about to do some real damage? She took a step toward him, but he held up a palm to keep her in place. He twisted and extended a hand to the man flat on his back, bleeding, and hoisted him to his feet. 
 
    “You all right, man?” August glanced at Jaren. “I’ll take it from here.” 
 
    Trinny surged forward to meet her bodyguard, who still wouldn’t meet her eye. 
 
    Searching his face for blood or bruises in case he’d taken a hit that she missed in the excitement, she could barely stop herself from touching him. His whole body seemed to quiver with enough volts of electricity to run Stone Pass. 
 
    Slowly, he raised a hand and rubbed his knuckles over his jaw. That was when she saw the blood on his hand. 
 
    She grabbed his wrist, but he shook her off. 
 
    With a glare, she positioned herself in front of him, forcing him to stop and look at her. “You’re bleeding. And you’re going with me into the bunkhouse to get the cut cleaned out. Understand me, Abel?” 
 
    A huff of laughter sounded from behind her. His gaze shifted from her to some point over her shoulder. 
 
    A new voice added to the mix. “Then you can take yourself down to the office and wait for me.” 
 
    Jaren didn’t budge. She glanced behind her and saw Ross standing there. Oh god, now Jaren was in trouble with the boss. 
 
    “Better listen to her, Abel. She’s a tough little thing. If she had any nasty-tastin’ medicine, she’d shove the spoon down your throat.” 
 
    A deep roll of laughter started things off, and pretty soon August was laughing along with Ross, and even the ranch hand chuckled around his bloody lip. 
 
    Jaren spun on his heels and stalked out of the barn. She rushed along at his side, barely keeping pace with those tree trunks he called legs. 
 
    “Jaren, wait! What is wrong with you?” 
 
    He blasted through the bunkhouse door. She was a step behind him and saw the ranch hand who just got fired zipping up a duffel. Without glancing their direction, he slung it over his shoulder and walked out. 
 
    Jaren waited several beats before he walked to the sink and flipped on the faucet. Water ran over his knuckles. 
 
    Trinny edged close to him. “Talk to me. Why are you upset? Are you angry that I followed you to the barn?” 
 
    His jaw flexed. The tendon stretched so tight it seemed about to snap. 
 
    When he swallowed, she noticed the angry flush creeping up his throat again. 
 
    “Talk to me, Jaren!” 
 
    “It’s not you. I’m angry at myself. I never should have walked away from you. I fucked up and I don’t deserve to be your bodyguard. In fact”—he shut off the water and swiped his wet knuckles over his thigh—“I’m going to tell Ross to assign you a new one.” 
 
    Her brows shot up. “You—What? No.” 
 
    He met her stare. “I’m hotheaded. Impulsive. Everybody says it. Now look what happened. My distraction could have gotten you killed. But my action cost me you. At least there’s that.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Jaren and his brothers were shouting. And he was all too aware that Trinny was sitting on the other side of that thin office wall, listening to every single word they said. 
 
    “I can’t believe you walked away from her, Jaren. You know what happened last time we let a ward out of our sight. Jesus Christ!” Judd dug his thumb and forefinger into each temple as if Jaren made his head throb. 
 
    Hell, he made his own head throb. None of them could afford to fuck up again.  
 
    “I know,” he ground out. “We lost our company because of a mistake just like this. The congressman’s daughter might still be alive if I hadn’t gone off to play hero and break up that fight in the lobby that night.” 
 
    Jaren sank into the fog of events. Hell, even now he could barely make out what had been real and what he perceived as his fault—what they each perceived to be their own fault. 
 
    The man who took credit for that death called himself The Broker. Only the WEST team had been chasing guys calling themselves that for months now. Just when they thought they had him, another one popped up. Now they knew more than one person was involved. When the next would show his face was anyone’s guess, but they were all on high alert. 
 
    Like he should have been today on the ranch with Trinny. His error could have been a disaster. 
 
    Jaren forced his tone to remain even. “I know, Judd. You don’t have to remind me what happened with the congressman’s daughter. Everyone remembers. You think I’m not fucking furious with myself for walking away from Trinny? As soon as I turned my back on her, somebody could have jumped out and grabbed her and I wouldn’t have any damn idea what happened until that fight was finished and I came up for air!” 
 
    He whirled, fists clamped. 
 
    Suddenly, a big body leaped in front of him. Lexis slammed a palm off his chest, redirecting his attention—and anger—to his teammate. “Calm the fuck down, Abel!” 
 
    The red haze dissipated from his vision, and the fight went out of him. He let his fist swing at his side, still balled. He lifted the other hand to pinch the bridge of his nose. “Someone else take over Trinny’s case. It’s the right thing to do. She’ll understand.” 
 
    Dead silence hung in the air like a storm cloud. 
 
    “Uhh…I don’t think she’s going to understand.” Judd’s statement made him look up. 
 
    Everyone in the room was staring at the door. When he pivoted, he spotted Trinny standing there with a thunderous expression twisting her beautiful features. 
 
    Their gazes locked and she spoke to him and him alone. “I don’t understand a word you said about a congressman’s daughter or what happened to her. But I do understand that you want to leave me alone and unprotected.” 
 
    Jaren’s gut bottomed out. “No,” he croaked. “Not alone or unprotected. You’ll have one of the other guys on the team on your case. Someone who isn’t so easily distracted.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed in a blaze as she crossed Ross’s private office in measured steps. “I want you. I trust you. Isn’t that what you asked me to do just a few short hours ago?” 
 
    His chest heaved. What was he supposed to do? Turn away from her and break the bond they’d developed? 
 
    When she thrust her shoulders back, it was with the same glint of steel he’d seen in her in the bunkhouse as she bullied August into letting her care for his injury. 
 
    In a cool tone, she said, “Ross, please allow Jaren to continue working as my personal protection officer.” 
 
    Jaren’s throat closed off. Was this even the right thing to do? Her safety came first, and if he let anything happen to her… 
 
    Ross pushed out a sigh. 
 
    Jaren held his breath in anticipation of the final verdict. Whatever Ross decided wouldn’t help him feel better about his mistake, but it would ease the hot, hard lump in his throat that lodged there at the thought of losing Trinny. 
 
    At last, Ross nodded. “Just toe the line, Abel.” 
 
    He gave him a swift nod of agreement, turning for the door and catching Trinny by the elbow on the way out. 
 
    They made it all the way to the truck and drove halfway to the ranch gates when she spoke. 
 
    “I was safe there, Jaren. You said it yourself when you took me to the ranch today.” 
 
    He whipped his head to pierce her in his gaze but any words—any thoughts—were wiped right out of his head by the expression on her face. 
 
    She was looking at him like…like…she wanted to be kissed. 
 
    “Fuck!” He slammed on the brakes and shoved the gear into park even as he hooked his hand around her nape and yanked her across the console to meet him halfway. His lips crashed over hers in a hard, claiming kiss. 
 
    Her soft mouth gave beneath his, and she uttered a small moan that had him aching and his cock shoving at his fly. 
 
    Angling his head, he dragged her even closer until she was practically hanging over the console and inches away from landing in his lap. 
 
    All it would take is one tug. 
 
    He tore from the kiss. Their lips hovered mere inches away, and both of them panted hard. 
 
    Suddenly, Trinny dropped back into her seat, the lust on her face replaced by a dazed expression. 
 
    Jaren nudged the front of his jeans to shift his cock into a more bearable position. He was starting to see the light. 
 
    Whenever this woman challenged him, he jumped at the call. Backing down—backing away—wasn’t even an option, and it left him feeling out of control in a way he wasn’t used to. 
 
    He put the truck into gear again and continued on. Trinny sat stiffly upright in her seat, her hands knotted in her lap. Once in a while, she’d cast him a sidelong look that made him want to stop the damn truck. 
 
    All the way up the mountain to the lodge, flames licked at his insides. Somehow, he managed to get them there safe and sound. 
 
    I can’t lay a hand on her again. 
 
    I can’t stop. It’s too late. 
 
    With unchecked force, he stabbed the keypad to disarm the system. 
 
    Slender fingers trailed up the back of his hand to his wrist. 
 
    Chest heaving, he watched Trinny stroke his arm. She might as well be stroking his cock for how it affected him. 
 
    They blasted through the door. Hooking one arm around her, he shoved her up flat against the wall and used the other to arm the security system. She palmed his face to bring his head to hers and kissed him. 
 
    Oh fuck, was she kissing him. 
 
    She ripped off his hat and dug her fingers into his scalp as her lips moved with all the raging passion they began in the truck. 
 
    A growl boiled up his throat. With a swipe of his tongue over her mouth, he demanded entry. She parted to him on a gasp, and he plunged inside. 
 
    So fucking sweet. Like nectar or honey. Every good intention he ever had—and all the boundaries he set with women—faded and left him no other choice but to follow his gut. 
 
    He lifted her. She hooked her ankles around his back and rocked her pussy into his erection. They both groaned, low and deep. 
 
    “Whatever you’re doing to me, don’t stop,” he roughed out. 
 
    “I don’t know what that is, but I can’t control it either.” She bit down on his bottom lip, throwing him into another spiral. 
 
    When they came up for air, they were both naked and in the middle of the floor. Somehow, he had enough presence of mind to make it to the area rug in front of the big fireplace. 
 
    Shoving onto his knees, he held Trinny’s stare as he tore open a condom and jerked it over his cock. Then he cradled her ass in his palms and lifted her drenched pussy to receive him. 
 
    In one shove, he sank balls-deep. 
 
    Their gazes held, and they fell still, sealed together. 
 
    He dragged the pad of his thumb across her clit and she arched, a silent cry on her lips. Sweat broke out on his forehead as he drilled into her over and over again, pressing down on her nubbin until she ground her pussy into his cock and hand. 
 
    The dark rope of electricity bowed his spine with every deep shove inside her while her low rasping cries chiseled at him. 
 
    “Jaren!” 
 
    He licked the pad of his thumb and crushed it down on her clit again. She exploded, bucking wildly, her pussy clamping on him so hard that she milked his own release. 
 
    “Fffffuuuuck!” He rolled his hips as his orgasm struck. The spurts of bliss blinded him to everything but the beautiful woman coming apart at the same time. 
 
    They continued to move in tandem. He dragged his thumb off her hard nub, stuck it in his mouth and sucked. 
 
    “Oh god!” Her eyes hooded with even more desire. 
 
    Slowly, he lowered her body to the floor. She dug her fingers into his forearms and hauled him down on top of her. Their mouths fused—their kiss the complete opposite of their coupling. Where the latter was wild and driven by lust, the kiss held so much more. 
 
    He couldn’t remember ever kissing a woman with this much tenderness. Hell, he hardly kissed anybody at all, let alone like this. 
 
    He nibbled at her plump bottom lip. She nipped at his and then smoothed her tongue across it, coaxing another noise from him. 
 
    Suddenly, a sound hit his brainpan. He jerked his head up, all focus riveted on that noise. 
 
    “What—” 
 
    He pressed a hand over her mouth, silencing her. Fear struck her eyes. 
 
    “Someone’s coming, and it doesn’t sound like any of our vehicles. It’s a truck.” He peeled himself off Trinny and yanked her to her feet. In one sweep of his arm, he scooped up a few garments scattered on the floor and shoved them at her. Taking her by the arm, he bolted for the kitchen. 
 
    “Jaren, tell me what’s going on!” 
 
    “No time. Get in here.” He whipped open the pantry door. 
 
    “You want me to hide in the pantry?” 
 
    “No. In here.” He opened another door concealed in the back wall between shelves. “It’s a saferoom. Stay here. Don’t make any sound. I’ll come for you.” 
 
    “Jaren, you’re scaring me!” 
 
    He squeezed her waist once and whirled. He closed her inside the saferoom that Modeen had insisted be built into the lodge just in case, and now he could see the man’s reasons why. 
 
    To protect the woman he loved. 
 
    Only in this case, it was the woman Jaren was protecting. 
 
    The thunder of tires on the gravel drive drilled into his mind as he ran through the house and threw on his jeans. With his weapon in hand, he stalked to the door, prepared to take down the person obviously sent to attack Trinny again. 
 
    How did they find her? Who the fuck wanted her dead? 
 
    He shot a peek out the side window at the driveway. A delivery truck. 
 
    Narrowing his eyes on the door, he waited for the visitor to make himself known. 
 
    A second later, a man appeared with a cardboard box in hand. 
 
    A package. A fucking bomb? Hell, Jaren was skilled but he couldn’t disarm a fucking bomb. 
 
    The driver’s boots crunched on gravel. He climbed the front porch, set down the package and rapped a couple times on the door. 
 
    Jaren’s spine prickled, his senses going haywire. That box could be anything from a package Corrine was expecting and forgot to tell him about before she left to a hefty gift of C-4. 
 
    The driver ran down the porch steps and in long strides rushed to the truck. He jumped in and drove away. 
 
    The voice at Jaren’s back made him leap out of his skin. “Is that my package?” 
 
    Jaren’s neck muscles felt ready to snap as he turned his head and locked his stare on Trinny. 
 
    “You disobeyed me again,” he grated out. 
 
    “Yes. But only because I just received an alert that my purchase was delivered.” She stepped around him and reached for the door handle. 
 
    Jaren threw himself in front of her. “I will get the damn box.” His snarl made her lips twist, probably with some snarky comeback for his behavior. 
 
    He collected the box off the porch and gingerly carried it over to the table. He peered at the label. It was addressed to Jaren Abel. 
 
    “What the hell is this? What did you do, Trinny?” His question came out as a bark. 
 
    She moved to take the box, but he swiped her aside with an arm. 
 
    “I will open it.” He wondered if he should call for backup. He wondered if Lexis had any connections to a K-9 bomb unit. 
 
    “Jaren, it’s totally harmless. I just ordered…” 
 
    “What? What did you order, Trinny? Better yet, when?” 
 
    “Yesterday when we arrived. I really, really wanted…” 
 
    “What?” He stared down at her. 
 
    She planted a hand on her hip. He hadn’t managed to scoop up all her clothes before shoving her into the saferoom. And she wasn’t wearing her clothes at all—she had on his shirt. 
 
    “Open it and see for yourself,” she said. 
 
    He pulled out a pocketknife and carefully slit the tape. When he opened the flaps, his heart gave a small lurch. 
 
    He expected wires and a detonator, but he was looking at cloth wrapped in plastic. 
 
    “It got here faster than I expected for such a rural area.” She reached around him and into the box. When she pulled out the item, she issued a little squeal of delight. 
 
    She tore into the plastic and let out another happy cry. “Oooh, it does smell like lavender! And it’s the right weight.” 
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    Her beautiful eyes gleamed. She hugged the item to her chest, which happened to be covered with his shirt. He stifled a moan. 
 
    “It’s a weighted blanket, Jaren.” 
 
    His eyes closed on that statement. He counted to ten and said a Hail Mary for control before opening them again. “You can’t do this, Trinny. You can’t just take matters into your own hands, even on something as small as ordering a blanket which I thought we agreed you don’t need because you have me.” 
 
    She stared at him. 
 
    “How am I supposed to keep you safe?” 
 
    “I need my sleep.” 
 
    He took a step toward her, shoving his body up against hers with the blanket crushed between them. “I repeat—you have me. You directly disobeyed my order to remain in the saferoom. And you ordered a blanket.” 
 
    “Why do I think you’re angrier that I won’t be needing your services now that I have a blanket than actually ordering said blanket?” 
 
    “Trinny,” he warned. 
 
    “Look, Jaren. Whatever this is”—she waved a hand between them—“it’s only temporary. I have nothing I was traveling with left except some things your brother’s fiancée was kind enough to give me. Now I have this.” She squeezed the blanket to her. 
 
    What was there left to say? Her logic might be illogical when it came to personal safety but it made perfect sense too. She had nothing. She’d ordered the blanket after hers blew up. The woman was just trying to find a place in this mean world. 
 
    He had to get to the bottom of her case, and soon. He didn’t trust that the spark of lust fueled by her ability to drive him crazy wasn’t going to morph into something much more. 
 
    Something more dangerous to his emotions. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Slipping her boot into the stirrup felt like stepping over the threshold of her childhood home in upstate New York. Easing into the saddle was like crawling into her own bed. 
 
    Being on horseback settled her. Grounded her. 
 
    She needed both of those things because Jaren was having the exact opposite effect on her. 
 
    Ever since the package arrived the day before, he hadn’t stopped giving her that look. Maybe he didn’t understand she was just trying to keep her sanity in a world that no longer made sense. 
 
    She’d apologized one more time before going to bed—alone—with her weighted blanket. Only to find the lavender and twelve pounds of comfort didn’t offer the benefits she hoped for because her bodyguard slept feet away in the other room. 
 
    This morning she’d been too restless to settle down and paced the lodge four times before Jaren declared he was taking her for a trail ride. 
 
    August patted her mare’s flank, disrupting her thoughts. “She’ll be a good girl for your trail ride.” 
 
    “Thank you, August.” She smiled at him, aware of Jaren launching his big, muscled body on top of his own horse. 
 
    A shiver rippled through her. Just the sight of him in a saddle had her pulse racing and her pussy tightening. When he didn’t come to her bed, she missed him. A lot. 
 
    Cocking a brow at her, Jaren murmured, “Ready?” 
 
    Why did she get the feeling he wasn’t talking about a ride on some private trail into the mountains? 
 
    Uncertain what she was agreeing she was ready for, she gave him a nod. He clicked softly to set his horse in motion and she followed. 
 
    August held up a hand in farewell, and she waved back. As they crossed the field headed toward a break in the trees, she focused on her surroundings. All the things she adored in life were here in this place, on the back of an animal she loved with the sun on her face and the rustle of leather and harness in her ears. 
 
    That didn’t mean it was a good reason for her to stay in Stone Pass. Eventually, she had to go back to her old life and face reality.  
 
    Plenty of things unsettled her about being here too. 
 
    AKA Jaren. 
 
    His back was rigid. The tendons in his forearms were more roped than usual, and she guessed it wasn’t because he was a nervous rider. He’d been confident enough to get on the back of that bull, after all. 
 
    Somehow, she needed to break through this loaded silence, to make him see how genuinely sorry she was that she didn’t stay in the saferoom. In her defense, she’d only ordered that dumb blanket on a whim. Besides, who the hell even had a saferoom in their home? 
 
    Several sleepless hours of tossing and turning taught her that she preferred the scent of clean male musk to lavender anyway. Of course that thought scared her, but she wasn’t giving him the silent treatment, now was she? 
 
    Her horse kept wanting to give Jaren’s the lead. She could fight it, but what was the point? Her mind was beginning to accept that Jaren had a better grip on her protection, and she needed to fight off the streak of independence that had guided her for her entire life and—in this case—let him take the reins. 
 
    She gave her mare its head, which meant Trinny ended up riding a few paces behind Jaren. It allowed her the opportunity to study him. The lines of his back were relaxing more and more with every foot they ascended up the mountain. 
 
    God, his shoulders were so broad. She gripped her reins tighter, palms suddenly sweaty from the need to spread across those shoulders that had become her shield over the past few days. 
 
    It all began with him showing off on that bull and then saving her and the boy back in the arena. He was a real-life hero. 
 
    With the same skill and ease he handled everything, his body rolled with the horse. 
 
    “How long have you been riding?” she called out to him. 
 
    For a moment, she didn’t know if he’d respond. Only the soft coo of a mourning dove answered her. 
 
    He clicked to his horse, and it dropped back to pace next to hers. Jaren’s black eyes landed on Trinny’s. The force of that look hit her core and traveled south between her thighs. 
 
    “Not long. I owe everything I know to Case.” 
 
    She pictured the man, and the beautiful blonde he was with too. “He seems like a good guy. Emersyn is fantastic too.” 
 
    He ducked his head in a nod. 
 
    The atmosphere between them was charged with a strain that no amount of small talk would dispel. She had no idea how to set things right between them, yet they had days—maybe weeks or months left together—and she had to try. 
 
    “I learned to ride when I was four,” she said. 
 
    “Young.” The word grated past his lips, the sandpapery sound hitching over her senses. 
 
    “Grandfather gave me a toy horse for my birthday and it sparked an interest in me.” 
 
    “No wonder you jumped that fence to save the boy.” 
 
    She thought of that toy horse hitting the dirt and the boy chasing it from the top, and her stomach clenched all over again. “I didn’t think about that, but I guess so. Anyway, after I received my toy horse I wanted nothing more than to ride a real horse. One day when my mom and I were visiting my grandparents, Grandfather took me off alone to a ranch where a friend of his kept horses and let me ride one. After that, nobody could get me out of the saddle.” 
 
    He cut a glance at her. It was loaded with intensity and interest but something more that she couldn’t pick out. 
 
    The trail was dappled with sunlight peeking through the trees and creating vibrant spots of green. The whole universe seemed to be humming with life. 
 
    And whatever was going on between her and her bodyguard was even stronger. 
 
    She went on, “I took all the lessons. My grandfather gifted me a real horse, a cute little pony I named Polka.” 
 
    That earned her a quick upward tilt of Jaren’s hard lips. “Why Polka?” 
 
    “I was also in love with polka dots at the time.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    She studied his profile. What did he really see? Was it the lonely life of a young girl who didn’t ever fit in with the society her mother forced on her? The high-class friends who only had time for her if their parents were around to see? 
 
    “The rodeo was the first time I really relaxed in my whole life.” Her confession brought his head around and his stare back to hers. 
 
    His gaze punched through her. Her stomach took a wild leap. 
 
    “Stop here.” His command yanked a chord deep inside her. 
 
    She brought her mare to a stop and he did the same. When he dismounted, she slipped to her feet as well. 
 
    Approaching in slow steps, he didn’t take his eyes off her. She couldn’t look away either. Actually, she couldn’t look at him long enough. 
 
    He stopped in front of her, their bodies inches away. Then he hooked her around the waist and yanked her up against him. 
 
    A soft groan passed through her lips as her breasts struck his chiseled chest. She wanted to beg for his lips, for his hands all over her body, but held back. 
 
    His gaze traveled over her face and locked on her mouth. Three heartbeats drilled her chest. Anticipation grew wings and flapped wildly inside her ribs. 
 
    When he surged forward and slammed his mouth across hers, she shoved onto her tiptoes to meet him. Their kiss instantly turned carnal, out of control. Tongues twisted, and they dug their fingers into each other’s bodies. 
 
    He dragged her down to the path, his mouth scorching on hers. His skilled hand worked over the fly of her jeans and plunged into the opening to shove them down over her hips. 
 
    But before she registered his intention, he’d flipped her facedown across his lap with her ass up in the air. 
 
    “What are you doing!” Her voice wavered. 
 
    He cupped one ass cheek in his roughened palm. Tension rolled off him like waves crashing over rocks. “I ought to spank your ass for leaving that saferoom yesterday.” 
 
    She stopped breathing. Spank her? Did people really do things like that? Of course she’d heard of such things, but she led a relatively sheltered and simple life. The men she dated would never consider such a thing let alone say it out loud. 
 
    Jaren’s hard thigh rippled with power from where it was anchored beneath her body. As he kneaded her ass, she didn’t know whether to jump up and run away screaming or stay and see what happened next. 
 
    With him, that could be anything. He might actually spank her. 
 
    A thrill started low in her belly and ran through her limbs. He moved his hand, sliding it downward, probing between her cheeks. 
 
    She sucked in a harsh gasp that was a mix of surprise and…want. 
 
    He trailed his fingertips through the wetness starting to seep out of her. God, she wished she could see his face. If only she could read him, she might know what to do. 
 
    What would she do? She didn’t want to get off his lap. 
 
    “You aren’t going to scare me like that ever again. Understand?” 
 
    The dark tone of command worked even deeper through her, peeling away layers of herself she didn’t know existed. 
 
    When she didn’t respond, he edged his fingers lower and worked them into her folds. Her pussy clasped hard, and she let out a cry. With a fierce growl, he sank his fingers inside. 
 
    Pushing deep and curling into her. 
 
    Juices flooded out. She couldn’t hold back her cry. 
 
    The horses shifted at the sound, the rustle of harness mingling with the entire experience of being facedown over her bodyguard’s lap with his fingers pumping in and out of her. 
 
    Pulling moan after moan from her, he locked one hand on her hip, holding her in place while he took her to the next level of desire. 
 
    Her mind blanked in a haze. All she could see was green and all she heard was the rough hitching of her own voice pleading for him to let her come. 
 
    He withdrew his fingers and slid them down the seam of her pussy to her clit. When he pinched it hard, sparks shot through her system. She bucked on his lap, his name torn from her lips. But the stroke over her bundle of nerves was fleeting because his fingers were inside her again, pounding her core. 
 
    “Never again. Won’t lose another. Won’t lose you.” 
 
    What was he muttering? Her brain couldn’t handle the sensation overload and process his meaning at the same time. 
 
    A wall of fire stole over her. A hint of fear held her back, but he wouldn’t let her off that easy. He fucked her with his fingers and yanked on her mind with the dirty things he was saying until she bordered on insanity. 
 
    “My orgasms. My wetness. I own your body right now. We both know it.” 
 
    “Oh gawwwwd. Jaren!” 
 
    “You want to come. Do it. Come for me, Trinny!” The demand sent her sailing like a leaf on the wind, floating and tumbling on the currents as her pussy throbbed to a wild beat. 
 
    With his fingers deep inside her, he let her buck and ride them to a screaming finish. 
 
    She hung limp over his thighs, fighting for air. 
 
    Knowing he’d laid claim to more than her body just now. 
 
    Her bodyguard owned her heart. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Jaren’s fingers were soaked with hot, sweet juices, making it difficult for him to pull them free. But he had to see her eyes. 
 
    He extracted his digits from her tight sheath and flipped her over to lie across his lap. Her face was pink, her eyes wide and glittering. 
 
    Cradling her head, he lifted her mouth to his and kissed her with more tenderness than he thought himself capable of feeling for any woman. 
 
    He had no damn clue what drove him to get off his horse and take her this way, to make those demands of her body. But some primal instinct drove him to break her down for him and rebuild their trust again and again and again. It may be twisted. Fucked up, even. But until he figured out where this all ended, she had him in her spell. 
 
    “What did you just…do to me?” she whispered. 
 
    He brushed his lips across hers, back and forth, tasting her words. “I owned you for a minute.” 
 
    A shiver ripped through her. 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    He held her stare. “I don’t know, but don’t you want to do it all over again?” 
 
    His question brought a smile to her face and a soft gleam to her beautiful eyes. “I’m pretty sure this isn’t in the contract, Jaren.” 
 
    “I’m certain it’s not. I, for one, have never performed such a duty before.” 
 
    She rested a palm on his chest over his thundering heart. “Never?” 
 
    “Never.” His voice came out as a croak. 
 
    They stared at each other a beat longer before he shimmied her jeans back up her hips and helped her to her feet. While she adjusted her clothing, he nudged his stiff cock into a less painful position. Fuck, he wanted her in all ways and all the time. Whatever just took place between them rocked him just as much as her. 
 
    He held her horse for her to mount and then circled to his own. Riding with a hard-on like steel wasn’t the most comfortable, and there was no hope of his cock going down—not with Trinny casting him looks like that. 
 
    Neither spoke all the way up the mountain. It wasn’t steep but zigzagged in the climb. When they reached the small clearing he only knew about from his teammates who’d been here, he stopped and slid off his horse. 
 
    Trinny remained in the saddle, looking around in awe. 
 
    His heart flexed in his chest. God, she was stunning and so much more. 
 
    He unbuckled his saddlebag and pulled out a paper bag. 
 
    “What are we doing?” she asked. 
 
    “Having a picnic.” 
 
    “A…” She landed beside him. “Picnic?” 
 
    Hell, he could still feel his fingers pumping inside her and her hot, tight walls squeezing down on him. He curled his fingers to hold in the feel of her. 
 
    He handed her the bag, and she peered inside. “Sandwiches? When did you make sandwiches?” 
 
    “I didn’t. I texted Ari.” 
 
    “Ari doesn’t strike me as the type of woman to make sandwiches.” 
 
    “She’s not. But she’s good at delegating.” 
 
    They shared a grin that was more than sharing this moment or some turkey on wheat bread. It was sharing a world. 
 
    They settled a short distance off the path to eat their meal. The horses grazed and the mountain provided the perfect atmosphere. He didn’t feel the need to talk, and she didn’t either. 
 
    Once they’d finished their meal and stowed away the wrappers in the saddlebag, he turned to her and pulled her into his arms. Their simple embrace was loaded with all the emotions he couldn’t make sense of. But he wasn’t about to ignore them. When he got time alone, he would analyze them further. 
 
    The trip down the mountain didn’t take nearly as long as it did ascending. When they went into the lodge, she sat down for all of three minutes before jumping up and beginning to pace. 
 
    Jaren eyed her. She obviously felt trapped here, and after her fifth trip through the living room, he stood. 
 
    Rash decision or not, he was going to bend the rules—again. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. 
 
    She stopped in her tracks, arms folded across her chest. “Where?” 
 
    “Just come with me.” 
 
    He put her in the truck and they rode back to the Wynton Ranch. There, parked in front of the office, he spotted Judd’s Harley. 
 
    He left the keys to Corrine’s truck he’d been driving in the ignition for his brother to use later once he realized Jaren stole his bike. 
 
    When he grabbed the helmet hanging off one handlebar and passed it to Trinny, her eyes widened. 
 
    “We’re taking the bike?” she asked. 
 
    “Shh. Tighten the strap of the helmet and get on behind me.” He swung his leg over the seat and wrapped his fingers around the grips, his body already humming long before he fired up the engine. 
 
    “Wrap your arms around me.” 
 
    Once she did, he started the engine and took off for the main highway. 
 
    Trinny let out a whoop of delight, and he couldn’t help but grin at the freedom, the feel of the wind on his face and her arms wrapped around him. 
 
    He wasn’t stupid, though. Taking her out alone on the open road meant someone could see them. He couldn’t take that risk. But a group of guys he and his brothers often rode with were meeting up. He could guess where they’d be right now and by way of back roads, join their ranks. 
 
    Safety in numbers. 
 
    They both needed this. She found the sense of belonging she craved with the rodeo. Motorcycles were a part of him that he wanted her to experience. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If Trinny loved riding horses, she loved being on the back of a bike just as much. The world flew by in an up-close-and-personal way that made her feel even more in touch with the universe. 
 
    When they first joined the pack of motorcyclists, she wasn’t sure if it was a good idea, but flying down the highway in the middle of the group, nobody questioned who the girl on the back of Jaren’s bike was—they simply accepted her as one of them. 
 
    She could see now why Jaren brought her. He was giving her a gift…and sharing a piece of himself. And that touched her to the pit of her soul. 
 
    When they stopped along a scenic mountain route with a lookout over a lush green valley, he kept her close to his side. She must have been standing at the railing staring at the view for a good five minutes, lost deep in thought. Then slowly, she grew aware of Jaren beside her. Each time he lifted a bottle of water to his lips, the cloth of his shirt stretched over his hard biceps. Her insides fluttered with the same need she’d been feeling for hours on the back of that bike. 
 
    With her body wrapped around Jaren and the engine humming under her, she was soaking wet for the man. She needed to feel him moving with her. 
 
    The scorching hot yet fleeting moment on the trail happened hours before. That swift release only left her even more restless. She could still feel his hard legs supporting her while he worked his fingers into her pussy in intense, thorough, mind-blowing plunges. 
 
    “Trinny?” Her name broke through the haze gathering in her mind.  
 
    Directing her attention to her companion’s handsome face, she lost herself in his stare. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be?” she returned. 
 
    “We’ve ridden a long distance. Some people get stiff muscles.” 
 
    She trapped her lip in her teeth. Oh, she was sure he had a stiff muscle she could rub for him. 
 
    Shaking off the thought, she looked to the view and back to Jaren. “Do you have your phone on you?” 
 
    “Always.” He narrowed his eyes. “Why?” 
 
    “Take a selfie with me with the valley in the background. It’s too beautiful not to capture.” 
 
    His stare on her was probing. “Are you sure? Photos are forever.” 
 
    “You can delete or crop me out.” 
 
    His lips tightened but he didn’t respond to her comment as he pulled out his phone. They turned with their backs to the valley and their bodies pressed tight together. Seeing themselves on the screen this way sent her heart into a little backflip. 
 
    He snapped the photo and then hesitated a heartbeat before he pocketed his phone again. 
 
    She leaned against the rail that guarded them from the steep drop on the other side and turned her face up to the fading sunshine. 
 
    “You look relaxed, Trinny. And…happy.” 
 
    Her eyes flew open, and she looked up at Jaren. A shockwave shook her world as she knew it. Relaxed? Happy? How could that be? She was on the run, now in hiding. How could anybody be relaxed and happy under the circumstances? 
 
    Yet…Jaren was right. 
 
    And she owed it all to him. 
 
    She fought to put her emotions into words. “No one wants anything from me here. Nobody expects me to pay off their car loan or fund a trip to the islands. They don’t want help with student loan debt. These people don’t know anything about me and what I have or don’t have. It’s…freeing.” 
 
    He nodded. “I get it.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “Yeah. I had plenty to run from when I came to Stone Pass too.” 
 
    Her eyes widened, but she remained silent, allowing him time to gather his thoughts. 
 
    Finally, he spoke, “The congressman’s daughter that was brought up back in the office? My brothers and I were in charge of her protection. She slipped away without us knowing and we…” He cut his fingers through his hair. “Lost her.” 
 
    Her stomach twisted. “Lost her? As in…” 
 
    He nodded. “Someone got to her. It ruined our company and ruined us for a long time. I don’t think my two brothers in Georgia have ever recovered from what happened. Ross has asked them to come on board with the WEST Protection team several times, but they both insist they’ll never get involved in security again.” 
 
    Stomach hollow, reality bore down on her. Finally, it all made sense—why Jaren got so upset with himself for leaving her side to break up that fight between ranch hands. 
 
    His dark eyes burned into hers. “I got a fresh start in Stone Pass. I was able to leave my past behind and start over. So I understand what you’re saying. Anonymity is freeing.” 
 
    She inched closer to him and looped her hand around his nape, pulling him down. When their lips brushed in a soft kiss, she felt the caress in the pit of her soul. 
 
    She dropped back to meet his stare. “You make me feel free too, Jaren. With you, I can be myself. And that’s something I’ve never experienced before.” 
 
    He pressed a soft kiss between her brows that made her tremble. Then he took her by the hand and led her back to the motorcycle. The rest of the group would go on to the next destination, but Jaren turned the bike around and headed for Stone Pass. 
 
    As they rode, Trinny reflected on the moment they’d just shared and on her life. The wind in her hair and the feel of her lover’s body in front of her helped open up her mind even more and she was able to examine her situation deeper. 
 
    She’d spent years and years so locked up, making her mother happy and keeping up appearances she cared nothing about. She was close to no one and fought to find her place in the world, which resulted in testing out new friends in new locations around the world, but none of that made her happy. 
 
    Then…she stood with Jaren overlooking a valley and knew her place. In the photo he snapped of them, she could see the light in her eyes and how genuine her smile was. 
 
    She sucked in a deep breath of mountain air as the bike geared down. Her focus shifted from her internal concerns to Jaren and their surroundings. 
 
    They were back in the small town of Stone Pass. Tiny shops and the park flashed by her. Then they were rolling toward the long, winding road that led to the lodge. 
 
    She squeezed her arms around Jaren tighter and pressed her cheek to his spine. He covered her hand with his own, bringing a smile to her face. Yes, a real smile. 
 
    This man had opened up a whole new world to her, a new way of living. The thought of leaving these treasures behind and moving on to try to find new ones sent a sharp pang through her chest. But it had to be done. This was Jaren’s life—one he claimed for himself after the hell he’d obviously endured. 
 
    Trinny had to find her own path. He’d only let her borrow his for a time. 
 
    Just as soon as she was safe, she’d have to make a choice—to pedal backward to her old life or forward toward a new one. 
 
    Jaren took a curve, and together they leaned into it, their bodies automatically shifting in one synchronized motion. 
 
    Suddenly, tears filled her eyes. The thought of never knowing this deep link again hurt. 
 
    And she wished more than anything…that she wouldn’t eventually be making her journey alone. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Jaren and Trinny broke apart, panting from their orgasm. Perspiration stood on his neck and he closed his eyes on the sensations coursing through his body. 
 
    “Did I kill you then?” Her amused tone penetrated the haze of pleasure he floated in, and he cracked an eye to look at her. 
 
    She hovered over him, mussed hair tumbling around her shoulders and the softest smile on her lips. 
 
    “We never even made it to the bed.” He reached up and tugged the weighted blanket over her shoulders, pinning her body down on his again. 
 
    Her carefree laugh came with a smoky edge from her screams of bliss. 
 
    “That’s the second time we ended up on the floor.” 
 
    “Mmm.” He skated his hands down her sides, memorizing her curves. Their day had been great from start to finish. One of the most memorable days of his life. 
 
    “We skipped dinner.” Her comment swung him to the present. 
 
    “You skipped dinner. I had mine.” He slid his hand lower to probe her drenched pussy. 
 
    Her lips popped open on a sigh as he stroked his fingertip over her clit. 
 
    “Do that again. It feels sooo good.” 
 
    Watching her face, he strummed her bundle of nerves again and again. Her body tensed. Her thighs parted, and he took that as an invitation. 
 
    Casting off the heavy blanket, he rolled her onto her back and propped her knees up, splayed wide. When he sank his tongue into her well-fucked, still-quivering pussy, she clutched at his hair and cried out. 
 
    Right this second, his only job was to coat his tongue with her honeyed juices and to make her sob his name. He’d been with plenty of other women, but not one affected him this way. 
 
    It fucking scared the hell out of him. 
 
    “Jaren!” Trinny squeezed her thighs and bucked her hips as yet another orgasm claimed her. 
 
    “Fuck yeah!” He plunged his tongue inside her pussy, lost in the taste of her, the feel of her. 
 
    Yeah, that scared him even more. 
 
    With slow laps on her clit, he brought her down and finally lifted his head. 
 
    Her bright eyes were fixed on his face. “How do you…do that…to me?” she panted. 
 
    He crawled up her body and braced his weight on his arms. “Do what?” 
 
    “I just came minutes ago. But as soon as you rolled off me, I wanted you again.” 
 
    He ducked his head to capture one nipple, clamping it between his lips. She issued another rasping cry and arched. 
 
    When he released her, their gazes locked again. “It’s just how some people are when they’re together, I s’pose.” 
 
    Her fingertips gently caressed his beard. “Has it ever happened to you before?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Never. You?” 
 
    “Not even close.” Her stare shifted from his jawline to his shoulder. When she trailed her fingers over his ink, his heart gripped. 
 
    “I love your tattoos. Tell me why you chose a wolf.” 
 
    “For the meaning. A wolf is loyal and fierce. It’s believed that a tattoo emanates the energy of the person into the universe.” 
 
    “I love that,” she breathed, working over the lines of ink again. “I never thought about getting a tattoo. My mother hated them.” 
 
    “My momma was resigned to us boys having them since our father has them too.” 
 
    She lifted a brow in interest. “Tell me what your parents are like.” 
 
    He rolled to the side and wrapped an arm around her middle, pulling her flush to his naked body. God, she molded right to him, almost as if they were patterns cut out of the same cloth. 
 
    He took over trailing his fingers between her breasts to her navel and back up in slow swaths. “They’re normal, middle-class folk. He has an automotive repair shop, and she answers the phone, books the appointments and does all the bookkeeping for the business.” A smile cut across his face at the thought of his parents. “They fight all the time.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah…but you know it’s not a real argument. Just bickering. In fact, if they’re not bickering, my brothers and I know something’s wrong.” 
 
    “It sounds very different from what I grew up with.” 
 
    He hardly wanted to ask because he already knew some of the answers. The team had looked into her parentage first thing. 
 
    “Your father?” he tested the waters. 
 
    “Never knew him. He’s not even on my birth certificate.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “He disappeared after my mother paid him off. But you knew that, didn’t you? You know everything about me.” 
 
    “I know the sound you make when I do this.” He circled one nipple with his finger until it puckered into a sharp peak. 
 
    She gasped. 
 
    “And this.” He couldn’t stop himself from taking her lips. The sweet moan she uttered tore away even more of his ability to think clearly where she was concerned. 
 
    After a dizzying minute, she broke the kiss. Her gleaming eyes fixed on his face. “I made up my mind.” 
 
    “About what?” God, he loved her like this, all loose and free. The way she was born to be. 
 
    “I want a tattoo. Here.” She drew a line down the side of her ribs. 
 
    “That’ll hurt like hell. Sensitive spot.” 
 
    “I don’t care. We can’t delete it like a photo.” 
 
    He wasn’t going to delete that photo of them anytime soon. In fact, his throat closed off at the very thought of it. 
 
    “I don’t want to delete this experience from my life, Jaren.” Her forceful tone rattled him. 
 
    He swallowed hard. “I have a friend.” 
 
    Bending rules seemed to be his thing right now. 
 
    Excitement crept over her beautiful face. “Will he ask questions about me?” 
 
    “Hell no. Any friend of mine who’d talk would lose every one of his teeth.” 
 
    She sucked in sharply. 
 
    “Damn. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t say things like that. I shouldn’t go punching people or starting fights in front of you either.” 
 
    She cradled his face in both hands. “I love the man you are, Jaren. You’re rough and rugged and…dangerous. And you wouldn’t be you without those traits, and I…” She stopped. 
 
    “You what, doll?” 
 
    She sat up, stamping his mouth with a kiss. “I could use a drink after all those orgasms.” 
 
    When she glided to her feet and sashayed away from him, he tucked his arm under his head and watched her go. His cock twitched at each sway of her hips. 
 
    But so did his heart, and that really scared the hell out of him. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Twelve  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Trinny shut the bathroom door, leaned against it and let out a shaky breath. Dropping her face into her palm, she fought to untwist her mind. 
 
    What was she thinking? She’d almost slipped up and spewed all the silly emotions swirling through her that she could only chalk up to…to…sexual afterglow. 
 
    Oh, who was she kidding? She was falling in love with her bodyguard. Thinking back on all the time they’d spent together, she was forced to admit he lured her in the second the idiot slapped that number on his shirt and got on the back of a bull in order to impress her. 
 
    But she had to be reasonable. Was she just latching on to the first person who showed her that he cared? After all, she was still healing from the loss of a parent she wasn’t close to, which opened a lot of other wounds that needed to heal. 
 
    Had she fallen for the man simply because he saved her life and looked after her through this ordeal? 
 
    He makes me live in a way I never have. 
 
    She went through the motions of showering and changing into clean clothes, but her mind was too shaken to focus on mundane tasks. 
 
    When she reached into her purse for her hairbrush, she removed her favorite scarf purchased in Paris a few years back. Setting it aside, she continued pulling items out of her bag—the remnants of her life. All she had in the world, and none of it had much value. 
 
    Reaching inside again, her fingers brushed against paper. Her heart stuttered. 
 
    Her mother’s photo album—the only thing Trinny took when she fled. She could have taken her mother’s favorite diamond and sapphire necklace or some other trinket from her jewelry box, but those were hard, cold objects. The photos… Well, they might be just as hard and cold. 
 
    She extracted the small book bound in rich brown leather and let out a snort. Nothing but the best for her mom. 
 
    Handling the album left her with an odd emptiness she’d probably need therapy to analyze. 
 
    She riffled her thumb over the pages, flipping them. That was more than she’d ever done, but something egged her on. 
 
    With her back against the counter, she leaned heavily and cracked open the album. 
 
    Her eyes bulged as her stare fell on the page. Rather than a photograph…there was a scribbled paragraph. 
 
    She flipped to another page, then another. 
 
    She wasn’t looking at a photo album. Her mother used it as a diary. 
 
    Breathing hard, Trinny slammed it shut. Air whooshed in and out of her lungs until her cheeks began to tingle. 
 
    Oh god, she was hyperventilating, and she’d never hyperventilated in her life. 
 
    Her head swam in a dizzy rotation that made her grip the edge of the vanity. The binding of the album—journal—dug into her palm. What if it had information about her mother’s death? 
 
    What if it had entries about Trinny? 
 
    Lifting her head, she stared at her own reflection. Pale. Maybe a little green. 
 
    She didn’t have enough bandwidth to process her growing feelings for Jaren, let alone deal with her mother’s photo album. 
 
    After stuffing the album deep in her bag again, she ran a brush through her wet hair, added some rosy lip balm and walked out of the bathroom to the sound of voices. 
 
    She paused, listening. Right away she picked out Jaren’s voice, but the other could be any member of the WEST team. 
 
    When she stepped into the main room, her jaw dropped. A big guy covered in tattoos leaned on the kitchen island talking to Jaren. Something he said had Jaren chuckling, but he sobered at her appearance. 
 
    “Trinny, this is the friend I told you about. Dag.” 
 
    In the rodeo she’d heard a lot of odd names and nicknames, but Dag was new to her. She crossed the room quickly to shake his hand. “Nice to meet you, Dag.” 
 
    “You too. Jaren tells me you’d like some ink and you’re a virgin.” 
 
    Her eyes flew to Jaren’s. 
 
    “He means you don’t have any tattoos.” His deep rumble held amusement but grounded her at the same time. 
 
    “Oh. No. Yes. I mean, I’m a tattoo virgin, and I’d like some ink.” Her voice sounded more bashful than she actually felt. She knew her mind—and she wanted to get the tattoo. It felt like a change she needed to reflect the changes taking place inside her. 
 
    Dag offered a smile. “I brought all my equipment. Whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    She steeled her spine. “I’m ready now. Let’s get to it. Where do you want me?” 
 
    He laughed. “You’re eager to get to the needles. You got a spunky woman here, Jaren. I like that. But we need to draw something up first. Do you have some art in mind?” 
 
    Trinny hesitated. She wasn’t artistic in the least, but a vision had been rolling around her head ever since she first set eyes on the tattoo that spanned Jaren’s pec. 
 
    “A wolf,” she said. 
 
    He visibly jerked. Gripping the granite of the kitchen island, he pinned her in place under his dark stare. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Dag nod. He walked over to a bag and pulled out a sketchpad and a pencil. 
 
    Energy pulsed between her and Jaren. She could see a struggle on his face but didn’t want to give him a chance to argue with her decision. 
 
    She hurried around the island to Dag’s side as he opened the sketchbook. 
 
    Seeing the pages reminded her of that photo album and the entries scribbled in her mother’s handwriting. Very soon she would need to read them and see if there was anything at all to help authorities finally close the case surrounding her mother’s death. 
 
    “Where do you want the tattoo?” Dag’s question dragged her back to the present. 
 
    “Here.” She waved at her left side, over her ribs. 
 
    “You sure about that? The ribs hurt.” 
 
    “I’m sure of it. And I’m tough.” 
 
    He chuckled. “If you put up with Jaren, you must be. All right, let’s sketch this up and see how it looks on you before we start.” 
 
    Anticipation made her bounce a little on her toes. She leaned over to watch Dag swiftly draw up a she-wolf. 
 
    A wolf to match the alpha on Jaren’s chest. 
 
    She approved the art and Dag set everything up with a sterile sheet and got to work. As she lay there in only her bra and Dag drew the first line of the wolf with her head back in a howl, Trinny looked to Jaren. 
 
    Oh god. His eyes…were blazing. And she knew her heart was in her own. 
 
     Could he see she was falling in love with him? From the look on his face, she thought he did. 
 
    Every line of ink laid down in her skin made that love swell until she thought her whole body might be vibrating with it. 
 
    When the tattoo was finished hours later, she was cramped from lying still for so long in one position. Dag lifted the needles from her skin and gently wiped it with gauze. 
 
    “Get a closer look, dude,” he said to Jaren. 
 
    He leaned over her, and she felt his eyes cutting over her flesh like a brand on the fresh ink. 
 
    “It’s fucking beautiful,” he grated out. 
 
    A shiver rolled through her. 
 
    “I want to see.” 
 
    Jaren helped her into a sitting position and she walked into the front of the lodge where a long mirror hung near the door. When she twisted to see her side, she let out a shocked gasp. 
 
    Tears flooded her eyes. “It’s perfect. Jaren’s right—it’s fucking beautiful.” The wolf had all the feminine touches she hoped for and even sported a small, jeweled headpiece. The jewel seemed to glint. 
 
    Big hands settled on her hips, and Jaren’s hard body pressed against her from behind. In the mirror, their stares met. He stretched his left hand upward toward her new tattoo but stopped short of touching it. 
 
    She covered his hand with hers. Whatever was happening between them would eventually end. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t stamp this moment on her heart. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Jaren had no words. He trailed his fingers between Trinny’s bare breasts that he’d just spent long minutes tormenting before giving her two orgasms—one on his fingers and one on his cock. 
 
    She lay on her side with her bandaged tattoo facing up so as not to cause pain. 
 
    “You sat like a rock for that ink. My father would be impressed.” 
 
    A smile made her eyes crinkle at the corners. “I’m glad to hear it.” 
 
    “Why did you choose the wolf?” 
 
    He wished her ink was healed so he could put his lips all over the lines of that wolf. A possessive streak like he’d never known before had him by the balls, the heart and everything in between. 
 
    He ran his fingertip to her nipple, and it puckered for him. 
 
    Catching his hand, she brought it to rest between them. 
 
    “I can’t think when you do that.” She studied him. “Why did you choose your wolf tattoo? You told me what the wolf means, but…” 
 
    This question wasn’t one he’d ever had to answer. No one in his family ever asked the meaning behind the wolf on his chest, and he never felt close to anybody who might want to know. 
 
    “Long ago I came to terms with the fact that my personality is fierce and loyal.” 
 
    “Like a wolf…” she whispered. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “It’s what makes you great at your job.” 
 
    Her praise both lifted him up and sent him crashing to the ground. He didn’t want her to think this was only a job to him. Far from it. When they were together, he found it difficult to focus on any duty but putting a smile on her face and making her scream his name. 
 
    He issued a scoffing noise. “My brothers call it being impulsive. So does the team.” 
 
    She squeezed his fingers. “I can’t imagine you any other way, Jaren. It’s who you are. Don’t ever change…no matter what happens after this.” 
 
    A molten chunk of lead lodged in his chest where his heart sat. It scorched through flesh and sinew. 
 
    It left him bleeding.  
 
    He couldn’t let her go. 
 
    Fuck, this was going to break him. 
 
    Throat clogged, he pressed his lips to hers. When they drew apart, they shared a smile, though his felt interminably sad. 
 
    “Tell me why you chose the wolf, Trinny.” 
 
    She dropped her stare to his chest. 
 
    Tenderly, he brought her gaze back to his with a knuckle beneath her delicate chin. “I have to know.” 
 
    Her chest gave a small heave. “You already know, Jaren. Please don’t make me say the words.” 
 
    “I have to hear the words, Trinny.” 
 
    “What if I say them and things don’t work out between us?” 
 
    “This is just the start. You know that. I know that.” 
 
    She bit down on her bottom lip and then released it. “I shared my past with you already. You know how hard it is for me to admit my feelings.” 
 
    Cupping her face, he refused to let her look anywhere but at him. “This is your future.” 
 
    Her lips parted on a gasp. “You’re…my future?” 
 
    “Maybe I am.” 
 
    “It’s the maybe that has me worried.” 
 
    Seeing her throat working, he knew he couldn’t press her anymore tonight. And he’d already said far too much. 
 
    Fact was, he’d never felt anything that even came close to what he was feeling for this woman. Was it love? 
 
    If love meant he never wanted to be separated from her, then hell yeah, it was love. Just the thought of her leaving Stone Pass brought a panicked feeling to his chest that he didn’t even feel when he watched his Harley blown to twisted metal. 
 
    “Trinny—” 
 
    “Let’s not talk about it tonight.” Suddenly, she cupped his cock. The touch had him hardening, and he let out a groan. 
 
    She curled her fingers around the base and gave it a smooth pump that brought a bead of precum to the tip. His need sharpened to a knife’s edge. 
 
    He growled in his throat. “I have to have you—now.” 
 
    She rolled his length through her fingers before locating a condom and sliding it on him. 
 
    With their mouths fused in a consuming kiss, she rolled on top of him and took him to the hilt. Their shared moan rocked him. So did her earthy cries as she rolled her hips in a push and pull he’d never get enough of. 
 
    Need coiled at the base of his spine. His cock stretched deeper inside her, and she took him faster, galloping toward a spine-bowing end. 
 
    Latching on to her hips, he fucked her fast and deep. The tight fist of her pussy around his erection dragged him over the ledge of insanity. 
 
    She was already coming apart around him, her pussy squeezing him, her throaty moans mingling with his growls of ecstasy. He gave one more pump, teetered on the edge…and came in long spurts. 
 
    She collapsed on top of him, their sweat mingling to create a new essence that was perfectly them. 
 
    When she dropped a kiss to his tattoo, his eyes shuttered and his heart flipped over with all the emotions bottled up inside. 
 
    Yes, he loved her. And he could tell she was already halfway to loving him too, if she wasn’t already there. 
 
    He wouldn’t push her to give him the words he couldn’t yet speak either. Maybe they would after this was all over and they could actually be together on their own terms, unrestricted by some rules set down by WEST Protection. 
 
    He felt the shift in her body language before she rolled off him. “Jaren, what if I told you I found something today?” 
 
    He stared down at her. 
 
    “Something that might possibly contain information we need to find out who’s after me?” she continued. 
 
    He bolted upright. Bracing a hand on the bed at her side, he leaned over her. “What did you find?” 
 
    “I-I don’t know exactly. I was too afraid to read it.” 
 
    “It. What is it, Trinny?” 
 
    “My mother’s photo album. When I left my childhood home, I figured it was for good. Something in me made me grab the album on the way out the door.” 
 
    “And you’re just now sharing this with me?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I thought it was nothing. Just a scrap of leather and some old photos that I couldn’t bring myself to look at yet.” 
 
    “What aren’t you telling me? You said something about reading it.” He tried to keep his tone soft, encouraging. But he wanted to grab her purse—the only thing she had left after the explosion—and dump the contents. 
 
    She let out a breath. “I opened the album and…there weren’t any photos. Just writing…like diary entries.” 
 
    He pushed off the bed and stood at the side. Reaching down a hand for her to take, he said, “You have to look at it, Trinny.” 
 
    She shoved into a sitting position with her knees to her chest, shaking her head. “I don’t think I can.” 
 
    “What if the name of her killer’s in there?” 
 
    Her gaze jerked up to his. Red splotches covered each high cheekbone. “What if there’s something terrible about me in there?” 
 
    His heart tumbled, and he dropped to the bed next to her, drawing her into his arms. “Fuck. The fact that you even have to think that way…it makes me want to use my fists on someone very deserving.” 
 
    A shudder ran through her. “Jaren—” 
 
    “You can’t fault me for guarding your heart. Look, I don’t want to use WEST’s contract against you, but I have the right to search—” 
 
    “No!” She leaped off the bed and practically ran to the bathroom. He lurched to his feet, watching her like he had that bull when he rescued her and the boy from the arena. 
 
    He had to calm her down, wipe that panic off her face. 
 
    He extended a hand. “Doll, listen to me. It’s going to be okay.” 
 
    She took another step toward the bathroom door, toward shutting him out and closing herself off. 
 
    “If you can’t look at the album, then let me. Or I’ll pass it to my team to analyze. But Trinny, we have to see what’s inside.” 
 
    In one bound, she shot through the bathroom door and slammed it. 
 
    He took a big step forward but stopped. “Goddammit!” he bit off. 
 
    What was he going to do? Force her to hand over the book? His training told him not to exert more pressure on his ward, but dammit, they needed that intel. All they needed was one name, a date—hell, a location—and they might possibly learn who took out her mother and was trying to do the same to Trinny. 
 
    He reached for his jeans and located his phone. He had no choice now. 
 
    This situation called for backup. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Trinny’s harsh breaths echoed off the bathroom walls. Pressing her forehead against the door, she fought to calm herself down. 
 
    She felt like the whole mountain had collapsed on her and she had no way of digging herself out from under its weight. Feeling down the door, she located the handle. The urge to fling it open and face Jaren had her quivering. 
 
    She’d shut out the only person who could help her now. And why? Because she let fear overcome her. The same fear that drove her to hit the road in the first place. The fear of those home invasions and her mother’s demise. All of it crashed down on her. 
 
    Thinking back, she saw that her entire life was spent running—from her mother’s disapproval, from her true self. Then from her mother’s death and the break-ins. She dodged the people she once believed were friends. 
 
    Now she was shutting out the man she was on the tipping point of falling in love with? 
 
    Oh, who was she kidding? She was already in love with him. 
 
    Breathing hard, she twisted the knob and cracked open the door. His deep voice reached her in disjointed fragments. 
 
    “Diary… refuses to… Bring Ari too. Got it. Fuck, we have to…” 
 
    She shut the door as silently as possible. He was on the phone with his team, making plans for his problematic, uncooperative ward. 
 
    It was time for her to take control of her life and help herself—and him. 
 
    She whirled to the vanity and dragged her purse across the surface. She plucked out the album and marched into the bedroom again. 
 
    Jaren swung her direction. “I’ll talk to you more when you get here.” He lowered the phone from his ear. His stare dropped to the soft leather book in her hand before flashing up to hers. 
 
    He opened his mouth, but she cut across him. “I’m going to get dressed and then sit down and read this.” She waved the album. 
 
    His lips hiked up at one corner, and he swiped his hand over his face. “I mean…you don’t need to get dressed.” 
 
    The lighthearted comment startled a bubbling laugh out of her. Shaking her head, she crossed the bedroom to her clothing stacked on a chair in the corner. 
 
    Leave it to Jaren to make her laugh in the most stressful moment. Wasn’t that what a good partner did, though? Kept her from losing her mind while he let her know in his roundabout manner that he was here for her? 
 
    Once she pulled on jeans and a loose black T-shirt that skimmed her body and didn’t catch on the bandaged tattoo, she turned to find Jaren watching her. He sat on the side of the bed and when she faced him, he opened his arms to her. 
 
    Unable to fight the allure of his comfort, his strength, she crossed the room to him, still holding the album. Slipping into his lap felt like coming home. He wrapped her tight against his body, and she rested her head on his chest, breathing in his masculine scent mixed with her own from their lovemaking. 
 
    She turned the album over in her hands. “You’re good for me, you know.” 
 
    His lips brushed her temple. “How so, doll?” 
 
    “You push me. I need that right now.” 
 
    “You always knew your own mind. I’m just here to lend support.” 
 
    She tilted her head to meet his eyes. “I might as well say this too—I love you.” 
 
    Watching his eyelids droop in response to her words and the ragged change of his breathing were gifts she never knew she needed until this very second. He cupped her head and brought her lips up to his. 
 
    He paused short of kissing her. His warm breath washed over her as he whispered, “I love you too, doll.” 
 
    Their mouths connected in a kiss that was rough with passion. The album slipped from her fingers and she dug her fingers into Jaren’s muscled shoulders. He twined his fingers in her hair and tugged until her neck arched. When he dotted soft kisses down her throat, she issued a strangled noise that seemed to break the spell between them. 
 
    He released her hair and shifted to scoop the album off the floor. Then he placed it in her hands. 
 
    “I’m right here. I won’t let you go for one minute, Trinny.” 
 
    She nodded, throat tight and hot with tears that suddenly trickled inside her. “I’m a coward.” 
 
    “You’re far from a coward. You took off on a road trip knowing danger could chase you. I watched you leap a fence to save a child from a bull. Whatever you read in that”—he twitched his jaw toward the object in her hand—“I’ll face it with you.” 
 
    With a nod, she dragged in a deep, fortifying breath and opened to the first page. 
 
    The first entry was actually a note scrawled under the date. 
 
    Trinity’s birthday. 
 
    Jaren skimmed a fingertip over her thumb locked on the paper. “You were born on New Year’s Day.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “A good way to start the year.” 
 
    She hummed in response and flipped to the next page. It contained only a few notes including a reminder to call her accountant about withdrawing funds from a CD. Under that was an address. 
 
    “Do you recognize the address?” Jaren asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “I have no idea who lives there.” 
 
    She flipped to the next page and then slammed the book shut. “I don’t know if I can do this.” 
 
    He covered her hand with his own. “You can. You’re strong. No matter what’s written there, you can’t move on until you’ve read it all.” 
 
    Her heart pounded against her ribs. “You’re right. I have to do it.” 
 
    The entry was dated in February of that year. It was short and sweet with a few tidbits about her day and how she met a friend for lunch. 
 
    “Friend,” she whispered. 
 
    Jaren was already on the next entry, skimming his finger over a sentence. When Trinny read it, she let out a gasp. “She was dating someone?” 
 
    The doorbell suddenly chimed from the front of the lodge. 
 
    Jaren patted the curve of her thigh very close to her bottom. “That will be Judd and some of the others.” 
 
    She tipped onto her feet and he took her by the hand to lead her to the door. She gripped the album and let him pull her along but she was burning to get back to those entries. Whoever this mystery man was, even her mother’s coolness was absent from the page, leaving the warm excitement of a new man in her life. 
 
    Maybe in that regard, they weren’t so different. 
 
    When Judd let in the others and they all looked to Trinny, she realized she no longer felt like an outlier, the person on the edge of the group who never belonged. Their expressions of concern and empathy made her see that she could belong with them. Not only on Jaren’s account either—she felt a genuine warmth and friendship from all of them. 
 
    Judd and Ari, Ross, Casey and a few others. 
 
    Judd shifted his attention from her to his brother. “Jace is out on duty. And Lexis got called into the meeting in Colorado with Corrine and Modeen about the terrorism task force.” 
 
    “That’s fine. We just need some support with this.” He waved at the album in her hand. “It might have answers we’ve been looking for. When I called you, Trinny wasn’t sure she could go through with reading the contents, but she did start reading.” 
 
    “We both did.” She squeezed his fingers. 
 
    He returned the squeeze. 
 
    Ross waved at the living room. “We’ll make ourselves comfortable while you continue reading. Case, check the fridge. See what my sister left here in the way of snacks.” 
 
    “Copy that, boss man.” Casey took off in loping steps to the kitchen. 
 
    For a minute, the normalcy of their behavior struck Trinny. This was a typical day for them. While her stomach was twisted up in knots, these guys were more than ready to slam back some sandwiches. 
 
    Jaren tugged on her hand. 
 
    Despite all the support coming at her from every corner of the room, she resisted that tug. 
 
    “Uh…I’m going to read this by myself.” She met Jaren’s stare, waiting for his protest. 
 
    He searched her eyes. “You sure?” 
 
    She nodded. “I need to be alone with it.” 
 
    “All right.” He released her hand but leaned in to press his lips between her brows in a tender kiss. When he pulled away, he said, “I’ll be out here with the crew.” 
 
    Trinny caught Ari’s private smile before her significant other distracted her but she continued to the guestroom and curled up on the bed to read. Soon she was caught up in her mother’s writings again. 
 
    When she reached one entry, she sucked in a gasp. 
 
    Oh, god. She couldn’t believe her eyes. Her mother was having a secret affair with this man and her reason for keeping it from Trinny was written plainly in her mother’s precise hand. 
 
    She wrote that Trinny would never approve of the man who worked for their shipping company. He didn’t come from wealth or an affluent family. But he had “ambitions.” 
 
    Trinny’s mind darted to that notation about withdrawing funds from a CD. Could that be her mother’s reason for doing so? 
 
    She skimmed down the page further, pausing on another reason her mother hid this man from her only child. 
 
    The man was Trinny’s age. 
 
    The next line had her stomach dropping from all the vicious venom dripping from her mother’s pen. 
 
      
 
    If they ever meet, my love will take one look at the fresh flower of youth on my daughter and trade me in for the younger model. 
 
      
 
    The book fell from Trinny’s hand. Sucking in deep breaths, she tried to see through her haze of pain and anger. How could a mother see her own child as competition? Yet, deep down, hadn’t Trinny always known it to be true? 
 
    Everything clicked into place. Her mother urging Trinny to go off and explore the world really kept Trinny far away from her. Even before her mother began dating this man, she always wanted to keep Trinny away from her friends, out of her life. 
 
    Hot tears streamed down her cheeks. Their relationship suddenly made sense now, and even though it cut her to read those words and finally understand, a boulder felt lifted off her and all she felt was a cool rush of relief. 
 
    She picked up the book off the floor. There was one more entry on that page that forced her to open it one more time. 
 
    When she did and her gaze settled on a name, a sense of knowing and dread came over her. 
 
    Matt Dom. She didn’t recognize the name, but the instant she handed it over to Jaren and the team, the ball would start rolling. They’d find the person and dig up all the dirt on him. 
 
    Why the cops never searched for a piece of evidence like this, she didn’t know. Maybe her mother was just another dead woman in a foreign country who slipped through the cracks. It probably wasn’t so unusual. 
 
    A quiet knock on the door took her attention from the pages. She quickly slammed the book shut and shoved it under the pillow. When the door cracked open and Jaren’s big hand curled around the wood, her heart surged. 
 
    Her attraction had only multiplied since they confessed their feelings. 
 
    “Come in,” she said. 
 
    He widened the door to accommodate his shoulders. “Everyone left.” He darted a look to her hands and back to her face. She knew he was searching for the album, but she wasn’t ready to speak of what she’d learned. She needed a little longer to process it all before she shared. 
 
    Something pulsed inside her, hot and heavy. There was lust, sure…but what else was she feeling? 
 
    She gained her feet and padded across the room to Jaren. When she neared, he reached for her and she slipped into his embrace. 
 
    She looped her arms around his neck and leaned into him. His mouth found hers in a seeking kiss that soon heated to a blaze hotter than simple passion. 
 
    Anger. 
 
    She was furious. Her body pounded with it. And she only knew one way to release it. 
 
    She angled her head to take the kiss to another level, plunging her tongue deeper on every pass. Her hands roamed over his muscled back and she sank her fingertips into his carved ass. 
 
    “Me. You. The hot tub. Now.” 
 
    “Mmm,” he rumbled against her lips. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Gripping him by the hand, she led him out of the guestroom at a fast clip to the door leading to the deck. 
 
    He paused to enter the code to disarm the system and they slipped out. 
 
    While the hot tub started to run the jets, she grabbed him by the shirt. She started to yank him into the water, but he stopped her. 
 
    “You can’t get your new tat submerged. Here.” He walked over and grabbed a couple towels. Then he spread them on the side. 
 
    “I guess sex on the edge of the hot tub will have to do for now,” she rasped. 
 
    Their mouths collided. She raked her fingers over his hard flesh while his bit into her ass. 
 
    They ripped off their clothes, and he yanked her in again. “You didn’t tell me what you found in that album.” 
 
    Her chest tightened with more fury. “Right now, I just want you, Jaren.” 
 
    Dark eyes locked on hers. Her insides clenched and pulsed when she watched him roll a condom over his cock. 
 
    She straddled him. 
 
    As she sank over his thick erection, she let out a cry, which he swallowed in a white-hot kiss. Need spiraled through her, replacing the anger, and before she knew it, she was screaming his name to the music of bubbling water. 
 
    On the next thrust he surrendered to her with a deep groan. She collapsed in his strong arms as they recovered from the mad lust neither of them could stop. 
 
    She hoped this feeling never ended, but as soon as she gave him the information about her mother’s secret lover—who she was probably providing funds to—then everything would change. The case would be solved. She wouldn’t need a bodyguard anymore. 
 
    She wanted to cling to Jaren for just a minute longer. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Trinny felt as if her eyelids weighed a ton. Exhaustion born from anger and fear and lust and satisfaction all made her eyes want to close. 
 
    What she wouldn’t give to just ignore her findings about her mother and let Jaren carry her to bed and tuck her in beside him. 
 
    He eased her off his cock and his lap. She pinched her eyes shut, holding in the sensation of thorough letting go with Jaren. 
 
    “I’ll grab another towel,” he said. She listened to his feet on the deck as he headed to the rack. 
 
    She pried her eyes open. She wasn’t missing this view for anything. The vision of her lover’s carved spine and ass as he loped away from her had her insides tingling all over again. 
 
    He snaked out a long arm and grabbed a black and white striped towel. When he pivoted to return to her side, he wore a grin that stole the last of her brain cells. 
 
    As he crossed the deck again, they shared a smile. All of a sudden, a strange look passed over his face. 
 
    “Jaren?” 
 
    His eyes rolled up. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she barely got out before he froze—and crumpled to the deck. 
 
    A cry broke from her and turned to a scream when she spotted the man behind Jaren. 
 
    Her lungs filled again and she opened her mouth wide in panic and terror. 
 
    The tall, thin man dropped a syringe he was holding. It skittered across the wood. 
 
    Her shriek reached another decibel. 
 
    “Screaming won’t help.” His voice was cold. “Your boyfriend made sure you were alone out here. No one will hear you.” 
 
    When his stare dropped to her bare breasts, she yanked the towel over herself. 
 
    “I-I recognize you,” she sputtered, lips numb from the sudden chill and fear. The man her mother was seeing must be him. “You worked for my mother at the shipping company. New account manager.” 
 
    Tilting his head, he eyed her. His blue eyes were just as icy as his tone, causing her to shiver even more. “You’re observant for hardly being around. Your mother and I liked it that way.” 
 
    She darted a glance behind him at Jaren, who was still out cold. What did he give him? Please don’t let him be dead. I can’t lose him. 
 
    She only had herself left to rely upon, and Jaren needed her help too. She needed to think fast and get them out of this situation. 
 
    Wrapping the towel more solidly around herself, she stood up and found the courage to glare at the man who had somehow managed to catch up with her. 
 
    “Matt Dom, is it?” Her tone held only a small wobble. 
 
    He cut his stare down her bare legs. “I prefer to be called The Broker.” 
 
    “The Broker? What kind of egocentric name is that? Is it like Batman?” 
 
    He laughed in a way that reminded her more of The Joker. 
 
    She started around him to Jaren. She didn’t like how pale he looked under his tan. Or the slack angle of his limbs. 
 
    The man stepped into her path, cutting her off before she reached her lover. Her love. 
 
    “Get dressed,” he barked at her. 
 
    Narrowing her eyes at him, she sidestepped to grab her discarded clothes off the deck. 
 
    Think, Trinny! 
 
    Unable to shield herself from his stare, she had no choice but to drop her towel and dress in front of him. She did so quickly, yanking on her top and jeans without bothering with undergarments. When she glanced his way, his eyes were gleaming and his stare was riveted on her body. 
 
    Her skin crawled. 
 
    “Your mother was right to worry about us ever meeting. I would have seduced you within five minutes. You’re quite beautiful.” 
 
    Her stomach heaved. Acid and bile burned at the back of her throat. 
 
    She had to get help. Jaren needed medical attention and she needed backup. 
 
    If only she could reach the panel of the security system, she might be able to push a button and call for help. 
 
    Or if she could find a weapon, she could strike down The Broker and somehow get Jaren and herself to the saferoom. 
 
    How many steps away was it? The pantry wasn’t far. Oh, sure! I just have to find a way to knock this guy out and drag my heavy bodyguard to safety. Should be easy. After all, I did jump into an arena with a bull to save a child. 
 
    Her eyes darted around in search of any object she could use against this man. 
 
    “Don’t even think about trying to get past me, little girl. You’re coming with me. We have a plane to catch.” 
 
    Her brain swam, and her vision blurred. Spots formed in front of her eyes, blocking Jaren out of her sight. 
 
    When she managed to quell her panic, she whispered, “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To the town you grew up in.” 
 
    “What do you want there? I’m sure you already broke into the house.” 
 
    “You are the key I need. Now you’re going to come quietly with me, get in my car and then board a plane for New York.” 
 
    She threw a look at Jaren. He still hadn’t moved. God, was he even breathing? Her stare locked on his chest and relief almost knocked her down. He was alive. 
 
    For now. 
 
    Trinny centered her attention on her mother’s boyfriend again. The man’s cold stare left her with no question as to who her killer was. 
 
    Now Trinny had no choice but to go with him. 
 
    “Let’s go, little girl,” he hissed. 
 
    She glared at him. “At least let me get my purse.” The album was stuffed beneath the bed pillow. She had to make sure that if—no, dammit, when—Jaren came to, he would find it and know where to start looking for her. 
 
    “I’m not letting you out of my sight.” His fingers dug into her upper arm, making her bite off a cry of pain. Each steely fingertip bruised. 
 
    Jaren would not like seeing this man’s marks on her. 
 
    The Broker shoved her across the deck in front of him, down a flight of steps and around to the parking area in the front of the lodge where the man had managed to park without either her or Jaren hearing the engine. 
 
    They were too caught up in each other. 
 
    Exactly what Jaren feared would happen did happen. He was distracted—by her—and now he’d wake up and find he’d lost her. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jaren’s head throbbed and he felt like he just got hit by a train. He was cold too. 
 
    In slow increments, his brain woke. He’d been toweling off, his gaze on Trinny when he felt a sharp stab in the back. 
 
    He opened his eyes and found his view taken up by the wood of the deck. 
 
    “Fuck!” He peeled himself off the floorboards. When he sat up, his head made a slow circle that threatened to flatten him again. 
 
    “Trinny?” His voice sounded pained, like he hadn’t used it in years. 
 
    The hot tub still bubbled feet away. There was a towel crumpled on the deck but some of Trinny’s clothes were gone—her panties and bra lay a short distance from him. 
 
    Fucking hell. What happened to him? To her? 
 
    He lurched to his feet and nearly fell over. His veins felt clogged, his limbs like granite. 
 
    That stab in the back… Some drug got pumped through his system, making him sluggish and disoriented. 
 
    “Trinny!” The bellow echoed off the mountain. 
 
    He whirled, nearly collapsed and managed to gain his balance. It took him far too long to swagger across the deck to the back door. It stood open, but there was no sign of Trinny or a struggle. No indication what happened to him. 
 
    He called her name until the tendons in his neck stood rigid. He searched every room, even the bathrooms. 
 
    Oh god. She wasn’t here. 
 
    Some of the fog was lifting, and he ran back to the deck for his jeans—and his phone. He gripped it tight but couldn’t think how to use the device to get her back. 
 
    He swiped his thumb over the screen and it came to life. Two missed calls from Judd jolted his memory and with shaking hands, he managed to call his brother back. 
 
    “I need backup. Someone took her. She’s gone. Fuck, brother. What am I going to do?” He ended on a roar that shook him to the core. 
 
    “What the hell happened? Talk to me, Jaren. I’m jumping in the truck now.” 
 
    He heard the huffing sound of his brother running and doors slamming. The rev of an engine. 
 
    “I don’t know what happened. I passed out.” 
 
    “Passed out? How the fuck did that happen, Jaren?” 
 
    “Don’t know…” Yes, he did. “I think someone was here. Sneaked up on me. I felt a sharp stab.” 
 
    “A stab? Are you bleeding?” 
 
    “Not that kind of stab. Like a needle.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ. Stay on the line with me and get your gun in hand but don’t shoot if you feel even a little fuzzy. I’m calling the team.” 
 
    With every word they exchanged, more of Jaren’s brain cells engaged. Weapon in hand, he made a thorough search of the lodge. 
 
    Then he remembered the cameras. Surely one picked something up. 
 
    “The cams! Get someone to tap into them!” He ran for the office and the computer setup that the Modeens used. But the system was sitting there cold and would need to be booted up, which would take far too long. 
 
    Now his brain was close to ninety percent functional. He tore out the front door and scoured the area. No sign of a struggle. No sign of Trinny. 
 
    Gut-wrenching despair nearly doubled him over. 
 
    “Jaren, talk to me. What are you lookin’ at?” Judd’s voice came clear over the line. 
 
    “I don’t know. Someone took her. This tire track in the gravel might be fresh. Corrine’s truck you brought back when you got your bike earlier is still parked here, untouched.” 
 
    He rushed back inside and swept a look over the space. Nothing was disturbed whatsoever. Not a thing was out of place to indicate how Trinny came to be missing. 
 
    His feet slammed on the floor as he ran back to the guestroom. He’d already checked it for signs of her before but now he looked closer. Everything was exactly as they’d left it when she led him to the hot tub. 
 
    God, this was his mistake. He’d bent too many rules. One finally caught up to him. 
 
    If anything happened to her, he would pay a heavy price. She did deserve a better bodyguard—he never should have let her talk him out of handing her care over to another teammate. 
 
    A roar ripped from his throat, and his fingers clamped as he whirled to punch the wall. 
 
    Corrine Modeen’s voice came clearly into his head: Don’t you dare put a hole in my drywall, Abel. 
 
    He whirled and directed his fist at the bed. It slammed into the pillow with a soft puff that didn’t shatter his knuckles or have the same release as punching a wall would. 
 
    As he yanked his fist out of the fluff, something slipped out from under the pillow. 
 
    His lungs constricted as all the air left them. 
 
    The photo album. 
 
    Trinny had stuffed it under the pillow. 
 
    He grabbed it and flipped it open, skimming page after page. The entries talked about clandestine meetings. He spotted Trinny’s name, and his heart kicked up a notch. It thumped in his throat. Jaw tight, he forced himself to read the passage more slowly and saw it. 
 
    A name. 
 
    Matt Dom. 
 
    It meant nothing to him, but it was a start—and the only lead he had. 
 
    He’d been too careless with her safety, and she’d been snatched out from under his nose. 
 
    Her photo was in the local papers and had probably spread to other areas of the country. Also, her SUV getting blown up was no small story. While the team made sure to talk to all the witnesses and keep the explosion out of the papers, somebody probably snapped a picture of them fleeing the scene. Plenty of opportunities for Dom to track her down. The team thought she’d be well-protected right under their noses and now look what happened. 
 
    All the blame lay on his head. He should have done more to protect her, but his need to see her happy made him reckless. 
 
    He heard the grind of a motor and tires on gravel and ran to the front of the lodge just as Judd slammed on the brakes in the driveway and skidded a few feet to a halt. 
 
    Before his brother opened the door, Jaren was there, thrusting the album at him. “Matt Dom. Stay in the truck. We need to get to the office.” 
 
    “Dude, you’re not even wearing a shirt.” 
 
    “I don’t give a fuck. Just get me to the office. I know he took her. I know this motherfucker has the woman I love.” 
 
    As Judd drove, Jaren read as many of the entries as he could. His spine grew rigid and his fingers numb from gripping the leather so tight. 
 
    “Her mother was a real piece of work. This entire thing drips with venomous jealousy directed at her daughter.” 
 
    Judd grunted. “Ari’s father is cut from the same bolt of cloth as Trinny’s mom. Maybe Ari and Trinny are onto something when they said you and I are attracted to the same type of woman.” 
 
    He turned his head to pin a look on his brother. “You think we’re playing hero?” 
 
    “I think we fell for the same kind of woman because we are alike.” 
 
    “Hotheaded, impulsive, grumpy motherfuckers who stop at nothing to get our own way?” he asked. 
 
    Judd snorted. “That’s it.” 
 
    He delved back into reading, skimming through the middle entries that got far too personal about her mother’s sex life with this Matt guy. 
 
    “Her mother took the cruise with him. And it looks like she paid his way everywhere. She even gave him a hefty salary at the shipping office, but he didn’t need to spend it. He had a sugar momma. She withdrew from a CD for him to open some side venture, it says.” 
 
    “Motive enough to push her over that railing. Makes me question if even more money changed hands before she died. What is this guy after? What didn’t he get that he wants?” 
 
    They reached the office, and he had to pry his attention off the pages so he could walk into the building. Several guys waited there for him, including Jace. His brother’s gaze cut over Jaren. 
 
    “You look like hell.” 
 
    Judd spoke up. “He’s just been drugged and the woman he loves was kidnapped. Cut him some fucking slack.” 
 
    Without a word, Jaren yanked out a chair and set his fingers to a keyboard. In seconds he had Matt Dom’s name typed in a search. He pulled up a photo taken for his ID at Trinny’s family shipping firm. 
 
    “Run that through the system,” he barked to Jace. 
 
    “On it.” His brother was already doing a deep dive at Corrine’s desktop.  
 
    Ross braced a hand on the desk next to Jaren in order to lean in close and examine the photo. Dom was lean, with brown hair and no distinguishing features that Jaren could see. He looked like any average man in the world. 
 
    Suddenly Ross straightened. “I think I’ve seen him before.” 
 
    Jaren jerked his head around. “Where?” 
 
    “Here in Stone Pass. I dropped some gear off at the airstrip for Lexis before he departed for Colorado.” 
 
    Jaren ripped his fingers off the keys and jammed them into his hair. “You saw him at the airstrip? That means he was coming or going.” 
 
    “Or hanging out watching our moves,” Judd said from a few feet away. 
 
    “Jace, we need all the footage from the airstrip and surrounding areas. Did you tap into the lodge’s cameras yet?” 
 
    “Looking now.” Images popped up onto the big screen in the corner of the room for all to see. In another corner of the screen, their facial recognition program was running through possible arrest records matching Matt Dom. 
 
    “Got him. He flew in two days ago.” Jace’s words sent a chill through Jaren. 
 
    “On one of the local flights?” he roughed out. 
 
    “Private plane.” 
 
    “That timing coincides with me taking the gear to Lexis,” Ross said in the slow way that told them all he was turning the pieces around and around in his mind to fit them together. 
 
    “And the cameras at the Modeens?” he asked. 
 
    “Looks like they didn’t pick up anything.” Jace sent him a look. In that exchange, Jaren felt as if his brother saw far too much written on his face. 
 
    He didn’t give a damn who knew how he felt about Trinny either. 
 
    Judd was on the phone with air traffic control. He put it on speaker and Jaren had to force his brain to connect to what was being said. 
 
    When he heard the private plane had departed an hour before, he launched out of his seat and stormed to the door. “Get me on a flight—now!” 
 
    “Done.” Ross dug into a drawer and came out with a new Wynton Ranch T-shirt and two clips of ammo for Jaren’s weapon off the shelf. “Take these. Judd, you roll as backup.” 
 
    “I got his six, boss.” Judd stepped up to Jaren and gripped his shoulder hard. In that moment, he realized exactly what kind of support his brother offered. It wasn’t only a teammate backing him up right now. It was the brotherly bond Jaren could always rely on. 
 
    Jace’s fingers connected with the keys again. Mad clacking filled the room. “That flight’s on its way to New York. Your plane will be waiting for you, and your pilot has received our orders. Oh, fuck…” Jace’s curse snapped their heads around. 
 
    Jace spun his chair to them, face reddening. 
 
    “What is it?” Judd asked. 
 
    “Another workplace just popped up on Dom. He worked with Bryan White for a short time before they both quit.” 
 
    Bryan White… Another man who called himself The Broker. A man who threatened Jace’s own significant other. 
 
    “This Broker stuff is a bigger operation than we ever guessed back when our company folded.” Judd’s voice was steeped with fury. 
 
    Ross handed him a go-bag filled with all the equipment they’d need. “We knew we needed to cut the head off the snake. Let’s hope Dom is the bastard in charge and this time we end this.” 
 
    Jaren met Ross’s gaze. Understanding passed between them. Jaren gave a hard nod and ripped open the door. 
 
    This time he’d be the one to finish off the asshole calling himself The Broker and get Trinny back. But first, he would torture every single name of every person in his operation out of the man. 
 
    Dom—and all the others working for him—would learn just how dangerous, lethal and driven Jaren Abel could be. 
 
    He would stop at nothing to get back the woman he loved. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    The last time Trinny had stepped foot in her hometown of Albany was for her mother’s funeral. Memories bombarded her. Lost chances haunted her. But mostly, she was pissed off. 
 
    Dom shoved her between the shoulder blades to propel her down the plane steps leading to the runway. She whipped around and shot him a glare. 
 
    “You will not push me. Understand?” 
 
    “You seem to be under the impression that you’re in charge, little girl.” 
 
    She gritted her teeth every time he called her that. She could only image why too—her mother. 
 
    “I am capable of walking without you forcing me to go faster. What’s the hurry, anyway? It’s the middle of the night. The bank’s not even open.” 
 
    During the flight from Montana to New York, they got into a screaming match, and most of the story unfolded. He was searching for something and believed it to be in her mother’s safe deposit box. She could only guess her mother signed some document that willed money to him and he’d tossed all their homes to find it. 
 
    Her boots hit asphalt and Dom shoved her in the back again. 
 
    She sucked in a deep breath of air reeking with the scent of jet fuel and tried to find her grip on control. She just needed to stay alive long enough for Jaren and the WEST team to show up. 
 
    Jaren. Oh god, was he even okay? Her mind wavered over the moment she’d last seen him, sprawled on the deck, naked and lifeless. 
 
    But breathing. 
 
    He was strong—the strongest, most determined man she knew. He wouldn’t let whatever drug Dom had given him take him down. 
 
    If he really was all right, then he would search the world over to find her. He’d stop at nothing, that much she knew. 
 
    She knew so much more about her lover, though, didn’t she? Such as how much emotion gleamed in his eyes when he was making love to her. 
 
    Her heart threatened to crack open and bleed out all the pain and heartache she’d been bottling up since the moment she saw him collapse back at the lodge. She had to shore up her walls, fortify her fortress and get through the long, fear-filled hours until he found her. 
 
    When she cut her glare over the man holding her prisoner, she hoped he saw just how much she wished him dead right now. 
 
    He only chuckled. “Your mother never told me just how beautiful you are.” Hard, bruising fingers clasped on her chin. “Even more beautiful when you’re angry.” 
 
    She ripped her chin out of his pinching fingers, even though it caused her more pain. “Take me to my house so I can change my clothes. I’m not going to the bank in this.” She waved at her attire of T-shirt and jeans and nothing else. 
 
    “The only reason I’ll honor your request is because you need to look your best when we walk into that bank. I can’t have someone so…” His gaze slimed over her. “Disheveled being seen with me.” 
 
    “I bet my mother was an easy target for your charm. She sucked it up everywhere she could.” Shoulders thrust back and head held high even though she was exhausted and bruised from his rough treatment, she took off walking across the airstrip with all the poise that her mother would have expected of her. 
 
    Things had changed since then. Any respect she ever had for that woman was now worth less than the manure she stepped in on the Wynton Ranch. Anyone who would treat their own daughter the way she had and sneaked around with Dom, conspiring about god knew what together, deserved whatever end had come to her. 
 
    More than Trinny’s feelings toward her mother and her expectations had changed since she followed that rodeo into Stone Pass, though. Now she really wasn’t content to go on alone. She wanted Jaren at her side…and her new friends Emersyn and Ari, and even Judd who was as rough around the edges as his brother but now she understood him better. 
 
    They were both fierce alpha protectors through and through. And that was how Trinny knew with every cell in her soul that Jaren would find her and rescue her from this mess. 
 
    She gave Dom the side-eye. That didn’t mean she wouldn’t try to help herself first chance she got. 
 
    He pressed a hand on her waist so hard she nearly cried out, but she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing he hurt her. A man like him obviously lived on causing others pain. 
 
    He dragged her through the terminal and pushed her out the front doors. When a car stopped along the curb, he ushered her inside it. The driver of the rideshare smiled and nodded a greeting to them. Trinny attempted to convey her situation through her eyes, but he didn’t get the memo and just drove to their destination, which was her childhood home. 
 
    Seeing the big old trees that had been planted a hundred years ago in a line along the front of the property filled her with nostalgia. But the house itself wasn’t a place that felt like home now. Even that bed she’d longed for, she couldn’t care less about now. 
 
    Her home had been hotels and apartments in foreign cities. 
 
    Thinking harder about that, she realized the first place she’d felt totally at home at in years and years…was the lodge with Jaren. 
 
    It wasn’t even the four walls and the luxuries—it was him. If they lived in a tent clinging to the edge of the mountainside, she would still be perfectly happy because they were together. 
 
    Please come, Jaren. Please be on your way. 
 
    As soon as Dom reached the front door and unlocked it using the correct code, her anger resurfaced, hot and bright with a tang of blood. 
 
    “I’m surprised you aren’t breaking down the door this time.” 
 
    He gave her a snide glance. “I know this house. I practically lived here with your mother for months. Why do you think she never wanted you to come home?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to be here anyway.” She sniffed in nonchalance but his words stung. 
 
    They entered the enormous house filled with treasures she cared nothing about. It smelled stuffy and needed aired out. She looked around. “The staff?” 
 
    “I dismissed them.” 
 
    “I didn’t know they took orders from you now.” 
 
    A glimmer came into his eyes. “Everyone I meet takes orders from me. Including your mommy.” 
 
    “Which is how you managed to swindle money out of her. What did you do with it all? That CD she withdrew from was worth hundreds of thousands of dollars.” She stopped in the middle of the grand foyer that was two stories tall with a balcony at the top overlooking the intricate pattern of the floor tile below. She hoped Dom would go up there so she could shove him off it. 
 
    His face darkened as if he could read her thoughts. A sliver of ice hit her stomach before she realized that wasn’t possible—he was using fear tactics on her. 
 
    “Working for your mother was just a cover for my own business.” 
 
    She squared up with him and looked him in the eye. “Oh yeah? What’s that?” 
 
    His lips slanted in an evil smile. “I have an empire of people scattered around the world doing my bidding. Let’s just say my people get things for people.” 
 
    “And what do you plan to get from me?” 
 
    “Right now, I need what’s in that safe deposit box.” 
 
    She couldn’t imagine what her mother kept in the local bank’s box. She got the feeling he wouldn’t tell her even if she demanded to know. But now she was starting to question if what her mother wrote in that photo album would incriminate him. 
 
    She pivoted and strode to the staircase. “Fine. We’ll go as soon as the bank opens. Until then, I’ll be in my room. With the door locked.” 
 
    As she ascended the stairs, she didn’t look back but felt his stare burning through her. 
 
    When she reached the top, his voice echoed up to her. “Oh and Trinny—don’t think about trying to call your bodyguard boyfriend. I have control of every phone.” 
 
    She met his black gaze over the railing. “And if I try anyway?” 
 
    “Let’s just say you won’t like that side of me.” 
 
    She spun away. “I don’t like this side of you either,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    Her old room was just as she’d last seen it, though the gleaming walnut furniture had a layer of dust. 
 
    She immediately walked over to her bed and dropped to her knees. Please let it be there. She snaked an arm under the bed in search of a bag she always kept there filled with items she’d need in the event she wanted a quick getaway from her mother. 
 
    How ironic that she was still trying to run even after coming to the realization that she was closing that door on her life. When it came to facing her emotions and claiming her life as her own, she wasn’t running. That included Jaren. But getting away from this psycho boyfriend of her mother’s? She was more than ready to hit the road. 
 
    Her fingers brushed against cloth, and she let out a small cry as she yanked the bag toward her. When she opened it and saw the things she’d need to escape—a set of car keys to the Bentley, which was her mother’s real baby, a set of clothes and a toothbrush, and a burner phone—she felt relief hit like a wave. 
 
    For a moment, she bowed her head in thanksgiving. The Trinny she used to be was a smart woman, even if she didn’t think so at the time she’d put this bag together. 
 
    If there was any way out of here, she had it zipped up in one small bag. 
 
    She just needed to distract Dom so she could make a break for it. But how? 
 
    Hands shaking as she took out the phone, she racked her brain for a way to reach Jaren. She didn’t know his number. Nobody knew each other’s numbers these days—they were all stored in a cell phone. 
 
    But she could reach the WEST Protection office. 
 
    She leaped up and ran to the door on light feet. Holding her breath, she chanced a peek into the hallway, gulping when she didn’t see her captor right outside her door. 
 
    Swiftly, she strode into her walk-in closet and poised a finger over the phone. It was nearly dead, the charge gone from being left in that bag so long. But it had enough battery to get a call out. 
 
    Please let luck be on my side! 
 
    When she dialed 411 and got an operator on the line, she sagged against the wall and tears stung her eyes. 
 
    “WEST Protection office in Stone Pass, Montana,” she whispered. “Hurry!” 
 
    “Connecting you to that listing.” 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, she caught movement at the closet doorway and let out a shriek. She dropped the phone just as Dom brought a hand down on her arm and yanked her toward him. 
 
    His eyes were frigid as he glared down at her. “I have cameras installed all over this house in places you’ll never find them.” He looked at the phone on the floor. 
 
    The phone that was probably now connected with the WEST team. 
 
    Heart leaping with hope, a scream hit her lips. She shouted out her address for someone—anyone—to hear. 
 
    A hard slap rocked her head and she tasted blood in her mouth. Fury was a red haze in her mind that made her body shake. 
 
    Dom dragged her out of the closet and threw her down on the bed. Panic ripped through her as she thought of all the terrible things he could do to her on that bed, but he grabbed her escape bag instead. 
 
    When he pulled out the car keys, he made a tsking sound. “Your mother searched high and low for these keys. But we can put them to use. We’ll take the Bentley to the bank.” He offered her a smile that sent chills tearing through her. “I like doing things in style.” 
 
    “Even murdering congressmen’s daughters?” she blurted. 
 
    He stopped, lowering the fist that gripped the keys, and pierced her in a dark glare. “What did you say?” 
 
    She’d struck a nerve though she had no idea where that question had even come from. She was grasping at straws to distract him from the fact she was still sprawled on the bed and vulnerable—but she’d struck a chord. 
 
    Scooting to the edge, she gained her feet and met his eyes again. “You heard me.” 
 
    “What do you know about that?” 
 
    She hoped he didn’t see the blood draining from her face. What would Jaren want her to do in her situation? Fight? Hide? Hurl words at him? 
 
    Her bodyguard didn’t play by the same set of rules others did. He’d probably find a spike heel and jam it into Dom’s eye, grab the keys and make a run for it. 
 
    Slanting a glance at the phone on the floor, she wondered if the team really was connected and if so, if they could hear her. 
 
    She wasn’t discreet enough and Dom saw what she was looking at. In one lunge, he stomped on the phone, smashing it to bits. 
 
    Then he wrapped his fingers around her throat and shoved her against the wall. “You know how I killed the congressman’s daughter, don’t you?” 
 
    She swallowed, mouth desiccated and her heart in her throat. His grip on her neck didn’t cut off her air, though, and she managed to croak out, “No.” 
 
    He closed his fingers tighter. “Just like this, little girl.” He shoved her so her head hit the wall and he turned for the closet door. “Change out of those cheap country clothes. The bank will be open soon.” 
 
    When she heard the bedroom door close, she sank to the floor and reached for the broken phone. Tears dripped from her eyes. “Please come,” she whispered. 
 
    Her hope of running was ruined. Now she had no choice but to stay and fight. 
 
    And fight she would. She’d make it her personal crusade to stop this man, bring down his empire…and return to the man she loved. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jaren’s knees bounced in eagerness to get off this plane. 
 
    Across the aisle from him, Judd eyed him. He opened his mouth to speak but got a funny look on his face and pulled out his phone instead. 
 
    When he brought it to his ear, he kept his gaze pinned on Jaren as if waiting for him to smash one of the windows and leap out at ten thousand feet. 
 
    Judd listened for a minute and then said, “Got it. We’ll meet the car. Copy, Ross.” 
 
    Jaren’s fists clenched in his lap. “What did he want?” 
 
    “A call just came into the office.” 
 
    He twisted in his seat and glared at his brother. “Tell me.” 
 
    “An unknown number.” 
 
    “I swear on our dear grandmother’s grave, I will break your neck if you hold back another minute, Judd.” 
 
    “Trinny was on the line.” 
 
    So she was alive. 
 
    A broken noise ripped from his throat and he jerked forward in his seat, clasping his head in his hands and breathing through his nostrils to stop the flow of relief and pain and absolute fury raging through him. 
 
    “The call was quiet but the team enhanced the sound and made out her screaming out her address.” 
 
    He jerked his head up. “Where is she?” 
 
    “Traced it back to her family home in Albany, just as we suspected. Ross has a car waiting for us when we land.” 
 
    “Oh Christ.” His words came out with hot pain. 
 
    “We know where she is, brother. We’ll reach her.” 
 
    He cracked an eye at Judd. “This is my fucking fault. I made all the wrong moves. I broke rules and took her out of the safehouse Ross and I agreed on. From the very beginning, I fucked up.” 
 
    “Jaren—” 
 
    He sliced a hand through the air, cutting his brother off. “When she was in that store, I should have gone in after her instead of waiting outside by her SUV. I knew she was in danger and I hesitated. When I got her to the lodge, I should have locked her up inside and never let her see the light of day. It was the only way to keep her safe. But I risked it all by taking her to the ranch. Dom was in Stone Pass—he probably spotted us on the road. Hell, he could have followed us to the ranch.” He issued a low groan at his own stupidity. “We were out on those trails and I even stole your bike and took her on a joy ride. I invited my buddy over to give her a tattoo—” 
 
    “Wait—a tattoo? What the fuck, man?” 
 
    He rammed his fingers through his hair. “It was Trinny’s request, and I knew Dag could be trusted.” 
 
    Judd shifted in his seat. “So what did she get?” 
 
    He stared at his brother. Was he seriously asking about tattoo designs when the woman he loved was in danger? 
 
    “A wolf,” he gritted out. 
 
    A grin spread over Judd’s face. 
 
    “Stop fucking smiling like that. You already know I love her.” 
 
    “Yeah, but the fact she could love an ugly ass like you…” 
 
    He snorted. Leave it to Judd to cut through the crap. “How long before we’re on the ground?” 
 
    He checked his watch. “About thirty minutes.” 
 
    Thirty minutes left for him to lose his mind. 
 
    “You did all the right things, even if you bent a few rules, Jaren. You have to know that.” 
 
    Jaw hard, he stared at his brother. “I don’t know that, no.” 
 
    “You did what you thought was best for your ward, and that included taking care of her mental health.” 
 
    He scuffed his knuckles over his jaw, creating a rasping noise. “She’s been broken enough. I couldn’t watch her suffer being locked up.” 
 
    “I get it, man.” Judd might be right. He dealt with Ari’s ghosts too. 
 
    “As soon as this is over, I plan on making her mine. Officially.” 
 
    Judd reached out and clapped him on the shoulder. “Just in time for the family to visit.” 
 
    He straightened. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Jace didn’t tell you? Mom and Pop are coming for a visit and bringing our little brothers.” 
 
    Their little brothers were in their twenties and just as built if not more muscled than him, Judd and Jace. 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Next month. Plenty of time for you to rescue the girl and then—” 
 
    “Win the girl over,” he concluded. “Then…” He trailed off, a half a smile creeping onto his face. 
 
    “Then?” Judd prompted. 
 
    “Then I introduce her to my family and the team…before we ride off on your Harley.” 
 
    Judd punched him lightly in the arm. “At least ask next time.” 
 
    They shared a chuckle. It felt good to release some of the fear and replace it with an even stronger determination to get Trinny safe and back in his arms. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Dom settled in the driver’s seat and wrapped his fingers around the calfskin steering wheel. He let out a satisfied noise. “I can see why your mother favored this car over the others and was put out when she ‘misplaced’ the key.” 
 
    Trinny peeled her stare off his long fingers and tried to stamp down the sensation of how they’d felt curled around her throat. Her insides still wobbled from the attack—but that didn’t mean her resolve to take him out was any less. 
 
    They pulled out of the driveway and onto the street headed toward the city and bank. 
 
    “So are you going to clue me in on what I’m supposed to find in this safe deposit box?” She kept her gaze fixed on the road, scouring it for a police officer or anyone who might be able to help her if she managed to scream out the window at them. 
 
    When she had that phone in her hand, why didn’t she think to call the cops? She’d spent the past hour while she got ready analyzing her reasons and it came down to the fact that she trusted the WEST team to protect her better than any law enforcement. Especially after the mess the authorities made of her mother’s case and all the break-ins too. 
 
    She didn’t even know if the call had gone through. It was shocking that she’d even managed to reach an operator in this decade of internet searches. 
 
    The call must have connected. And that meant she only had to stay alive long enough for Jaren to show up. 
 
    If he did receive the call and eventually reached her home, then he’d find the note she left him. It was tucked into the pocket of her plaid top she’d been wearing when he last saw her. She knew without a doubt that he’d see that shirt, pick it up and find the note telling him her whereabouts. 
 
    Dom drew her attention back to him. “I’m looking for a book.” 
 
    She blinked at him. “A book?” Her insides did more than wobble—an earthquake hit. 
 
    “Your mother was always scribbling away in some book with a leather cover.” 
 
    Panic crashed over her, leaving her feeling cold and numb while her heart shot off at a rocket speed. 
 
    “Why would you want a book?” 
 
    He leveled a stare at her. “I need to see it,” he said slowly. “Do you know anything about it?” 
 
    Trinny had spent most of her life dodging questions she didn’t want to answer. What friends was she meeting and were they suitable ones for her position in society? Who of quality would be at the party? 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” She kept her tone even. “Why would my mother place it in a bank for safekeeping?” 
 
    He stared out the windshield for so long she wondered if he would answer her at all. Finally, he said, “You must be stupid. If she talks about me in the book…” 
 
    She battled her nerves, shoving them down before she gave herself away with a bouncing knee or fidgeting fingers. She had to keep that cool composure that—ironically—her mother had forced her to cultivate her entire life. 
 
    “So you’ve been after this book the whole time? You broke into all our houses and ripped them apart for a book?” What kind of incriminating words might her mother have written? Trinny didn’t get a chance to read all the entries. 
 
    But her mother did mention that Dom called himself The Broker and if the book got into the hands of the authorities, that was as good as the door slamming on his prison cell. 
 
    He didn’t respond to her question, but she already knew the answer. 
 
    All the way to the bank, she attempted to remain calm even though her nerves snapped. What would Jaren do right this minute? He’d probably elbow Dom in the nose and take the wheel. 
 
    She didn’t have the strength to overpower the man, and she wouldn’t try. After all, he proved the treachery he was capable of. He’d killed before, and one of those women was her mother. 
 
    Bile rose in her throat and lingered there until they parked in front of the bank. 
 
    The big stone edifice was a very trusted institution in the community. As they walked to the door, she wondered how many security guards were inside and how fast they could call the cops if things went south. 
 
    As soon as Dom realized that book wasn’t in the box—it was stuffed under a pillow back in Montana—he would not be happy. And she wasn’t going to stick around waiting to see what he’d do next. 
 
    Once she walked through those doors, she wasn’t walking back out with him. 
 
    When they climbed out of the Bentley, he circled the vehicle in a flash to grip her by the upper arm. His rock-hard fingers clamped on her flesh. 
 
    “Don’t even think of trying anything, Trinity. You’re going to act natural and open that box.” 
 
    “Fine,” she breezed out in as cool a tone as she could muster. 
 
    He practically dragged her up the steps to the glass doors. She swept a look inside but didn’t see any obvious security officers there. 
 
    “It’s go-time, little girl. Get me that book. And then I’ll decide if you get to live.” He brushed his knuckles over the side of her breast. 
 
    Disgust crawled over her, but she entered the bank with all the dignity of an heiress of an empire with a fortune to last several generations—if she lived to have any children, that was. 
 
    He loosened his grip on her arm enough that they didn’t appear odd as they walked to the front desk. She requested access to the safe deposit box. 
 
    “Can we see your ID please, Ms. Taylor?” 
 
    She gulped. Her bag was back in Montana. “Uh…I misplaced my wallet and I lost my ID. Is there some other way I can prove my identity?” 
 
    Dom’s fingers were back on her arm, biting in until she nearly cried out in pain. 
 
    “Let me see.” The employee typed something into her computer system. “It seems there is a password on the account. If you know it, you could access the box.” 
 
    Oh god. Now was when Trinny revealed just how estranged she and her mother were. What would her mother use for a passcode? 
 
    She racked her brain, bouncing from her grandfather’s birthday to the last four digits of her mother’s cell phone number, which Trinny didn’t know. 
 
    Dom’s stare burned into her profile. The employee was patiently waiting for her response. 
 
    “Let’s try this: 0101.” It was a stretch, being her own birthday. 
 
    The woman entered it into the system and shook her head. “I’m sorry, that isn’t correct.” 
 
    Dom leaned against her, and she shot out a foot aimed at his shin. It connected, and he let out a grunt before inching away enough to give her room to think.  
 
    Her mother’s birthday. A self-centered person like her mother would definitely use her own birthday. “Try 0720.” 
 
    The woman tapped at the keys. “Yes, that’s it. I’ll take you to the box right away.” 
 
    Trinny’s relief was short-lived considering what they’d find once she opened the box. 
 
    The woman led them into a room and unlocked the family box. Then she set it on a table and retreated to the doorway while Trinny examined the contents. 
 
    Dom beat her to the task. He whipped it open and dropped back a step. When he cut his fingers through his hair, she knew his come-to-Jesus moment had finally arrived. 
 
    He shook his head as if stunned. “I thought…” 
 
    “You were wrong.” 
 
    He glared at her. “You know where the book is.” 
 
    “Maybe I do. Maybe I don’t. Can you describe it to me again?” 
 
    “No, you little bitch! You know where it’s at. Tell me now and I won’t torture you too long before I kill you.” He made sure to pitch his words as a low growl, but the space had tall ceilings and an echo. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Trinny saw the employee take a step closer to the exit and wave a hand at somebody. 
 
    Her heart hammered so hard that it felt as if her whole body shook. Everything sharpened to a singular point in time where she knew Dom would be walking out of here in handcuffs. 
 
    She tilted her chin in defiance and glared back at him. “Tell me again what’s in that book. Did my mother write how she feared for her life right before you pushed her over that balcony?” 
 
    “Security!” the employee called. 
 
    Dom lunged for Trinny. He yanked her body against his in a chokehold even as cold steel pressed against her temple. 
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    Jaren entered the bank and rushed to the counter. “I’m looking for a woman. She probably came in with a—” 
 
    A scream cut him off. “Security!” 
 
    Jaren locked a hand on his spine, the grip of his weapon in his palm. He and Judd exchanged a look and made a break for the sound. 
 
    “Hey, wait!” An older gentlemen in black pants and a button-down shirt who must be the bank’s security officer ran at them. 
 
    “WEST Protection,” Judd called. “We’re after a man who came into the bank. Stay back!” 
 
    Shouts of “call the cops” followed them as they ran down a hallway. A woman stood there, her face ghostly pale. 
 
    Jaren felt his own blood drain from his face as he nudged by her and stepped up to the doorway. 
 
    What he saw inside that room had his gut clenching in fear. Trinny was locked against a man. 
 
    And he had a gun to her head. 
 
    Her stare collided with Jaren’s. God, those beautiful eyes actually appeared calm and cool. 
 
    Or detached. 
 
    He knew the signs of dissociation, and she was definitely not connected to this moment. Who could blame her? With any luck, she’d block the entire matter out of her mind. 
 
    He jumped into the room, weapon trained on the man. Every impulse in him told him to take action and think later. 
 
    And for the first time in the months since the incident with the congressman’s daughter, Jaren didn’t have to question if he was making the right decision. 
 
    “Matt Dom, I presume?” 
 
    Trinny’s chest heaved, which caused the steel barrel of the gun to rub against her temple. 
 
    Jaren’s heart damn near stopped. 
 
    “Your bodyguard showed up, Trinity. Or should I say your lover? You know, your mother liked to slum too.” 
 
    “Yeah, with you!” she shot out. 
 
    Jaren narrowed his eyes on her, urging her to remain quiet and let him handle this. One slip of the man’s finger on that trigger… 
 
    She didn’t stay quiet, though. “You were ambitious and used people to climb some social ladders, but you were really taking their money and using it to build yourself up. How many people work for you helping you ‘get people what they want?’ Or would you rather I call you The Broker?” 
 
    Jaren felt a hook in the chest and a few feet away from him, Judd seemed to give a similar response. 
 
    “You killed people!” Trinny continued to shoot accusations, but Jaren’s focus was on the man’s hand and how it shook. He had to make a move—now, before it was too late. 
 
    He tapped a finger against his thigh, hoping his brother saw. One, two… 
 
    He lunged for the man holding Trinny. Dom swung the gun from her temple and squeezed off a shot at Jaren, but he was already firing a round into the guy’s chest, throwing him back against the wall. 
 
    Judd grabbed Trinny and made a break for it while Jaren stood over The Broker. “I could have put that bullet through your heart, but I didn’t. I want you alive long enough to confess to all your crimes.” 
 
    “Jaren!” Trinny’s cry ripped at his heartstrings, and he pivoted toward the door to see Judd struggling to hold her back. 
 
    “Get her safe and I’ll meet you outside!” he bit off to his brother. 
 
    The last thing he saw before Judd picked Trinny up and carried her out of there was her eyes, burning into his with all the emotion he had feared he would never get to see again. 
 
    With his weapon aimed at the bleeding man on the floor, he fought to keep his fury at bay. “What I wouldn’t give to kill you now. For hurting all those people. Including my family and the woman I love.” 
 
    Dom’s mouth worked open and closed in shock. 
 
    “Tell me, was it personal? Against the Abels? Did you set out to ruin our business and go after the women we love?” 
 
    A gleam came into the man’s eye as Jaren’s question pierced through the pain he must be experiencing. Not nearly enough pain to make Jaren happy, though. If he had his way the man would endure a hell of a lot more and even that would never make up for what he’d done, probably including things they had yet to learn. 
 
    “Loved…the daughter. She…didn’t love me…back,” he grated out. 
 
    Everything snapped into place. “So you hired Bryan White to pose as her boyfriend and take her out. You saw us there trying to protect her against the threats you sent and you turned on us too.” 
 
    His white lips twisted and he said no more, but Jaren had heard enough. The Broker’s business might have started out as a way to get things for people, but it had taken a darker turn. 
 
    The wail of sirens sounded. 
 
    He waited, but the police couldn’t arrive fast enough. He needed Trinny in his arms. He needed to tell her just how much he loved her and that he was never, ever letting her out of his sight again. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Exhaustion ran through Trinny like a wild river cutting through the walls of a canyon. She had barely slept and her adrenaline had long ago run out. She felt ready to collapse, but refused to let her eyes slip shut a single second, fearing that if she let Jaren out of her sight, he’d disappear. 
 
    He stopped the Bentley in front of a posh building. She stared at the façade impassively. 
 
    “Why are we here?” she asked him. 
 
    He cut the engine. “This is your apartment building. You have the penthouse.” 
 
    Her brows pinched together. “Yes, but why did you bring me here instead of putting me on a plane for Montana?” 
 
    Twisting in the seat, he said, “Just trust me on this, okay? You need rest and it’s safe.” 
 
    She nodded and he came around the vehicle to walk her to the entrance. 
 
    “This doesn’t seem real,” she whispered as they went inside the lobby. 
 
    With an arm around her waist, he led her to the elevator and waited for the doors to shut before speaking. “That’s the shock talking, doll. You’re in shock.” 
 
    She shook her head, but he didn’t argue with her, just held her close until they reached the top floor where her apartment was located. She’d purchased the space to have a place to stay when she returned to her hometown. Going back to her childhood home and seeing her mother wasn’t something she did very often, and this place was her personal escape. 
 
    Only when she walked through the door and saw the cold, modern furnishings and finishing touches, it couldn’t feel further from a home. 
 
    Jaren switched on a lamp. The day was dim and cloudy, which painted the space dark and moody. After the day she had, she was ready to curl up in bed. 
 
    With Jaren. 
 
    He locked the door and led her to the leather sofa. “Sit down. I’ll fix you a drink.” 
 
    She sank to the cushion and watched him cross to the bar on the far side of the room. She’d thrown a few parties here with her friends. The ones who weren’t really her friends at all. 
 
    Jaren’s forearms were roped with tendons that flexed as he poured two shots of tequila into the bottom of a glass and carried it back to her. 
 
    When he placed the tumbler in her hand, their fingers brushed. Those calluses had her insides clutching in awareness. 
 
    Was it wrong of her to want him so badly and right now after all that happened? 
 
    “You aren’t having a drink?” 
 
    “I don’t drink when I’m on duty.” 
 
    Her shoulders sank. “Will I always be a ward to you?” 
 
    His gaze ran over her. “You’re right.” He snatched the glass out of her hand and tossed it back, slamming down the entire contents in one huge gulp. 
 
    A laugh bubbled up. “You’re never predictable, are you?” 
 
    “Try not to be.” He set the glass on the coffee table and leaned over her, brushing a wisp of hair behind her ear and making her shiver with desire. 
 
    When he sank to the sofa next to her, she eyed him. “Are you going to explain why you brought me here?” 
 
    “Your name’s on the place. Your stuff is here.” 
 
    She searched his face, understanding rushing in. “You’re dropping me off here. I’m no longer in danger so now you’ll just unload me and go back to Montana.” 
 
    His dark eyes burned into hers. 
 
    She wasn’t waiting around to hear what he had to say. She wasn’t letting him off the hook that easy. 
 
    “I’m going to give you two options,” she declared. 
 
     His lips twitched at one corner. “Oh good. I have choices.” 
 
     “Option one: You make a life with me, here. Option two: We make a life in Montana.” 
 
    His brows shot up. “Trinny, this is your chance to get out of this. Just because we had something going doesn’t mean it needs to continue.” 
 
    She cupped his jaw. “You’re not going to convince me that what you said about loving me isn’t true, Jaren Abel.” 
 
    Eyes flicking over her face, he ground out, “Every word I ever said to you is true. But I’m giving you a chance to walk away.” 
 
    “And if I don’t want to?” 
 
    “I’ve never been the kind of guy who walks down the aisle.” 
 
    “This is why we work. I’m not the please-take-half-of-everything kind of woman.” 
 
    His eyes crinkled at the corners with his smile. “Good. So…option two? I kind of hate the city life.” 
 
    She grinned. “It just so happens that I do too. But you have to know in advance I’m getting a horse and a new truck…and an air freshener.” 
 
    He flattened a hand to her lower back and tugged her hips flush against his. “I need a new Harley.” 
 
    Hooking her arms around his neck, she rubbed against him. “That…is a must.” 
 
    He lowered his lips to hers and sealed the deal in a claiming, all-consuming kiss. 
 
    * * * * *  
 
    The strains of a country music tune floated on the air to Jaren’s ears, bringing a smile to his lips. 
 
    “It’s our song.” Trinny’s eyes sparkled as she took his hand. 
 
    He squeezed her fingers. “Best night of my life.” 
 
    “Mine too.” They stood in the Wyntons’ yard, caught up in each other for a long heartbeat. 
 
    The day he and Trinny returned to Stone Pass, this song played on the radio in his truck. The lyrics about love and the peaceful life struck a chord with both of them, and since then, whenever he heard it, he couldn’t help but feel the glow of love in his soul. 
 
    Corny? Absolutely. But he’d stopped giving a damn what anybody thought of his love for Trinny. Hell, his brothers hadn’t let up for weeks and took every chance to rib him. And that was only two of his brothers. 
 
    He was about to find out what the other two thought, since they should already be here at the Wyntons’ shindig. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked Trinny. 
 
    Deep in the hazel of her eyes, he saw the glimmer of her nerves. While the big WEST Protection clan, as well as the Wynton family and all their ranch hands, had drawn her into their lives like she always belonged there, today she would be meeting Jaren’s parents and younger brothers. 
 
    She set her shoulders and nodded. “Ready. But if this song plays again, I can’t guarantee I won’t drag you into the barn and have my way with you.” 
 
    He grinned. “I hope the playlist is on repeat.” 
 
    Leading her across the lush grass, he prepared for the fireball that was his momma. When they rounded the corner and his gaze settled over the group of family, his team and friends, he immediately picked out his mother in a red summer dress. 
 
    Sensing one of her children staring at her in the way only a momma could, she turned and looked at him. 
 
    Her eyes flew wide. Flustered, she threw up her hands and rushed away from Judd and Ari and barreled over to Jaren. With one arm, he caught her and hugged her tight. He felt Trinny’s hand start to slip in his grasp but he firmed his hold on her fingers. He wasn’t letting her take even a step away from his side no matter how nervous she was. 
 
    “My boy! God, look at that beard. When are you gonna shave it?” His mother clasped his head in both hands to examine him, a big smile on her face. 
 
    He chuckled. “I haven’t shaved since I was fifteen and could grow a full beard, Momma. You know that. Besides, you haven’t seen me in months and you want to argue over my facial hair?” 
 
    She batted at his arm. “It’s what we mothers do. Now…” She turned from him to face Trinny. 
 
    Reeling Trinny against his side, he said, “Momma, this is Trinny.” 
 
    Trinny’s smile was a little thin and wobbly—until his mother threw her arms around her and hugged her just as tight as she did Jaren. 
 
    “I’m sooo happy to finally meet you. I’ve seen photos, of course. And you’re even lovelier in person. I know we’re going to get along so well. I can’t wait to learn more about the woman who managed to capture this ruffian’s heart.” She smacked Jaren in the chest. 
 
    Some of the tension flowed out of Trinny, and her smile relaxed into a more genuine one. “It’s so nice to finally meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you.” 
 
    His mother chuckled. “Probably nothing good if Jaren’s doing the telling.” 
 
    They all laughed, but a sudden whoop ripped through the air. 
 
    “I know that sound anywhere.” He swung around as his brother Julius lunged forward and wrapped his arms around Jaren in a bear hug. 
 
    “Damn, it’s good to see you. You can’t imagine how boring our old hometown is without you.” 
 
    Jaren thumped Julius on the back, but only once before their baby brother Jennings took his turn. 
 
    “Good to see you, man,” he said to Jennings. They broke apart and all three of them laughed at their mother dabbing wetness from her eyes. 
 
    “All my boys together again. And three new daughters for me to get to know.” She swiped at another tear. 
 
    Jaren caught Trinny’s gaze and saw how his mother’s words affected her as well. For a woman who never experienced the unconditional love of her own mother, being called a daughter had Trinny’s own eyes misting up. 
 
    Brushing his lips over her brow, he took her by the hand. “Come meet my father.” 
 
    The Abels all came together in the middle of the deck to talk and joke about old times. Trinny, Ari and Jace’s significant other Bronte had formed a small tribe of their own and they stood back, laughing and poking fun at their Southern way of speaking. 
 
    When someone called out that food was on, the picnic really kicked into high gear. They loaded their plates and took seats around several long tables. Every last person the Wyntons brought into their circle had their own place here. Just looking around at his friends and loved ones made Jaren’s chest swell. 
 
    He had the richest life anyone could ask for. A woman he adored, a fantastic family, a job and a team he loved, and even the small town had offered a haven from the dumpster fire he’d walked away from after they lost their security company. 
 
    His momma and Trinny were engaged in a deep discussion. He caught Trinny’s eye and cocked a brow. Seeing that he was asking if she was all right being left alone with Momma Abel, she waved a hand at him. 
 
    With a grin, he sauntered across the deck to where Ross and a couple other guys from the team were shooting the breeze. 
 
    Ross handed him a beer. “We haven’t gotten much of a chance to talk since you returned from Oklahoma. How was the security detail?” 
 
    Jaren took the beer and brought it to his lips. “Uneventful, as you probably read in my report.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it. Those easy ones feel good after the tougher cases.” 
 
    Both their gazes shot across the deck to where Trinny stood. Some of the other ladies crowded around her to talk, and her face glowed with sheer happiness. 
 
    “She fits right in, Abel,” Ross commented. 
 
    “She does.” He sipped again to cover the emotion in his voice. 
 
    “We’ve got some details to discuss about our friend The Broker if you’ve got a few minutes.” 
 
    He lowered his drink from his lips. “Lead the way.” 
 
    Several of them drifted to a corner and took seats on the long benches on each side of a table. As soon as he sat down, Judd and Jace flanked him. From the corner of his eye, he saw Julius and Jennings hovering at the corner of the group. 
 
    Ross swept a look over all of them. “This involves everyone here. I’ll get straight to the point. Matt Dom has been behind bars since the incident in the bank in Albany.” He nodded toward Jaren. “But the FBI has continued to question him, and more information has come to light.” 
 
    Jaren fisted a hand on his thigh. Next to him, both Jace and Judd hummed with tension. His younger brothers both wore their anger plain on their faces at the mention of the man who’d taken down their company. 
 
    “Five more people have been named in connection to The Broker and arrests have been made.” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Jaren ground out, thumping his other fist on the table. 
 
    “It seems Dom was telling the truth. He started his ring to get secrets and steal from other companies.” Ross’s stare landed on Judd and then switched to Jace, both of whom had experienced this firsthand on the job. 
 
    Ross continued. “But he was in love with the congressman’s daughter. When she turned him down, he got obsessed, and we all know how that ended.” 
 
    Silence rippled over them. 
 
    “A few of his cohorts took the fall, but Dom was behind the entire operation. Only things were getting more out of his control. He couldn’t keep up with the financial end of things. Something about the mafia stiffing him for a million-dollar job.” 
 
    Jaren blew out a breath at the sum. 
 
    “Dom panicked and set his sights on Trinny’s mother. He seduced her and got enough money to keep going. But she realized something was very off about her lover and she wrote it all down in that photo album.” 
 
    For so long, he’d felt he and his brothers were under siege, their unknown attacker just lurking around the next corner to finish them off. Now he was in a very, very different place. 
 
    Jaren shook his head in absolute awe at how everything in his life seemed to spin a direct circle, pointing him back to the place he was meant to be, the company he was meant to work for and the woman destined to walk this life with him. 
 
    He found he couldn’t really be angry about Abel Security going under. After all, it brought him the Wyntons, Shanies, Traces and many more friends. It brought him Trinny. 
 
    “When Dom realized the woman was on to him during the cruise, he scoured her belongings to find that album. But it wasn’t on the ship. From what we gather, the two argued and he pushed her off the balcony, resulting in her death. Then he went on a spree, ransacking her homes searching for that album.” 
 
    “Which Trinny had with her,” Jaren breathed out. 
 
    Ross nodded. “It sounds like this chapter really is truly over for you all. I hope it means you can move on and heal from what happened with the congressman’s daughter and what you all lost.” 
 
    Judd bowed his head, his Stetson tugged low over his eyes, but Jaren knew his brother was shedding the heavy burden as much as the rest of them were. 
 
    Reaching over, he clapped his older brother on the back. Judd raised his head, and they shared a grin. 
 
    “Now, for the next order of business.” Ross’s announcement had Julius and Jennings shifting into tense poses again. 
 
    Jaren eyed his brothers. What was up that he didn’t know about yet? 
 
    “You guys are all aware there’s been talk of a task force in Colorado.” 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    “Well, it’s been formed. It’s a go. And WEST Protection is spearheading it with Clay Lexis in charge.” Ross sought Lexis out. 
 
    The man seated at the end of the table gave a nod. 
 
    “He’s also managed to do something I haven’t,” Ross went on. “He roped Julius and Jennings onto his new team, WEST Sentry.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned,” Jaren drawled out. He hooked his leg over the bench and got up to embrace his brothers who were smiling and looking ready to conquer their new challenge. 
 
    Jaren walked back over to his spot and picked up his beer. Lifting it in the air, he said, “To Sentry. To the WEST Protection team and every single person who makes it the best of the best.” 
 
    Everyone who had a drink raised it high. Those who didn’t still echoed the tribute. 
 
    More people crowded around them to get in on what was happening. When Jaren spotted Trinny on the outskirts, he went right to her side. His heart bulged with the love he felt for her and every person in his life. 
 
    She tipped her face up to his. “Good talk?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ll tell you everything later.” He wanted her in his arms when he told her the rest of the story that concerned her and her mother. “Right now, I’d like to congratulate my brothers.” 
 
    She nodded and squeezed his hand. 
 
    The Abels clustered together. When they joined them, two of his brothers made room to include them in the circle. 
 
    Looking to Julius, he thumbed the brim of his white cowboy hat that made him part of the WEST team. “So no white hats for the task force?” 
 
    Julius issued a low sigh. “No white hat required.” 
 
    Judd squeezed his brother’s shoulder. “Just wait. By Christmas, you’ll be going country like the rest of us.” 
 
    They shared a laugh at the mock shock on Julius’s face. 
 
    The music was still playing, and even though it wasn’t their song, Jaren felt the need to tug Trinny into his arms and sway with her to the tune. 
 
    Boone Wynton lifted his jaw toward the new members of Sentry. “Wanna grab a couple ATVs and take a tour of the ranch?” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” said Jennings. 
 
    “Count me in.” Julius twisted from the group to follow. 
 
    Suddenly, Jaren very much wanted to take that moment to slip away with his lover. “Want to go for a walk, doll?” 
 
    Her eyes sparkled. “I thought you’d never ask.” 
 
    They slipped around the corner of the house, and hand in hand, set off in a slow stroll across the yard. The green grass unfolded into a pasture where horses grazed. In the distance was another field dotted with cattle. Behind that stood the mountains. 
 
    Trinny stared out at the view, a peaceful expression on her beautiful face. “I love this place. And I love your family already.” 
 
    His heart tripped with more emotions than he thought he’d ever be capable of handling. Slipping his arms around her, he brought her back to nestle against his body and tucked her head under his chin. 
 
    “I love this place too. And I love you.” 
 
    She twisted her head, and he dropped his lips to hers in a seeking kiss. When she spun in his arms, their bodies crushed against each other, and his cock stirred at the feel of her curves. 
 
    She issued a small moan that had his pulse hammering faster. “Those tall grasses look mighty nice right now.” 
 
    He rumbled a laugh against her lips. “You don’t know my brothers. They’ll be out there looking for us.” 
 
    Pulling back a little, she studied him. “You received a lot of news today.” 
 
    “Yes. All good.” 
 
    A shy expression washed over her face. “I had some news too, but I’m not sure it will stack up to what you already heard.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes on her. “Anything coming from you is better, doll. What is it?” 
 
    The corners of her lips tilted in a soft smile. “Come with me.” 
 
    She took his hand and led him around the property to the barn. The entire way, he burned with curiosity. 
 
    When they reached the barn, she led him through the big open door. The scent of straw and horse filled his nose, and one beast in the back corner nickered in greeting. 
 
    She turned her head toward the mare that was one of her favorites but continued pulling Jaren along through the barn. When she stopped in front of some hay bales stacked up, she gave him a little shove. 
 
    He shot her a look. “You want to tell me what I’m doing here?” 
 
    “Take a peek behind the bales.” 
 
    The excitement on her face filled him as well. He let go of her hand and slowly approached the stack. When he rounded the corner, he let out a gasp and stopped in his tracks. 
 
    “Trinny!” 
 
    “A Harley-Davidson Breakout Milwaukee-Eight 117.” She bounced around to look at his face. 
 
    The motorcycle was exactly like the model that blew up, only newer. And he was speechless. 
 
    “My god, woman. This is the best surprise. I never guessed. How did you get it here?” 
 
    “Judd helped. He said you wouldn’t want this bike as tricked out as it could be because you’d want to make custom improvements yourself.” 
 
    He nodded, stunned into silence as he circled the bike. 
 
    She neared him and slipped her arm around his waist. “You like it?” 
 
    “I love it. I love you.” He yanked her off her feet and into his arms, swaying with her to the music they couldn’t hear from the party but their song still played in their heads. 
 
    He lowered his lips to hers. Passion sparked, and all the joy flooded in. He swung her up to sit on one of the bales, then wedged his hips between her splayed thighs. “First you’re going to take a ride—on my cock.” 
 
    Her eyes blazed. 
 
    “Then we’ll take the bike out on the open road and I’m going to show it off—and my girl.” 
 
    “Your girl?” She laughed. 
 
    “My love. My lover.” He captured her lips in a kiss that spiraled out of control for long minutes before he made good on his promise.  
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