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    ***TRIGGER WARNING*** This book contains a heroine who suffered sexual abuse as a child, and a hero who suffered physical and emotional abuse. If you have issues with these elements, this book is not for you. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Hatfields and McCoys have nothing on the Brodys and Smileys.” 
 
    The feud was all Winnie Smiley heard about while growing up next door to those arrogant cowboys, the Brodys. Smiley homestead might be a dilapidated eyesore that she’d run away from as a teen, but it did possess something the Brodys had schemed in vain to get—Smiley Lake. Now, with the region crippled with drought and her monstrous father burning in hell, Winnie stands to inherit the lake. She knows that’s why Des is suddenly everywhere she turns, but that doesn’t matter. She’d never had a chance to grab at happiness before, so even if it’s just the lake Des wants, she’s going to make damn sure she’s part of the deal. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Smileys live to screw with the Brodys.” 
 
    After nearly dying on the horns of a murder-happy bull, former rodeo star Des Brody now has to figure out his place on Green Rock Ranch. All his brothers are settled with their new families, and they know exactly what to do to make Green Rock run. But Des? All he can do is try to make sure the empire they’ve built doesn’t shrivel up and blow away in the drought. Landing Smiley Lake is key to stabilizing Green Rock’s water supply, but there’s an obstacle—Winsome Smiley. Only she’s not really an obstacle. More like a meal begging to be eaten.  
 
    And he’s hungry as hell. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m a Brody, and a Brody always gets what he wants.” 
 
    When Winnie doesn’t inherit Smiley Lake, she assumes she and Des are finished before they even began. To her shock, Des has other ideas and shows her an undiscovered world of pleasure. But just as she starts to believe Des wants her solely for herself, she discovers he hasn’t been totally upfront with her. Now she had a choice to make—trust her heart, or believe her ancestors had it right in saying that a Brody can never be trusted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
***This contemporary romance is the fourth and final book in the Brody Brothers series. While it may be read as a standalone, I suggest reading the first three books, BRANDED, BRACED and BRUISED for a more enjoyable read. This book contains multiple sex scenes and lots of swearing. It also contains a bossy Alpha who may compel you to throw your Kindle at the nearest wall (please don’t). No cheating, no love triangles, no cliffhangers. HEA guaranteed. Due to adult language and sexual content, this book is not intended for people under the age of eighteen*** 
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    Chapter One 
 
    “While not many of Bitterthorn’s citizens knew Able Smiley, God knew and loved him. Able’s family—his stepmother, Heavenly and his daughter, Winsome—should take comfort in that. And while I’m not well-versed in the Quaker faith that Able once belonged to, I do know he was one of God’s children, put upon this earth for a purpose. Now that his purpose has come to an end, Able has been called home to receive his just rewards.” 
 
    “One can only hope,” Winnie Smiley muttered under her breath. A gust of furnace-hot wind rustled the Live Oak leaves above them to drown out her words. The weather had been god-awful for months now in South Texas—desert-dry and as blistering hot as the devil’s own breath. She had a vague memory of rain at some point around Christmas. Now it was August, and with each day that passed without so much as a cloud in the sky, their region broke new drought records. With the exception of Smiley Lake, a spring-fed oasis on her family’s property bordering the Brodys’ legendary stronghold, Green Rock Ranch, the world had become a yellowed, sunbaked hellscape. 
 
    Seated beside her in her seldom-used wheelchair, Granny touched her arm. “What was that, Winnie? Do you want to say a few words?” 
 
    “No.” She did, but the words raging in her head should never be aired at a funeral. Then she focused in on her grandmother, with her fragile, birdlike frame dwarfed by the chair in which she sat, and her hardened heart softened. “Would you like to say something, Granny?” 
 
    “Good heavens, no, child.” She looked to the man standing behind her chair, Rufus Wright, the homestead’s former foreman who was nearly as ancient as Granny, and the man who had quietly gone about saving both of them five years ago, when Winnie had been seventeen. “Rufus?” 
 
    “Hell, no. Let’s just get the bastard planted already.”  
 
    Winnie looked to Granny, who nodded sadly. There were no other opinions to be had; no one else had attended her father’s funeral. Not a surprise. From start to finish, Able Smiley had been a cold-hearted hermit who’d long ago been disavowed from the Quaker community. His life had been littered with one misery after the next, a misery he’d shared with all who’d known him. 
 
    That was who Able Smiley had been. 
 
    Thank God he was dead. 
 
    She’d tried explaining this sentiment to the nondenominational minister after she’d approached him to conduct her father’s funeral service, but at first he hadn’t seemed to believe her. He’d even asked her to think back to the first memories she’d had in life that had included her father, assuring her that not only was there some good there, but that he’d use those good memories she had in his eulogy.  
 
    When she’d shared how her father had stomped a puppy to death right in front of her to teach her not to bring home strays, the poor man had promised to come up with something appropriate on his own. 
 
    She wasn’t sure why he bothered. Considering that only she, Granny and Rufus attended Able Smiley’s funeral, that said more about who her father had been far more than anyone ever could. 
 
    As the minister wrapped up the ceremony, a flash of movement on the edge of Bitterthorn’s tree-studded cemetery caught Winnie’s eye. Automatically she glanced over before her eyes narrowed at the two men making their way through the rows of headstones. 
 
    Unbelievable. 
 
    “Granny.” As soon as the minister was done offering his final condolences, Winnie bent to look into her grandmother’s watery blue eyes. “We’re about to have company.” 
 
    “What?” The sorrow in Heavenly’s expression vanished under a cold mask as she looked past Winnie to the approaching men. “Oh, my stars. It’s those horrible Brody boys.” 
 
    They weren’t boys anymore, Winnie thought, and had to bite her lip to keep from saying it out loud. Des and Fin Brody had been young teens when she’d gotten her first up-close look at them. She’d been a gawky eleven-year-old who’d been raised on stories of how the Brody clan had tried and failed throughout history to steal Smiley Lake out from under her family.  
 
    So of course she’d been fascinated by them, this latest generation of Brodys. 
 
    That fascination soon ended when Fin and Des Brody constantly made a point to sit close to her on the rural-route school bus they’d had to share, as the brothers had been too young to drive. Being next-door neighbors, she and the Brody brothers had lived at the end of the bus route, so that meant they’d had a ton of empty bus seats to choose from.  
 
    Yet the brothers always sat wherever she was. 
 
    She’d sit in the front. So would they. 
 
    She’d try the back. Same thing. 
 
    No matter what seat she chose, Des, followed by Fin, would sit next to her. 
 
    Then they’d proceed to extravagantly ignore her existence.  
 
    Not once did they speak to her.  
 
    Not even a simple hello. 
 
    At first she’d been grateful for that. But as time went on and they continued to sit right next to her and then pretend she wasn’t there, she’d realized what they were doing. With an arrogance and cruelty that appalled her to this day, the Brody brothers had been telling her without words how utterly insignificant she was. As far as Des and Fin Brody were concerned, she was nothing.  
 
    Even now, the humiliation burned. 
 
    To make it worse, she came to the point where she’d ached for them to talk to her. They’d been in high school at that time, cool and sleek like pampered show horses, and hands-down the cutest boys she’d ever laid eyes on. Not that she’d allowed herself to look at them. Not only was she a Smiley, a family that had been feuding with the Brodys since the Wild West era, but the clothes she’d been forced to wear back in the day had been of her own making—little more than rags stitched together. Shame, and a painful stinging in her pride, had always kept her eyes averted from them. 
 
    But she knew them. Especially… 
 
    Des. 
 
    She took in a slow breath and hoped for calm. “What do you want me to do with them?” 
 
    Granny made a hissing noise. “What can you do with rattlesnakes that have no shame?” 
 
    “They’re Brodys, Granny. Shame isn’t a part of their lexicon.” 
 
    “Want me to deal with them, Miss Heavenly?” Rufus’s words emanated from beneath a massively bushy white mustache that Sam Elliott would have been proud of. “’Cause I will. You know I will. If only there weren’t two of them. And damned if I didn’t have this trick back—” 
 
    “One of them got hurt in a rodeo up north,” Granny muttered, still giving the slowly approaching men the evil eye. “They say the youngest one got his liver taken by a bull, or some such nonsense.” 
 
    “Des Brody had a liver transplant due to some kind of goring injury,” Winnie said, repeating the gossip she’d overheard at Abel’s Market. “It was such a bad injury it ended his rodeo career, but that was like two years ago. He’s made a full recovery.” 
 
    “My point exactly,” Rufus nodded, his hands going to his back. “That boy’s fully recovered. Mind you, I’m sure I could take them both on, but they look to be in fine fighting shape, so—”  
 
    “Rufus, don’t worry about it, really. Just do me a favor and get Granny bundled into the truck and out of this god-awful heat, all right?” Winnie straightened, hoping she looked more imposing than her painfully average height, in a black sleeveless dress she’d designed herself. At least nowadays the beautiful clothes she created weren’t made out of rags. “I’ll take care of this.” 
 
    “Winsome.” Her grandmother caught her hand, her gnarled, wrinkled fingers holding on with surprising strength. “Don’t you get too near those Brody boys, you hear me? Remember, they’re rattlers, even if they’re injured. And rattlers strike when you least expect it.” 
 
    “You mean like during a funeral?” Unaccountably furious at the brothers’ obvious lack of manners and clear sense of entitlement, Winnie’s face hardened along with her resolve. “They’re the ones who need to worry, Granny. Not me.” 
 
    “That’s my girl.” Granny patted her hand before letting her go, and Rufus turned her wheelchair around while Winnie aimed herself at the incoming hostiles. 
 
    At least it wasn’t all four of them, she tried to console herself as she headed slowly toward them. Unfortunately, the two who’d decided to show such poor taste by crashing a funeral were her long-ago, fellow school bus passengers, Fin and Des.  
 
    Because of course, she thought, mentally flipping the finger at whatever fate had sent the Brodys her way. Who else would come to kick her while she was down and an emotional mess over the passing of her demon of a father?  
 
    To make matters worse, she could see the cute boys who’d once tormented her on a daily basis had grown into breathtaking men.  
 
    Naturally.  
 
    Brodys never did anything by half-measures. Not only were they richer than God with their swanky Green Rock Ranch and their famous Black Angus stud business, they also had college degrees and doctorates up the wazoo. The two approaching her now looked like they had fallen from the same Ruggedly Handsome Tree and hit every branch on the way down. Both had long, rangy legs, slim hips, and lean middles that sharply veed up into powerful chests and Atlas-style broad shoulders.  
 
    Oh, yes. 
 
    Definitely ruggedly handsome. 
 
    With a splash of holy-freaking-gorgeous thrown in for good measure. 
 
    But who cared about all that when they were nothing but venomous vipers put upon this world to bite anything that got in their way? 
 
    They were a beautiful trap, nothing more. 
 
    She’d do well to remember that. 
 
    Her gaze slid over them as they moved toward one another like gunslingers readying for the final showdown. When Bitterthorn’s townies talked about the billionaire Brody brothers—which was all the time in the tiny town outside of San Antonio, Texas—everyone remarked how physically alike the four Brody brothers were. That wasn’t how Winnie saw it. Sure, they were all magnificent specimens of masculinity; that was a given. And all four brothers shared that Brody black hair that waved to varying degrees, as well as a commanding presence that was as much a part of them as their vivid green eyes.  
 
    But Des Brody was different. 
 
    Maybe it was because Des was the out-of-wedlock result of a torrid affair his father once had. Winnie didn’t know all the circumstances of how Des came to live under the Brody roof; all anyone knew was that Des had been unceremoniously dumped on the Brody doorstep when he was little more than a toddler, which soured the marriage between Des’s father and his wife.  
 
    But there was no mistake—Des was clearly a Brody both in looks and arrogant, swaggering attitude. Even so, there was something about him that set him apart from his brothers. His eyes were a startlingly pale peridot, while his brothers’ eyes were all much darker shades of emerald. The dramatic sweep of his cheekbones hollowed out his cheeks and emphasized his aggressively angular jawline. All those sculpted angles created an almost unearthly masculine beauty that, at least in her opinion, his brothers—or half-brothers—simply didn’t have. 
 
    In her eyes, Desmond Brody was the hottest of them all. 
 
    And the most charismatic. 
 
    And the most distracting. 
 
    And, when her father had been watching her constantly, the one Brody she’d needed to avoid most of all. 
 
    Thankfully, that monster wasn’t watching her anymore. 
 
    As she marched toward Des and his brother Fin, a flutter in the pit of her stomach let her know that no matter how cool she tried to appear, there was no overlooking the fact that for the first time, she was about to speak to the man who’d gone out of his way to ignore her when they were younger, when she had never been able to ignore him. 
 
    Whatever she said, it had to memorable. Spectacular, even. 
 
    She took a breath, preparing to devastate with words alone. 
 
    “Uh, hi…there.” Oh, God. Could she be any more lame? Could anyone? “You’re Desmond Brody, yes? And Finian.” At least she’d remembered Finian at the last moment. 
 
    “What the hell, woman.” Des Brody came to an abrupt halt, hooked his thumbs into the pockets of his jeans and scowled at her. “Don’t play games. I hate games. You know exactly who we are.” 
 
    Like that, the secretly held belief of Des Brody might be the epitome of masculine perfection faceplanted hard into the dirt. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised,” she muttered to herself, though something inside wilted with disappointment. Why were all the pretty ones the equivalent of mean girls? It wasn’t fair. 
 
    Those peridot-colored eyes narrowed. “What?” 
 
    “I said, I think you two might be lost.” Winnie raised her voice while jamming her hands on her hips. If aggressive was how he wanted to play it, she could dance to that tune. “I’m more than capable of giving you directions on where you can go.” 
 
    The narrowing of his eyes became an unpleasant squint. “Tell me you didn’t just say what I think you said.” 
 
    The menace emanating from him had her finely honed survival instincts telling her to scamper for the nearest hiding spot. Instead, she locked her knees and stood her ground. “I said what I said. Leave if you can’t take it.” 
 
    “Winnie.” Fin Brody swept his tan cowboy hat off, shooting his brother a quelling glance as he did. “Let’s start over, okay? We’ve been next-door neighbors all our lives—hell, the three of us even rode the school bus together for a time, before Des and I got our licenses our junior year. Remember?” 
 
    “Do I remember?” Nothing in the world could have stopped her gaze from sliding back to Des, recalling all too well how he’d climb the bus’s stairs, scan all those empty seats, and proceed to lead Fin to wherever she sat just so they could go through their elaborate ignoring-her-existence routine. “Oh, yeah. I remember. Vividly.” 
 
    “Good. That means you know we’re not strangers. We just wanted to say that you have our deepest sympathies. Able was…an interesting guy.” 
 
    “Don’t bother trying to find nice things to say about my father, Fin. Not even the preacher could bring himself to say that my Granny and I actually loved him. The world’s a better place now that Able Smiley is finally burning in hell where he belongs.” 
 
    Fin looked momentarily uncomfortable while Des, to her surprise, smiled at her words. “Look at you, sounding all hard-hearted. Dancing on his grave already, are you?” 
 
    “I might when they finally plant him. Right now his grave is nothing but an open hole—much like his heart when he was alive. Feel free to keep judging me for saying that,” she added, still wrestling with the irrational disappointment that Des really was the cruel jerk he’d seemed to be while growing up. “I couldn’t care less about what you think of me.” 
 
    “Look, Winnie, we’d be the last ones to judge anyone when it comes to people and their relationships with their parents,” Fin said while Des offered a huff that could have been laughter. “We’ve heard there was no love lost between you and your old man, but the fact remains you are his only heir. We also know that you don’t live at the homestead—you haven’t for years. You live in town and work at Cleone’s Closet, yeah?” 
 
    It was her turn to narrow her eyes as she turned back to Fin. “Did you have me investigated?” 
 
    “It’s Bitterthorn,” Des answered for his brother. “Everyone knows everyone else’s business. Hell, half the town probably knows the Brodys and the Smileys are talking right here and now—and they’re probably making it out to be worse than the Hatfields and the McCoys.” 
 
    “The Hatfields and McCoys have nothing on the Brodys and the Smileys,” Winnie drawled. “Or do you not know your ancestors bought what was once the Bitterthorn Bank just so they could foreclose on the Smiley homestead and take it for themselves? If my ancestors hadn’t found a way to come up with the balance of the house loan, Smiley Lake would have become part of Green Rock Ranch.” 
 
    “Holy shit, that happened a hundred and fifty years ago,” Des finished for her, shaking his head. “My brothers and I aren’t stupid enough to live in ancient history. Can you say the same?” 
 
    “The point I was trying to make,” Fin went on while she sucked in a furious breath, “is that you’ve never shown any interest in working the land at your family’s homestead. You sell dresses, yes?” 
 
    “I design dresses, along with everything else, and sell them at Cleone’s Closet, as well as through my online shop, Passion for Fashion,” she grated through clenched teeth. As much as a pacifist as she was, the thought of taking a swing at Des’s perfect square jaw gave her savage delight. “So?” 
 
    “So, you’re no rancher, or farmer,” Des said with a careless shoulder lift. “Hell, you’ve been gone from that broken-down old homestead since you were a teenager. I doubt you know one end of a hoe from the other.” 
 
    Asshole. “I’ll have you know I slay at running combines and tractors.” 
 
    “But you prefer needle and thread.” 
 
    “Nothing wrong with that.” 
 
    “Or course there isn’t.” Fin jumped into their back-and-forth like an overzealous ref separating fighters in a boxing ring. “It’s great that you figured out early on that your talents lie in the world of fashion. But since those talents have nothing to do with farming or ranching, the question of what you’re going to do with the homestead is eventually going to come up.” 
 
    “What my brother is trying to say,” Des cut in before she could respond, “is that we’d be more than happy to take Smiley homestead off your hands. We’ll pay top dollar, you have my word on that.” 
 
    Wow. “Just… wow.” 
 
    Des tilted his head, and she hated herself for wanting to cringe at the menace in it. “Explain that.” 
 
    “I’m just shocked by your audacity.” The words were out before she could help it. The arrogance of the Brody clan was legendary, but not even she could believe their gall. “I honestly never imagined anyone would have the bad taste to talk about buying up the homestead while Able Smiley’s grave is still open. But here you are, so…wow.” 
 
    “You can’t get away with playing the sentimental card now,” Des chided, pursing his lips as he gave her a thorough once-over. Without warning, she wished with all her heart that her black sleeveless dress was suddenly a haute couture item that would knock the socks off any male with a pulse. “After talking about dancing on your old man’s grave, the idea of sentimentality’s not going to fly.” 
 
    “I’m talking about common decency here. It’s not my fault if you don’t know what that is.” 
 
    “Hell’s bells, listen to that mouth.” With a corner of his mouth still curled upward, Des shook his head. “Standing there in the sun, I can see a hint of red in all that golden-brown hair of yours. Just so happens I’ve got some familiarity with a redhead’s temper. Is that what this hostility is all about, or is it something else?” 
 
    “Hostility? Me?” Automatically she put a hand to her tightly bound hair, flabbergasted. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “I’m always serious.” 
 
    “To a fault,” Fin added, giving his brother another speaking glance. “If you can get Des to laugh, it’s better than winning the lottery.” 
 
    “I’m not interested in getting Des to do anything.” Not when she knew a hardcore jerk hid behind that supermodel face. Man, what a waste. “All I care about is squaring away why you’re really here crashing a funeral.” 
 
    “I would’ve thought you’d welcome more people around to see old Able off to his just rewards.” Des nodded at the grave, now attended only by two men lowering the coffin. Even the minister had done a quick fade. “Not exactly loved by all, was he?” 
 
    “Loved by none, actually. That’s hardly the point.” 
 
    “Then what is?” 
 
    “You say you don’t live in the past, but there’s only one reason why you two are here now. You might as well say it out loud.” 
 
    “Smiley Lake.” Des again lifted a shoulder, like he didn’t much give a damn about the one thing the Brody clan had never been able to possess. “Back in the day, our ancestors didn’t have the tech to know where to drill for water, so that made your spring-fed lake a big deal around these parts. But we’re in the 21st-century now. Aside from the Nueces River, we’ve got plenty of water to go around.” 
 
    “The drought’s brought the Nueces River down to a trickle. The county’s put emergency restrictions on how much you and all the other commercial agro properties in this region can draw from the aquifer. I might live in town now, but I remember what it’s like out here during times of drought. No matter how cool you’re playing it, you’re frigging desperate for water.” She crossed her arms and tried to bowl him over with a look. “And I thought you didn’t play games.” 
 
    He returned that look in spades. “I never play, Winsome. I just win.” 
 
    “You haven’t won Smiley Lake,” she took great pleasure in pointing out. “Picture it—a spring-fed lake no more than a mile from Green Rock Ranch, just sitting there all pristine and beautiful… and completely on Smiley property.” It was her turn to lift a shoulder as she turned away. “By the way, don’t ever call me Winsome. Thank you for your condolences. ‘Bye now.” 
 
    “This isn’t over, Winsome Smiley,” she heard Des call after her, but she just kept walking toward the truck where Rufus and Granny waited. “This is just the beginning.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “Just the beginning,” Winnie muttered as she jammed lily after lily into a ceramic vase. The flowers had been sent by Granny’s quilting bee, along with a lovely card. Winnie’s friend, Cleo Goddard and her mother Cleone, had also sent a beautiful flower arrangement, which now sat in the middle of the round wooden kitchen table. But no flowers had come from any of Able Smiley’s friends, mainly because he hadn’t had any. “Who the hell does Des Brody think he is, giving me a warning like that? Who even does that?” 
 
    Silence was her only answer, and she glanced around the empty kitchen that hadn’t been updated since avocado was a popular appliance color. As she stood there taking it all in, her blood suddenly chilled.  
 
    Dear God, she’d almost forgotten how much she hated this kitchen. Her old bedroom had been located just off of it. That meant if she’d wanted out of her bedroom to go to the bathroom or to get food—or to escape the house entirely—the kitchen was the one room she hadn’t been able to avoid.  
 
    Whenever her father was on a tear, she’d spent countless hours imagining him on the other side of her door, just waiting for the moment she dared to poke her head out. More than a few times she’d nearly wet herself trying to hold her bladder until she heard him leave. 
 
    Sometimes, though, she hadn’t been able to stand it. And when she was forced to step out into the kitchen… 
 
    No. 
 
    Stop thinking about him, she thought fiercely, shaking her head hard enough to make the hair she’d freed from its tight knot to bounce around her face. The horrible monster who was her father was dead. Dead and gone. His reign of terror was finally, finally over. 
 
    As long as she didn’t keep resurrecting the bastard in her own mind. 
 
    “You can do it, Winnie,” she muttered, jamming the last lily into the arrangement. “Just take one day at a time and remember that you’re okay. You’re always okay.” 
 
    “Talking to yourself?” Her grandmother tottered in, using her canes within the house rather than her much-hated wheelchair. Her white hair was still carefully coiffed from the funeral, but she’d changed out of her black dress and into one of the countless housedresses she preferred. Winnie kept trying to offer up new and equally comfortable alternatives to a housedress, but Granny was a creature of habit. “They keep telling me that’s the first sign of having bats in your belfry.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, I’ve had bats in my belfry for a long, long time.” Fussing a bit with the lilies, she transported them to a sunny place by the window and shot her grandmother a searching glance. “How are you holding up?” 
 
    “Oh, you know.” With great care, Granny lowered herself into a kitchen chair and sighed. “I became Able’s mother when he was only six years old, you know. I did all I could to be the best possible mother for him, but there was a hole in Able’s soul that could never be filled, no matter how much love and attention I poured into him. He was broken, right from the beginning, and he made everyone around him broken, too.” 
 
    “Not everyone, Granny.” Winnie’s eyes burned even as she tried to smile. “You never broke. You’re the strongest woman I know.” 
 
    “And you’re not? Child.” She held out a gnarled hand, and in a flash Winnie crossed the room to kneel in front of her. “We may not share any blood, my girl, but we share the same spirit. Never doubt that for a minute.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Winnie whispered, choking back the tears she fought so hard to not let her grandmother see. “I don’t think I’ll ever be as good a person as you.” 
 
    “Why would you say such a thing?” 
 
    “My father falls over dead from a sudden heart attack, and the first thing I felt was… relief. Not grief. Not even a little heartbreak. Just relief.” She released a shuddering breath, and the weight of her guilt dropped her head onto her grandmother’s lap. “I’m not religious like you once were in the Quaker faith—or any faith, for that matter. But I’m pretty sure that kind of thing buys me a one-way ticket to hell.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous, Winnie.” Granny brought her head up so she could smile into her eyes. “Don’t blame yourself for being human, do you hear me? You’ve suffered so much, in part because you didn’t want to leave this place because of me.” 
 
    “No, Granny—” 
 
    “But you got out of here, and you did survive,” her grandmother went on determinedly. “Don’t inflict more wounds on yourself just because you reacted like any human would. Don’t you think you’ve suffered enough?” 
 
    Pain oozed through her like a river of poison until she had to squeeze her eyes tight to shut it out. “Yes, Granny.” 
 
    “Then don’t go looking for trouble. And that means you don’t go crossing paths with any of those Brody men,” she added sternly, like she was lecturing her for slamming the back door the way she did when she was a child. “They are the definition of trouble, you hear me? Marching right up to them the way you did earlier today was like watching you play with rattlesnakes. I’m still not sure they didn’t bite you.” 
 
    Though she tried to ignore it, the memory of Des Brody’s parting words echoed in her head. This is just the beginning… “I’m sure I’ll never cross their paths again, Granny. Why would I? I’m nobody to the likes of a Brody.”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Stunted, dry grass crunched like glass under Winnie’s booted feet as she headed toward Smiley Lake, the only source of green in the deadened, drought-ravaged Texas landscape.  
 
    Not that she could actually see any colors in the dark. It was well past midnight, still almost ninety degrees, and not a cloud in the star-strewn sky. 
 
    Behind her, the box-like, single-story house in which she’d grown up sat in miserable silence. Within those walls the heat was downright stifling, with only window-mounted air conditioning units to bring the temp down a few meager degrees. Sadly the window unit that had once been in her childhood room was no longer there—no doubt removed when she finally fled that nightmare of a house once and for all. The only other A/C unit was in her father’s bedroom, and there was no way she would ever sleep there. 
 
    Even though he was dead and gone, the mere thought of stepping foot into that room at night made her stomach roll. 
 
    She should have gone back to her apartment in town after the funeral, she thought, coming to a stop at the dock jutting out over the glassy-calm lake ringed by cottonwoods and willows. But she’d thought that staying overnight would give her a head-start in cleaning out the house so her grandmother could move back in. When Winnie had at last fled the homestead, she’d only done it on the assurance that Rufus would move Granny into a mother-in-law apartment attached to his garage, with Winnie and Granny paying for rent as well as giving him a monthly caregiver’s fee.  
 
    If Rufus hadn’t agreed to this arrangement, Winnie never would have left. 
 
    Eventually, that would have killed her. 
 
    With a quick glance around, she pulled off her boots, then bent down to dip a hand into the crystal-clear water.  
 
    Ahhhh. 
 
    Like cool, liquid silk. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    With another furtive glance around, and reminding herself that her father was now dead and couldn’t do a damn thing about her daring to skinny-dip, she shucked the pajama shorts set she’d designed, kicked off her panties, then jumped in before she got too weirded out by being naked while standing under the open sky. 
 
    With her father dead and buried, it was now high time she started burying all the crazy-inducing hang-ups he’d given her along the way. 
 
    Blissfully cool water encapsulated her in a dark and silent world. White lines of bubbles danced to the surface and she followed them with a lazy kick, rolling through the initial shock of cool water hitting her overheated skin. She broke the surface even as she adjusted to the sudden temperature change, and with a sigh of relief, she dolphin-dived back down into the dark, watery world of peaceful silence. 
 
    Damn. If she’d known skinny-dipping felt this good, she might have chanced going for it years ago. 
 
    She lost track of time as she sported about, loving the unique freedom of the silken, cool water gliding over every exposed inch of her. The sensation was exquisite, to the point where she wished she could swim until the sun came up and she’d have to do the socially appropriate thing and put clothes on again. But fatigue slowly began to have its way, so she rolled onto her back and looked up at the stars, her nipples puckering in the gentle night breeze. 
 
    Yes.  
 
    Serenity at last. 
 
    “Winsome!” 
 
    Water snarfed up her nose as she straightened with a jolt of surprise a nanosecond before a huge splash hit no more than ten feet from her. She squealed and kicked away from it, not sure what the hell was now in the water with her. She would have thought maybe a meteor, but since she doubted meteors yelled out people’s names before they hit, the only other thing it could be was a person. 
 
    In the lake. 
 
    With her. 
 
    Didn’t Jason in a hockey mask pop in and out of a lake? 
 
    With that nightmare-fuel blazing through her head, she arrowed through the water faster than a gold-medal swimmer to clamber up the wooden ladder to the dock, freaking out and not even trying to hide it. Snatching up her clothes and boots, she started to hoof it back to the house when the voice called out again. She froze in the darkness as that voice finally registered, and she slowly pivoted back toward the lake. 
 
    No. 
 
    It couldn’t be… 
 
    “Winsome!” Des Brody’s dark head surfaced, and he swung around wildly while splashing around like a kid playing Sharks and Minnows. “Where the fuck are you?” 
 
    “Here.” It was out before she thought to stop it. Immediately she wished she could suck the word back in when he swiveled around and zeroed in on her—standing there wet and naked and huddled behind the flimsy shield of the clothes and boots she clutched to her body. “For God’s sake, Des Brody, what the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    “Saving your ass.” He wiped a hand over his face and stared up at her, and only then did she realize that unlike her, he was fully clothed. “How the hell did you get up there so damn fast? Three seconds ago you were floating dead in the water.” 
 
    Was he for real? “I swim better than the Little Mermaid. And I was hardly dead.” 
 
    “You looked dead to me. Dead and naked.” 
 
    Winnie gasped as the blood drained from her face, before it slammed back so forcefully it was a wonder her head didn’t explode. Oh God, he saw her. “Don’t tell me you’ve never heard of skinny-dipping.” 
 
    “Sure, I have. In fact,” he muttered, messing with the front of his shirt, “that sounds pretty good right about now. Hold on a sec.” 
 
    “For God’s sake, keep your clothes on!” Even as she heard the screeching freak-out in her voice, part of her couldn’t help but wonder just how often this gorgeous billionaire bachelor had ever heard that phrase. Probably never. “What the hell are you doing here? This is Smiley land. You shouldn’t be here. No one should be here.” 
 
    “A little bird told me you were staying here overnight.” 
 
    “A little bird?” Hating that he’d dodged the answer, she feverishly sifted through the possible suspects, from her grandmother—who would never willingly talk to a Brody—to Rufus and the Goddard family. Knowing her best friend, Cleo, Winnie wouldn’t put it past her to jump at the chance to chat it up with the Brodys. “Yeah, I’ll just bet.” 
 
    “What matters is that you’ve got no one out here keeping an eye on you.” 
 
    “So what?” Being alone was the only reason she’d felt comfortable enough to strip down to the altogether in the first place. 
 
    “So, a pretty young woman out here all on her own could attract all sorts of attention.” 
 
    “At this point that’s kind of obvious.” Frantically she rearranged the boots in her hand to make sure her southern girly bits were covered, while her discarded PJs were clutched to her breasts. “It attracted you.” 
 
    “I’m not the bad guy here, Winsome.” To her everlasting surprise, he treaded water while holding a conversation with a naked woman like it was the most normal thing in the world. “Today was your father’s funeral. No matter how you felt about him, you shouldn’t be alone. You might say I was doing the neighborly thing and dropping by to make sure you were all right.” 
 
    “At midnight?” she hissed, torn between outrage and being weirdly touched by the remote chance he might have actually been telling the truth. “News flash, pal. If a person has a yen to be neighborly, they don’t drop in at freaking midnight. What they usually do is pick up a phone.”  
 
    “I don’t have your digits. By the time I got to the dock, I thought you’d gone belly-up.” 
 
    “Belly-up.” Again her cheeks burned, and she had to dig deep to make herself ask the question clanging in her head. “Uh, I know it’s dark, but how much did you, you know…” Just ask him, idiot. “See?” 
 
    “Are you asking how much of your nakedness did I see?” 
 
    Silently she willed him to be sucked underwater and down to the center of the earth. Sadly, it didn’t happen. “Yes.” 
 
    “Well,” he said slowly, as if giving the matter some thought, “I didn’t see all of you, sad to say. But what I could see I won’t soon forget.” 
 
    Damn it. “Do me a solid, pal. Try.” 
 
    “Not gonna happen, Winsome. No man in his right mind would ever try to forget perfect tits like yours. If anything, I’m going to try to keep that image front and center in my mind every damn time I cross your path from this point on.” 
 
    A snarl of outrage escaped her. No doubt he saw everything all the way down to the trio of freckles in her cleavage that resembled a surprised-face emoji. “How dare you?” 
 
    “What, you want me to lie? I told you, I thought you were drowning.” 
 
    “I was face-up, not face-down in the water. Anyone could have figured out I was far from drowning.” 
 
    “Do I look like a fucking detective? In the heat of the moment, all I cared about was saving your damn life. Hell, I didn’t even pause to wonder if those epic boobs of yours were more than even my hands can handle. But now that the danger has passed and I’ve calmed my shit down, you should know that I think my hands would be just about perfect to handle your curves.” 
 
    For the first time in her life, Winnie fully understood why crimes of passion were a thing. “I cannot believe you’re talking to me that way when you’re the asshole who’s trespassing on my frigging property. If I had a gun, there isn’t a jury in Texas that’d convict me for shooting you.” 
 
    “Lucky for me, you don’t have a gun.” With a faint splash, he executed a smooth freestyle stroke toward the ladder. “In fact, I think it’s safe to say that at this moment in time, you don’t have a single fucking thing at all. Or have you forgotten that you’re standing there naked?” 
 
    Oh, my God. “Don’t you dare come up that ladder while I’m standing here.” 
 
    He made a sound of exasperation. “Woman, make up your fucking mind. Do you want me to leave your property, or don’t you? That is, if it even is your property. I didn’t hear anything about your old man’s will today.” 
 
    She’d completely forgotten about that. “Maybe that’s because it’s none of your business.” 
 
    “Everything that happens in Bitterthorn is Brody business.” 
 
    “Wow.” Though she knew retreat would be the better part of valor—and locking all the doors and windows for good measure—she couldn’t help but shake her head. “I’ll bet you have no idea how arrogant that sounds.” 
 
    “Oh, I know. I also know it’s the truth. Brodys always get what they want, whether it’s information, or land… or something else entirely.” 
 
    There was something in his voice that changed, a velvety roughness around the edges that made the water still beaded on her skin all but evaporate into steam. “Such as?” 
 
    “Such as a prim little miss who secretly loves to go skinny-dipping. I’m coming up,” he added before she could figure out what to say to that. With a surge of water, Des climbed up to the dock. Hastily she danced out of the way, almost turning around before realizing she didn’t have anything to discreetly cover her bare backside. He’d gotten enough of an eyeful of her already. “Damn, no wonder you went for a swim. I feel better than I have all summer, though I think my boots are pretty much done for.” 
 
    She could hear them squelching from where she stood. “Serves you right for trespassing.” 
 
    “Considering how things turned out, I have no regrets. I got to see the Texas version of a mermaid—Winsome Smiley, skinny-dipping. Life doesn’t get much better than that.” 
 
    Grrrr. “And that’s all you’re ever going to see. Now get out of here, and don’t ever come back. Or call me Winsome.” There. That should do it. 
 
    He grinned at her. “Winsome.” 
 
    Or maybe not. “I don’t answer to Winsome. It’s Winnie, or nothing at all.” 
 
    “You seem to enjoy the water. Maybe I’ll call you my little mermaid.” 
 
    “Try it and die.” 
 
    “So violent. I shouldn’t find that cute, but I do.” A low laugh rumbled from him, and a strange, achy heat bloomed between her thighs as his gaze moved over her like a caress. “I’ll admit, I didn’t even know what winsome meant until today. I mean, it’s not exactly a word that comes up on the rodeo circuit.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised. Not a lot of winsome bulls out there.” 
 
    “After I talked with you earlier, I went and looked it up.” 
 
    It was all she could do to not cringe. “I wish you hadn’t done that.” 
 
    “‘Attractive in appearance and/or character,’” he recited as if reading straight from the dictionary. “I’m not too sure about the character part. You seem more like a natural-born prickly pear to me. But to look at you…” Through the starlit darkness his heavy-lidded gaze brushed over her once more, and suddenly she was aware of how little distance separated them. “Damn, woman. You are definitely winsome to look at.” 
 
    Why was her heart trying to hammer its way out of her chest? “You need to leave.”  
 
    “Now that’s downright unneighborly, Winsome. I ruined my boots trying to save your life.” 
 
    “That’ll teach you.” Feeling her way with her bare feet, she started shuffling backwards down the dock, all the while wondering if she looked as stupid as she felt. “No good deed goes unpunished.” 
 
    “I’ll try to remember that. You could always turn around and walk away,” he added helpfully as she continued her awkward, protecting-her-naked-butt backward-walk toward the house. “It’d be a lot safer that way.” 
 
    “I’ll turn around when you go away.” 
 
    “I’m not going away until I see you’re safely inside.” 
 
    “Why are you trying to make like you even care?” She winced as she stepped on a sharp rock, but didn’t stop her slow backward march toward the dubious safety of her dead father’s house. “We’ve lived next door to each other our whole lives, but until today you refused to acknowledge my existence. Why the big concern over my welfare now? Worried I might sell the Smiley homestead to anyone other than the Brodys?” 
 
    “Worry is something other people do,” came the staggeringly confident reply. “And I don’t know what you’re talking about when you claim I never knew you existed. Remember, we shared the same bus stop when we were kids.” 
 
    The mere mention of that made her burn with remembered humiliation. “You never even spoke to me.” 
 
    “You didn’t speak to me, either. Not once. No matter how many times I sat near you, you wouldn’t even look my way, like you were too perfect to even breathe the air of Bitterthorn’s most infamous bastard.” 
 
    She paused, shocked. “It wasn’t like that at all.” 
 
    Even in the dark, she could see the cynicism in his smile. “Wasn’t it?” 
 
    “If I didn’t talk to you or Fin, it was because I was a Smiley, and always dressed in rags. I was the one who got mocked for wearing a skirt I’d made out of a ‘70s-era flour sack.” 
 
    “I never mocked you.” 
 
    “That’s not the point.” Then again, maybe it was. She was right in saying he’d never spoken to her, but that also meant he’d never taunted her like the rest of her tormentors in school. “You ignored me.” 
 
    “I’ve never been able to ignore you,” came the surprising reply. “I just never spoke to you because my father warned us to not talk to the Smileys, unless they spoke to us first. I kept giving you opportunities, but you never took me up on it.” 
 
    With every word he spoke, the written-in-stone way she remembered things shifted. “I… I wish I’d known that. Then again, maybe it’s best that I didn’t. My father would have lost his mind if I’d even dared to say hello to a Brody.” 
 
    “Now that I believe,” he drawled, dragging his hands through his wet hair to get it out of his face. The move showed a widow’s peak in his hairline, symmetrically perfect just like everything else in his too-gorgeous-to-be-real face. “There were a few times when I glanced at you at the bus stop, and old Able was always right there, yelling at me to keep my eyes to myself. Crazy old coot.” 
 
    That kicked off a cascade of memories of her father taking his perpetual hateful mood out on Des, and that one memorable moment when she’d almost turned to Des and Fin to ask them if she could go home with them instead. To this day, a part of her was sorry she hadn’t had the nerve. “I thought he acted that way with you because you were a Brody. He hated the Brodys.” To be fair, Able Smiley had hated everyone, but now wasn’t the time to speak ill of the dead. 
 
    Des shook his head. “That man would’ve burst a fucking blood vessel if I’d so much as said boo to you, and at that point in my life I didn’t need that kind of added hassle. But it didn’t stop me from sitting right next to you every bus ride home, giving you that chance to say hello to me. You never did.” 
 
    “I wanted to.” She heard the words come out of her mouth in complete shock. She hadn’t expected them to pop out all on their own. “I wanted to say hello to you every day.” 
 
    “But because I was a Brody, you couldn’t?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Does that still matter to you? Wait, don’t answer that.” With a shake of his head, he waved a hand at her. “It doesn’t matter what your answer is because it’s not going to change a damn thing. Go on and get yourself inside, Winsome.” 
 
    “Wait.” Only minutes ago she couldn’t wait to make her escape, but now his words had her digging in her proverbial heels. “What do you mean, it’s not going to change a damn thing? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “None of your business, woman. Just know that when I make up my mind, it stays made up. Now don’t make me tell you again to get inside.” 
 
    “Des—” 
 
    “I’m going to swing by here around noon or so to pick you up for lunch, unless you’re going to head back into town. Then I’ll pick you up at your place there. Which do you prefer, Mexican food or barbecue?” 
 
    “Mexican, though it probably depends on my mood,” she answered absently, staring at him as if seeing him for the first time. And in a way she was. Had she ever noticed Des as anything other than a Brody, a member of the family that had a crazy-long history of trying to get their hands on her family’s land? “I’m planning on being here throughout the day, cleaning out the house so my grandmother can move in. Listen—” 
 
    “Then get your ass inside,” he repeated, and the hard edge in his tone had her eyes widening. “Before I do something about those boner-making tits that I can see, because you’ve dropped your arms.” 
 
    With a horrified squeak, she whirled and ran the rest of the way into the house. It wasn’t until she slammed the door behind her and heard his whistle that she realized she’d shown her backside to him after all.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “I keep having to remind myself that this eyesore is going to add thirty thousand gallons of water to this section of the property. Otherwise I’d say fuck it all and let nature take its course.” Irritated, Des rubbed at his scratchy, sleep-deprived eyes, wishing like hell he’d gotten some sleep instead of lying awake thinking about a bare-ass naked Winnie skinny-dipping in the heavenly cool waters of Smiley Lake. With a rough sigh, he squinted up at the cylindrical vat hanging from a crane. The well that had been sunk a few yards away from it looked like an unfinished erector-set project. “How the hell is this going to work again?” 
 
    “Damned if I know.” Slamming his truck’s tailgate, his brother Fin also squinted up at the whitewashed tank. “But facts are facts, man. Fact one—we haven’t seen a drop of rain for eight fucking months. Fact two—demand for Green Rock Ranch’s Black Angus beef is going through the roof. We need to open up new areas to avoid overgrazing the pastures we do have. Making sections of existing property habitable is the only option we’ve got.” 
 
    “What about The Bottoms over at Armadillo Gulch?” 
 
    “Not only did we lose over a hundred head of cattle when we got hit with all those storms two or three years ago, my woman almost drowned out there. There’s no point in putting anything of value out there when a flash flood could wipe it all out in a blink.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess there’s a reason why it’s always been called The Bottoms. Fucking place swamps every time it sprinkles.” A rough sigh escaped him, and he rubbed his eyes once more. “We need to expand, Fin.” 
 
    “No shit.” His brother leaned against the side of the truck and watched the workers soldering thick I-beams in preparation for the water tank’s placement. “Able Smiley couldn’t have chosen a better time to kick off, in my humble opinion. Bastard never put the property to use the way it should have been. Great pastureland, decent fencing, and acres of water.” 
 
    “The survey I commissioned showed around seven acres, to be precise.” 
 
    “Damn, can you imagine? Our cattle would think they’d reached bovine nirvana if we could get them there.” 
 
    “I went back last night to take another water sample to make sure it’s still clear of contaminants like e. coli, pesticides and parasites. Even in the moonlight it’s a beautiful piece of water.” Especially when Winnie was swimming butt naked in it. 
 
    Oh, yeah. Definitely a sight to see.  
 
    “I’ll bet it’s a damn sight easier getting samples from it now that crazy Able isn’t waiting out on his porch with a shotgun.” Fin chuckled, eyes still on the water tank. “Wish I’d known you were going last night to collect a sample. I would’ve gone with you and we could’ve finally had that swimming party we were always talking about.” 
 
    “You didn’t miss much.” Des’s tone was more abrupt than he’d intended, because the thought of Fin seeing Winsome Smiley the way he had made his skin prickle until all he wanted to do was scowl. “I sent the water sample to the lab this morning, so we’ll hear back from them in about a week. In the meantime, we need to put together a purchase proposal for the Smileys that they won’t be able to resist.” 
 
    “What’s irresistible to a little old lady three days older than dirt and her dressmaking granddaughter?” Fin took his hat off to mop his brow with his forearm before slamming it back in place. “Fact is, all Able Smiley did was hold on to that land so we couldn’t have it, the fucker. Hopefully his daughter won’t be so mean-spirited, but I won’t hold my breath. The Smileys live to screw with the Brodys.” 
 
    “There’s no telling which way Winsome’s going to jump,” Des mumbled around a yawn, while the mere mention of the woman who’d kept him awake last night brought to mind the heart-stopping moment he’d gotten a full view of the cutest damn apple bottom he’d ever seen. And he’d live and die remembering those wet, mauve-tipped breasts of hers that were built to fill a man’s hands to overflowing. No wonder he’d had to whack off in a futile attempt to get some relief from the set of blue balls she’d given him. “That reminds me. I’m having lunch with her about an hour or so from now, so I’d better go get cleaned up and over to the homestead before too long.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Fin raised his brows at him. “Gonna work the slick Brody charm on her, are you?” 
 
    “Brodys don’t have charm. We just scare the shit out of people.” 
 
    “That’s what I meant. You gonna scare the shit out of her until she signs on the dotted line?” 
 
    “She’s not officially the owner of the Smiley homestead yet.” 
 
    “She will be. Able didn’t have any other kids. Truth be told, I’m shocked that mean old turd managed to procreate at all.” 
 
    That made two of them. “I’m just having lunch with her. That’s all it is.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Fin continued to stare at him until Des wanted to punch him in the eye. “You’re not thinking of trying to get that property out from under her by seducing her, are you?” 
 
    Des went unnaturally still. “What did you say?” 
 
    “I just want you to be careful,” he said, not backing down. “Remember what Dad taught us about being a Brody man. We’ve got targets on our backs, even those of us who are happily married. If anything, you’ve got even more of a target on you now, because you’re the only bachelor left.” 
 
    Goddamn it. “Of all people, are you really reminding me that women would do just about any damn thing they can think of to seduce a Brody? That’s how I was fucking conceived, or have you forgotten that?” 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten shit. I’m just reading the room, and if you’re smart you’ll do the same.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to be reading?” 
 
    “There’s a pretty girl who might want to use an inherited property to try to scalp you when you’re, you know… at a vulnerable point.” 
 
    Swear to God, if he killed Fin now, no one would blame him. “How the fuck am I at a vulnerable point, asshole?” 
 
    “Come on, Des, you know what I’m getting at.” 
 
    “The fuck I do.” 
 
    Fin loosed a short sigh. “All right, fine. I’m talking about you getting gored and having to leave the rodeo circuit.” 
 
    “Fuck me.” Disgusted, Des looked away and gave serious thought to just leaving then and there, but that wouldn’t solve anything. No matter how hard he tried to avoid it, this discussion wasn’t going to just go away. “So my career on the pro circuit as a bull-rider ended on the biggest possible down note. Big fucking deal. Everyone on the circuit knows you don’t grow old in that profession. You just enjoy the ride while you’ve got it.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you don’t have it anymore, and you never talk about that.” 
 
    “What the hell do you want me to say?” 
 
    “That you miss the rush, the adulation of the fans and the buckle-bunnies. That you’re pissed at the world because everything’s different now. All of that would be totally normal, but you’ve never said so much as a word about it.” 
 
    Jesus. “What do you want me to do, go on some dumbass daytime talk show and cry out my feelings? Have you met me?” 
 
    “What I want is for you to not bottle all that shit up. Not with me, or Ry. Hell, even Kill wants to hear how you’re doing.” 
 
    Des snorted. “Oh yeah, I can see it now—me crying on perfect, big brother Killian’s shoulder. What a helluva riot that would be.” 
 
    “Look, we’re all worried about you because we know—” 
 
    “You don’t know shit, Fin, and just so you know, I don’t appreciate you assholes talking about me behind my back.” 
 
    “We love you, dumbass, so find a way to cope, all right? You’ve been at loose ends because your world’s been turned upside down over the past couple years. Losing rodeo left a big hole in your life. Because of that, I don’t want you trying to fill that emptiness with some woman who might not be good for you.” 
 
    “Fin—” 
 
    “Not to mention life here in Bitterthorn isn’t anything like the life you knew when you were on the road. You can’t just dick around with that Smiley woman like you did with all those buckle-bunnies that used to line up outside your trailer door. When you were on tour, no one gave a damn if you took a whole passel of bunnies into your bed. But it’s a different story back here at home.” 
 
    Seriously, Fin had to have an off button somewhere… “You might be my brother and best friend, but I’m about three seconds away from making you swallow your fucking teeth. I didn’t ask for your opinion on how to live my goddamn life.” 
 
    “I just don’t want you getting tangled up in a small-town drama with a woman who’s got a property we want. That shit could blow up into an all-out clusterfuck before you know it, and that could an effect on all of us.” 
 
    Des didn’t bother to stifle a snarl as he turned to face his brother fully. “You should know me better than that. I know how to avoid trouble, especially the sordid kind that made a disaster zone out of all our lives while we were growing up. I’m a fucking master at avoiding that kind of shit.” 
 
    Fin didn’t flinch from that furious glare. “So does that mean you’re not targeting Winnie Smiley just for the sake of getting the Smiley homestead out of her?” 
 
    “It means I’m not going to stand here explaining my damn self to you, or anyone else. Mind your own fucking business, Fin.” 
 
    “It’s my business to know how Green Rock Ranch acquires Smiley Lake. And make no mistake,” Fin added, his voice as hard as stone, “we’ve got to fucking acquire it if we want any kind of future in raising beef cattle for the Pure Angus brand.” 
 
    “We’ll get it.” 
 
    “Just not by seducing it out from under the girl next door, yeah?” 
 
    “We’ll get it,” Des repeated, gritting his teeth. “Land management’s my job now that I’m working at the ranch full-time, so I’m tackling this shit like I tackled everything in rodeo—head-on with no fear. I’m going to pull my own weight around here, but I don’t need your help in doing it, you got that?” 
 
    Fin’s brows slammed down. “What the hell do you mean, pull your own weight? You don’t have anything to prove, Des. You’ve always pulled your own weight.” 
 
    “When I’ve been around, sure. But everything’s different now that rodeoing’s in the rearview mirror. Killian’s the business genius behind expanding the Brody brand throughout the world. Ry’s got his organic beef project, Pure Angus. It’s been going gangbusters, but it eats up most of our time. That means you’ve taken over the stud business, which is what put the family on the map in the first place. I thought I’d found my place in bull-riding and bringing whatever recognition I could to the Brody name with rodeo, but that’s gone now. I have to find a new place for myself.” 
 
    “Says who?” 
 
    “I do. And now that we’re in a record-breaking drought and stretched so goddamn thin, I see how important that place is. One way or another, I’m going to get what this ranch needs, and that’s water.” 
 
    “Jesus, listen to yourself.” Fin took his work gloves off and hit them against his thigh, whether to knock the dust off them or in a burst of frustration, Des couldn’t tell. “Fuck the Brody name and fuck having to prove yourself. You don’t have to prove shit to anyone, because you’ve already done that a million times over just by being you. That’s her talking, not you.” 
 
    Des winced before he could stop it, and everything inside him locked up tight.  
 
    Her.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Her. 
 
    He just couldn’t escape that bitch, he thought, gritting his teeth in a silence that nearly choked him. No matter what he did, where he went, or how he lived, it was her shadow that cast a pall over everything.  
 
    Della Brody. 
 
    Fin’s mother, and Ry’s and Kill’s. 
 
    But not his. 
 
    Della Brody, the madwoman who’d done everything possible to destroy Des from the moment he’d been abandoned on the Brody doorstep. She was the lunatic who’d told him from the beginning that he was disgusting, a vile mistake that no one could love. A waste of fucking skin. 
 
    She was the one who’d very nearly killed him while his father had done nothing to save him, proving her words right. 
 
    He really was just a thing that not even his father could love. 
 
    Her. 
 
    When nothing but silence spun out between them, Fin sighed roughly. “Look, I know you don’t like talking about her—” 
 
    “Then don’t fucking talk about her, idiot.” 
 
    “You’re the idiot if you think you have something to prove after all this time,” Fin shot back, looking as aggravated as Des felt. “You’re the toughest sonofabitch I know, Des, and when it comes to cowboying, there’s no one more accomplished than you. If you’ve got a hard-on to do what’s best for Green Rock Ranch because you’re getting into the swing of day-to-day ranching life and you love what you’re doing, then great. Out-fucking-standing. But if you’re doing it to prove to a long-dead, hate-filled crazy bitch that you’re enough of a Brody to contribute to this ranch, then check the fuck out and go do something else. You can’t live your life trying to placate the ghost of a woman who could never be placated when she was alive. Life’s too damn short for that kind of shit.” 
 
    “I can’t believe this,” Des muttered, feeling hot and prickly all over, and it wasn’t just because of the sizzling-hot sun glaring down on them. “Since when the hell did you get a degree in psychiatry? Stick to ranching, you’ll live longer.” 
 
    “Because if I keep pushing, you’re going to kill me?” 
 
    Des slanted him a smile sharp enough to cut. “You’re not as stupid as you look.” 
 
    “I’m not wrong, Des.” 
 
    “Look, it’s just lunch with Winsome Smiley, man. Not even dinner. It’s nowhere near as serious as this ridiculous conversation.” 
 
    “Good to hear,” came the quick reply. “Because Winnie Smiley is the furthest thing away from a buckle-bunny. Not only is she loved by just about everyone in Bitterthorn, she’s a frigging Quaker, or some damn thing.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, she’s about as untouchable as a damn nun. I can’t believe I have to point this shit out to you.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you think you have to.”  
 
    “Des, I’m just trying to—” 
 
    “Enough.” Des dipped the brown cowboy hat he wore lower so his brother wouldn’t see just how close he was to beating the shit out of him. “You’re getting to be as much of a holier-than-thou pain in my ass as Killian, so back the fuck off, Fin. It’s. Just. Lunch.” 
 
    But they both knew it wasn’t just anything, Des thought as he drove to his house, a modern wood and glass creation he’d designed himself on a lonely stretch of land out by Lone Sentinel Butte. The fact was, Fin was more right than he knew. Des hardly recognized the life he had now. Not too long ago he’d had the world by the proverbial shorthairs as a rising star on the bull-riding circuit, crisscrossing his way across the North American continent on a wave of daredevil-loving adulation. The higher he’d climbed in the ranks, the more parties he’d gotten invited to, which meant making connections that had landed him lucrative promotional deals and endorsements. Naturally, with money and fame came the women.  
 
    So many women.  
 
    But even more than that, he thought he’d found acceptance. A place where he belonged. 
 
    In the eyes of Bitterthorn, Texas, he’d never felt like he’d had that—a true belonging. He’d only been five of so when he’d grasped the concept of what a bastard was, and from that moment of understanding he’d felt… different. Less than. Like his life suddenly didn’t have as much value as his brothers. 
 
    Out on the circuit, however, things had been different. The buckle-bunnies hadn’t given two shits about which side of the sheets he’d been born on. The promoters hadn’t cared, either. Not being judged as something evil and obscene simply because he existed had been such a relief that he’d lost himself in that world, pretending the acceptance of strangers was the acceptance he’d craved as a kid who hadn’t belonged anywhere.  
 
    He should have known that reality would always find a way to flip him the bird and remind him there was never a place in the world where he truly belonged, because he wasn’t a true Brody. He wasn’t a true anything.  
 
    And if he wasn’t anything, what did that make him? 
 
    A nothing. 
 
    That was the hole he carried around every damn day of his life. 
 
    A vast, yawning nothing.  
 
    For too many years he’d tried ignoring that god-awful hole by refusing to feel anything. Then, when he’d had to cover what his father’s wife kept doing to him, he’d gotten into rodeo to explain away the injuries. Strangely enough, that lie had led him to the discovery that daredevil tricks made him feel something besides numb, if only for a few moments.  
 
    Death-defying rides had brought him fame, and with it, so many women he’d lost count. The pleasure, like everything else, had been fleeting. But it was better than numbness, so he’d embraced it wholeheartedly. 
 
    Then he’d gotten gored. 
 
    And the people in that world dropped him like he was radioactive. 
 
    As much as that had hurt, it had given him the space to see what his reckless, daredevil life really was.  
 
    A deep-seated death wish. 
 
    And it had very nearly come true. 
 
    Della Brody had done everything she could to see him dead. Little had he known that from the time he’d landed in the Brody house when he was a bewildered kindergartener, that crazy bitch had also planted seeds in his soul that ultimately had him wishing for the same damn thing. Even now he was shocked at how that poisonous shit had almost done him in.  
 
    That was all on him, of course. He’d allowed Della’s self-destructive hatred to seep into that battered thing he called a soul, to the point where part of him had welcomed the end of his life. It had taken nearly dying to realize just how fucked up his head was. 
 
    The best revenge he could ever get on that woman now was staying above ground, and being happy about it, he decided, stepping into the bathroom for a quick shower. That was the trick, though. When it came to happiness, he had no clue what that was all about. Considering how his life had gone, he was only nodding acquaintances with happiness. In fact, whenever he thought about being happy, almost nothing came to mind. 
 
    Almost nothing. 
 
    A thick mane of golden-brown curls, with just a hint of red, flashed before his mind’s eye. When he’d been a kid riding on a school bus, it had taken all his control not to reach out to one of those curls to pull it, just to see it bounce back into place. 
 
    The very thought made him smile. 
 
    Thirty minutes later he pulled up to the small, squat box that had once been Able Smiley’s house, his attention sharpening when the screen door swung open. But as he cut the engine and stepped out into the merciless glare of the Texas summer sun, it was the cane-toting, birdlike Heavenly Smiley that tottered out to greet him, not Winnie. 
 
    “Ma’am.” Politely he touched the brim of his hat and made a lightning-fast assessment of the expression carved into her sunken, wrinkled face. Survivor that he was, he’d long ago learned to spot the telltale signs of danger in his fellow human beings. Heavenly Smiley’s hostile expression displayed just about all of them. “Winsome is expecting me, in case you’re wondering why I’m here.” 
 
    “I know exactly why you’re here, young man, and I want you to know that I’m not at all happy about it.” Heavenly’s sparse blue-silver curls blew in the blast furnace-like breeze, and he almost reached for her when she seemed in danger of blowing over. “Able’s father, Earnest, called you Brodys a den of rattlers over there on your swanky ranch, just waiting for a time to strike and get this homestead. Well, the Smiley menfolk might be gone from this world, but I’m still here. I see what you’re doing, and I feel it’s only fair to put you on notice that I will not stand for it.” 
 
    Great. Winnie’s granny was just as batshit crazy as her stepson. “Ma’am, I don’t know what you think I’m doing, but all I’m here to do is pick up Winsome for a lunch date.” 
 
    “Didn’t see hide nor hair of you while Able was alive,” came the hot accusation. “Didn’t once acknowledge that girl’s existence. She was too beneath you, wasn’t she? But now all of a sudden here you are, thinking my darling Winnie is going to be easy pickings for the likes of you. But I guarantee she knows what you’re really after, because I told her. I told her that you’re nothing but a Brody man with an eye on this property, and that you’ll go through her to get it. The only thing any of you rattlers care about is your precious ranch.” 
 
    “Granny.” Winnie pushed through the screen door, looking bright and brilliant in a poppy red dress and her thick mane of golden-brown hair falling in tight corkscrew curls well past her shoulders. “That’ll do. I’ll be back in a couple hours, and then I’ll pack up the rest of Dad’s room. Don’t try to do it on your own.” 
 
    “Winnie—” 
 
    “I’ll see you in a couple hours.” With that, she marched right by him without so much as a glance, and he had to hustle to open the truck’s passenger door for her. 
 
    At least with a start like that, he thought grimly, things could only go up from there. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Anger swirled with hurt and grinding insecurity inside Winnie’s chest as they drove into the heart of Bitterthorn, a dusty, sunbaked town that was so small it hardly showed up on most maps. The town probably would have blown away entirely had it not been for San Antonio, no more than half an hour’s drive north, where at least half the town’s population commuted to work on a daily basis.  
 
    She’d thought of doing that herself—pounding on doors and pitching her clothes designs to anyone who might be interested in showcasing some local talent—but she’d never done it. Probably out of the fear that what her father had said might be true, and that she was a talentless waste who dreamed about impossible things just because she could sew a straight seam. 
 
    As much as she believed in her talent in fashion design, that belittling voice in her head had a way of drowning out that belief when she needed it most. 
 
    That same voice was in her head now as she sat beside Des. Out of the corner of her eye she watched him drive the heavy-duty Green Rock Ranch pickup the same way he did everything else—with a confident authority she marveled at. Which was probably weird, but she couldn’t help it. There was just something about a confident man that made her want to purr. It didn’t hurt that he was drop-dead gorgeous, but time and again it was that innate swagger that attracted her like a magnet to steal. 
 
    And there it was, she thought in a sigh. The reason she’d hopped into his truck even though Granny had told her what she already knew—Des Brody was only interested in Smiley Lake, not her. She was hopelessly attracted to him. 
 
    “You keep staring at me like you think I’m going to murder you. I’m not, if that helps.” 
 
    “Is that what I look like?” Good grief, how embarrassing. She needed to fix her awkward self pretty damn quick. “I was just thinking that my father must be rolling over in his grave right about now.” 
 
    “Because you agreed to go out with me?” 
 
    She nodded. “The Smileys aren’t exactly known for socializing with Brodys.” 
 
    “Is that why you decided to go out with me? To stick it to your old man?” 
 
    “Considering he’s now pushing up daisies, that’d be kind of stupid on my part, don’t you think?” 
 
    He shot her a glance. “So what made you decide to come along with me?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” She grimaced, not sure how to explain it. One second she’d been waffling about how to tell him thanks but no thanks, and the next she’d heard how harshly her grandmother was speaking to him. Before she knew what she was doing, she’d had her butt planted in the passenger seat while the sight of her grandmother dwindled in the rearview mirror. “I wasn’t even sure I was going to go until I found myself doing it. I was fully prepared to tell you to go jump in a lake.” 
 
    “I did that last night.” 
 
    “The thing is, I don’t think you should be let off the hook for trespassing on Smiley property,” she went on, trying to ignore the heat rising up her neck at the memory of how he’d whistled at the sight of her bare booty. Did that whistle mean he’d liked what he saw? No matter how often she told that feverish question to go away, it kept running through her head like a broken record, making her skin tingle in the most distracting way. “The least you can do to make up for invading my privacy is feed me while begging for my forgiveness.” 
 
    “Hell will be an ice rink before I beg for any damn thing,” he said with such surprising force it made her turn in her seat to face him. “Don’t you ever expect me to bow my fucking head.” 
 
    “I was joking, Des, at least about the begging for forgiveness part,” she said, wide-eyed. Mental note—never joke about making this man beg, unless she wanted another close-up view of what a raw nerve looked like. “Look, I know my granny sounded bitter just now, and I’m well aware my father was the human equivalent of a junkyard dog that never had a rabies shot, but that’s not me. None of that is me.” 
 
    “I hear you.” She watched his hands grip the steering wheel like he wanted to throttle something. “You keep talking about how bad your dad was.” 
 
    In a blink, her defenses slammed up. “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “I’m just saying you’re not alone in having shitty parental-type people who were more rabid than not. That’s why I snapped just now. My brothers’ mother—Della Brody—had a game she liked to play with me when no one else was around. She used to call it Make Desmond Beg. So, just in case you were wondering, I’m seriously not a fan of that fucking game.” 
 
    Surprise melded with a dark and terrible understanding, and she searched his profile for the pain she knew all too well. “I’ll never say that word around you again, I promise.” 
 
    That earned her a sidelong glance. “You promise, huh?” 
 
    “Yes, I promise. No one should be made to beg, for anything. Especially when that person is family.” 
 
    “That woman wasn’t my family, and she made sure I was never made to feel like I belonged to hers. I just existed under the Brody roof.” 
 
    That made her heart ache in a way that made her put a hand to it. “But you are a Brody, the youngest of the famous Brody brothers. That’s how everyone sees you.” 
 
    “Not her. I was born a Faircloth. Desmond Faircloth, to be precise.” He said the name with a weird lack of emotion, the audible equivalent of a blank, gray nothingness. “For the first few years of my life I was the son of Jack and Delphine Faircloth, kid brother to Dallas. Then one night that reality blew up and I was no longer who I thought I was. Next thing I knew, I got my ass dumped on the doorstep of the Brody household without understanding how or why I’d come to be there.” 
 
    She couldn’t help but wince. “I can’t imagine how confusing that must’ve been. You were a baby.” 
 
    “A baby who didn’t understand how babies were made, so yeah. I had no idea why everyone was losing their shit around me. I had no fucking clue what I’d done wrong.” 
 
    The hurt in her heart turned to anguish for the boy he’d once been. “You didn’t do anything wrong, Des.” 
 
    “I existed. That was enough to turn the father I’d loved, Jack Faircloth, into a screaming maniac. The moment he found out I wasn’t his kid, that fucker didn’t waste a minute getting shut of me. I suppose I should be grateful he didn’t kill me outright like he wanted to.” 
 
    She gasped. “He didn’t actually say that?” 
 
    “He did. Gotta wonder what kind of lowlife you have to be to take your shit out on a little kid like that.” 
 
    “Evil.” She looked out the window so he wouldn’t see how the cruelty adults could inflict on children sickened her. “All it took for him to let that evil off the chain was the excuse of finding out your parentage.” 
 
    He made a sound that could have meant anything. “Don’t know if I believe in concepts like good and evil. All I know is that once I touch someone’s life, people usually wind up becoming their worst selves.” 
 
    “You didn’t make Jack Faircloth act like a maniac. If he were that cruel to a child he’d thought was his—an innocent child who loved him—he was already that way deep down. Trust me on this.” 
 
    “Why should I?” He slid her another glance, and in those peridot-light eyes there was a hungry kind of interest in her that had her pulse going all kinds of crazy. “What makes you an expert on evil parents?” 
 
    Nothing in the world could have stopped her scoff. “Did you ever meet Able Smiley?” 
 
    “Only enough to be cussed out by him.” 
 
    “There you go.” 
 
    “Everyone cusses out the Brody clan at some point. That’s the price you pay when you’re on top. Everyone hates you, even though they all want to be you. Your old man was no different.” 
 
    “You have no idea how different he was,” she muttered before she clamped her mouth shut. The less she talked about that monster, the better her mental equilibrium would be. “What about your biological mother? I only know what everyone in Bitterthorn knows. Delphine Faircloth left town soon after you became part of the Brody family.” 
 
    “You mean after she dumped my little-kid ass on the Brody doorstep and took off like the coward she was.” He offered a humorless curling of his mouth that was probably supposed to be a smile and slowed for a stop sign. “She thought that getting rid of me would save her marriage, if you can believe it. But a few weeks after she dumped me, she got what she deserved and got dumped herself.” 
 
    “Her husband left her?” 
 
    He nodded. “The only problem with that was that Dallas, my half-sister, got dumped by that bastard, too. Our mother offed herself a few months after that, and that left Dallas alone in the world. As much as it sucked being dropped on the Brody doorstep, at least I had Fin and Ry as my new brothers to support me. But Dallas… That poor girl had no one. In fact, she didn’t have anyone until she came back to Bitterthorn.” 
 
    “And now you have your sister back.” Then she tilted her head. “You said you had Fin and Ry as brothers. What about the oldest Brody brother? Did you forget about Killian?” 
 
    “No one could forget about Killian.” Again that blank monotone surfaced, along with an ominous flattening of his expression. “What matters is that he’s good to Dallas, and it’s obvious those two are crazy about each other. Her happiness is all I care about.” 
 
    She couldn’t help but wonder if that meant he didn’t care about Killian’s happiness. “So, you and Killian aren’t close?” 
 
    “Generally speaking, getting close to people isn’t my thing. What about your family? You don’t have any siblings?” 
 
    Deflection. It was a tactic she knew all too well. “It’s just me and my granny now.” 
 
    “What happened to your mother? I seem to recall she died a while back, yeah? Some kind of accident?” 
 
    Her insides tightened like a fist, and in her head the echoes of a horse’s screams mingled with her mother’s. “Accident. Right.” 
 
    “Wasn’t it? Hey,” he pressed when she simply shrugged and looked away. “I’ve been honest with you so you can see past all the Brody-Smiley mistrust shit. Now it’s your turn. Try a little honesty and see where it gets you.” 
 
    She swallowed hard. He asked for it. “When I was seventeen, she was trampled to death by a stallion my father was trying unsuccessfully to market as a stud. I guess no one thought to ask what she was doing in that vicious animal’s stall when it was known she was like me—terrified of large animals.” 
 
    There was a beat of silence. “So why was she in there?” 
 
    “My father bashed her in the head with a shovel, then dragged her out to the stables, locked her inside and left her in there overnight.” 
 
    Jesus,” he grated, for a moment looking violent himself. 
 
    “I couldn’t get to her. He’d locked me in my room, and I couldn’t get out to save her.” She took a slow breath and told herself it would not be cool to throw up all over his nice and shiny truck. “I never thought it was fair that he shot that horse when all was said and done. After all, the poor thing did exactly what he’d wanted it to do.” 
 
    “Damn, Winsome.” He sounded rattled, and she could sympathize. It had been five years, but the memory of that horrible night still turned her inside out. “He fucking murdered her. Why wasn’t that bastard ever arrested?” 
 
    “Because he told the police she’d gone in there on her own, and by then I was too much of a coward to contradict him. He said he’d do the same to my grandmother if I so much as squeaked, so I dishonored my mother’s memory with my silence.” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up, you did no such thing.” The words seemed to erupt from him, and when the truck jerked to a stop she swiveled her head back around to see they’d come to a halt at the side of the road. “Thinking about what you could’ve done or should’ve done… That’s just a self-torturing mind game designed to hurt only one person—you. Deep down you think you deserve that kind of punishment, but you’re wrong. The only fucker who deserves punishment is that shit stain, Able Smiley.” 
 
    “You don’t know me,” she said flatly. “And you sure as hell don’t know what I deserve.” 
 
    “I know what I’m talking about when it comes to self-punishment, because I used to play that shit game all the time. Same with my sister Dallas. I know that when life goes sideways, the easiest damn thing to do is blame yourself, but you don’t deserve that, Winsome. Instead, try to wrap your head around the concept that you didn’t do a fucking thing wrong. An innocent like you should never take on guilt that isn’t yours to carry.” 
 
    Guilt, she thought while her throat clenched. If he only knew. “Like I said, you don’t know me well enough to say I’m innocent. Or anything else, for that matter.” 
 
    “Yeah, that may be.” With a glance over his shoulder, he set the truck back in motion, though she could feel it whenever he glanced at her. “But in case you haven’t noticed, I’m doing my damnedest to change that. And you know what? I just decided I’m not going to be satisfied until I know your every last secret.”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Winnie smoothed her skirt as she sat across from Des, trying not to think how generations of Smileys were probably screaming at her from beyond the grave. But breaking bread with a Brody was the right thing to do. Wars would never end if brave souls didn’t take that first step in letting bygones be bygones. After all, the Hatfields and the McCoys weren’t still feuding.  
 
    Or so she hoped. 
 
    And it wasn’t like this was an actual date, she reminded herself firmly. If Des Brody had asked her to dinner, then her ancestors might be right in having a collective afterlife freak-out. But this was lunch. Boring, ordinary lunch. According to a recent article in Cosmo, when a man asked a woman to lunch it was because that woman fell into the same category as his maiden Aunt Gertrude. For a man, lunch was nothing. 
 
    Literally nothing. 
 
    With her mood taking a majestic swan dive into the doldrums, Winnie perused the menu while trying not to squirm at how their fellow diners kept glancing toward their table. Or, more specifically, toward Des, who was as close to a rock star that Bitterthorn would ever have. Sadly, since she was his lunch date, she was getting almost as much attention. That was new. She was used to being virtually invisible, that behind-the-scenes marvel with a needle and thread in Cleone’s backroom who designed the latest fashions. Now, with all eyes on her, it was all she could do to stop herself from crawling under the table. 
 
    Maybe they’d all read that same Cosmo article and knew this wasn’t a date. Maybe they were all pitying her. 
 
    Mission of peace, she reminded herself while her hands grew slick on the menu. That was all this was, so people could stare all they wanted. What mattered was taking that first step in forging peace between the Brodys and the Smileys. That wasn’t a date. 
 
    If only the thudding of her heart would remember that. 
 
    “I’ve never been to this place.” Trying to pull off a nonchalant vibe, Winnie looked around the dining area overflowing with Spanish-Colonial influences, from the heavy dark wood furniture and accents, adobe half walls, Southwestern art, and tastefully placed cacti arrangements. If Zorro had swung through at that moment, she wouldn’t have batted an eye. “What do you recommend?” 
 
    “Depends. Do you like it hot?” 
 
    For no reason at all, a nerve-tingling wave of heat rolled over her to settle deep in her belly. “Yes.” 
 
    “Then you’re in the right place.” Then, much to her shock, Des rose from his chair only to move it close to hers, as if they were all alone instead of surrounded by a dozen or more diners. “That’s better,” he said, settling himself back down in his seat, now only an inch or two away from her. As she watched in disbelief, he set his own menu aside to instead grab one side of hers, clearly intent of sharing. “My favorite’s the chimichanga plate with the chipotle sauce, but the chile rellenos here also kick ass. And of course you can never go wrong with their fajitas. You’re not one of those Quaker vegetarians, are you?” 
 
    “I… Sorry?” She tried sounding cool and calm, but when he managed to suck up all the oxygen in the room the closer he got, cool and calm was simply beyond her. Any second now, she was going to full-on swoon, and it was all his oxygen-sucking fault. 
 
    “I read up on Quakers last night,” he said, blowing her mind all the more. “Come to find out, vegetarianism and veganism can be construed as a part of the Quakers’ Peace Testimony.” 
 
    “Really?” She tried not to gape at him, but it was hard. Not just because his shoulder kept brushing hers, but for the life of her, she couldn’t figure out why he would research Quakerism other than an interest in her. Which was crazy. “If that’s true, then you officially know more about Quakerism than I do.” 
 
    “Aren’t you a Quaker?” 
 
    “I’m not anything when it comes to religion. My father was disowned—that’s the Quaker version of being excommunicated—when he was a teenager.” 
 
    “Why? What’d he do?” 
 
    Was his shoulder getting as hot as hers was? Any second now smoke would start curling up from wherever they touched. “It’s more a matter of what he didn’t do, according to my grandmother. Aside from drinking, bullying countless kids at school, and that one time he stole a car and ran it into the town square’s bandstand, the straw that broke the camel’s back was when he went to the house of a kid he didn’t like, broke into their backyard and set a henhouse on fire. He actually went to Juvenile Hall in San Antonio for that stunt and was held there until he was eighteen.” 
 
    “Damn,” he said, his gaze trained on her face as if looking for the secrets of life. “From what I read last night, that’s definitely not Quaker.” 
 
    “Why did you read about Quakers?” she asked before she could stop herself, then immediately wished she hadn’t. She didn’t want to know. She didn’t want to know… 
 
    “I read up on Quakers because I thought you were one.” His voice lowered to a deeper octave, and it did such weird things to her nerves she had to fight not to shiver. “I wanted to know what I was dealing with.” 
 
    Dealing with? 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Of course.  
 
    If he had his eye set on the homestead, it only made sense that he’d want to arm himself with as much information as possible.  
 
    Like Granny had told her over and over again, the man wanted to make a deal. 
 
    “Well, I’m afraid I’m no Quaker. Or anything else, for that matter. I don’t even know why I was given a Quaker virtue name, since my father seemed to revel in breaking every tenet of that religion. But apparently the penchant for tagging children with embarrassing monikers was the one thing he seemed to appreciate.” 
 
    “I guess I’m not surprised old Able got his ass thrown out of his church, or whatever you call it,” he muttered, reaching across her to turn the menu. When he just grazed the curvy jut of her breasts she very nearly fainted. “I could’ve told you that sonofabitch was no pacifist. When Fin and I were around ten or so, your old man caught us sneaking through the fence late one night because we wanted to go swimming. That guy had a fucking machete on him. He chased us all the way back to our property line, screaming that he was going to carve us up and feed us to his pigs. To this day, I firmly believe that psycho would’ve done just that if he’d managed to catch us.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have put it past him.” Talk of her father was more than enough to send her fluttery, almost painful awareness of Des into eclipse, so she firmly handed him her menu. “I remember he used to love hunting snakes with that machete. Actually, I think he just liked killing things that were smaller than him, so it’s a good thing you and Fin managed to get away with your skin intact.” 
 
    “No two ways about it, your old man was an acid-spitting bastard.” 
 
    “Yes, he was.” 
 
    “Funny thing, though.” He kept his attention on her even when the waitress approached their table. “He always seemed protective of you. Enough to meet you every day at the bus stop, anyway, no matter how old you were.” 
 
    Her skin prickled as memories she’d locked away tried their best to seep through the cracks. “I guess that was pretty weird.” 
 
    “That’s one way of putting it,” came the drawling reply. “So? Was he protective? Or was it that he was controlling?” 
 
    “He was something that I want to forget.” Delicately she cleared her throat and kept her expression blank as she gave the waitress her food order, then waited for him to do the same. “The only thing I really remember thinking whenever he met me at the bus stop was that if he hadn’t been there, I would’ve tried to walk home with you and Fin. There were times when I was tempted to do that.” 
 
    His brows shot up. “Why? I thought the Smileys hated the Brodys.” 
 
    “I hated going home more. And I never hated you,” she added in a rush. Suddenly it was imperative he understood that hatred was the last thing she felt when it came to him. Confusion, exhilaration, and a tingly hyper-awareness perhaps, but never hatred. “I was taught to never trust a Brody. That still stands, mainly because I’m not big on trusting anyone. But I don’t hate you, Des. Far from it.” 
 
    “Yeah?” The waitress popped back with chips and salsa and a lingering look Des’s way, but he didn’t seem to notice as he reached out to brush the fall of her untamable hair back behind her shoulder. “I’m not convinced. In all the years we rode that rattletrap bus, you never spoke one fucking word to me.” 
 
    “Did you want me to?” The moment the question popped out of her mouth her heart bounced up into her throat. Oh God, if he hadn’t wanted her to talk to him all those years ago, this was going to get very awkward very quickly… 
 
    “I sat right by you every damn day for a reason, Winsome.” He ducked his head just a bit so he could look her dead in the eye. “But in all that time, you didn’t even say hello to me. Tell me that’s not hatred.” 
 
    “It’s not.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t you say hello?” 
 
    “Because I thought you and Fin were taunting me—sitting right by me and then going out of your way to ignore my existence,” she muttered, her cheeks burning when his eyes widened in a surprise so genuine it couldn’t have been faked. “I thought you were trying to put me in my place, so I did the only thing I could think of and ignored you back.” 
 
    “What the fuck, Winsome,” he breathed, clearly stunned, but it wouldn’t have surprised her if steam began pouring out of his ears. “You always think the worst of people, or is it just me?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, because there was nothing else she could say. And he was right. When put under pressure, she fully expected to be attacked. “What I thought about you and Fin was totally off the mark, and unfair to boot. I shouldn’t have assumed the worst of you.” 
 
    “Hell, no, you shouldn’t have.” 
 
    “You never said hello to me, either,” she couldn’t help but point out. “Just one hello from you would have gone a long way in getting me to open up.” 
 
    “I told you, my brother and I were forbidden to talk to the Smiley family. And besides,” he added with a shrug, “a Brody man doesn’t have to work at getting a woman’s attention. That’s just science.” 
 
    Oh my God. “Only a Brody man would say something like that.” 
 
    “Probably. But I’m not wrong.” 
 
    No, he wasn’t. “Maybe it’s a good thing I never spoke to you back then.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Because every other female on the planet would have talked to you. I mean, look around you,” she added, following her own advice by casting a discreet glance around the dining area. Most of their fellow diners quickly looked away, but a few bold souls didn’t back down in the slightest, gawking openly at Des, and to a lesser extent, her. “There’s a blonde over by the bar who switched seats just so she could ogle you without having to crane her neck around. I think I see the ever-so-slight glistening of drool at the corner of her mouth.” 
 
    “If anyone’s getting stared at, it’s you, woman.” Again he lifted a hand to her hair, this time smoothing it slowly over the wild fall of curls before twining a lock of it around his fingers. “This is the craziest head of hair I’ve ever seen. It’s like it’s got a life of its own.” 
 
    If he thought that was a compliment, he clearly had rocks in his head. “When it gets blazing hot like it has been this summer, especially when I’m up in that microwave I optimistically call my apartment, all I can think about is chopping my mane off and going for a pixie cut.”  
 
    “Don’t you even joke about that.” All at once his brows slanted down and the fingers holding her hair tightened enough to make her scalp tingle. “Put it up. Stay indoors where it’s air-conditioned. If you don’t have A/C, I’ll get the best damn unit installed and turn your place into a fucking ice rink. But do not cut off one damn curl, you hear me? I forbid it.” 
 
    “Never in my life have I wanted to get a haircut like I do right at this moment,” she remarked, staring at him. “Look, I know you’re a Brody man, which means you think you own the world—” 
 
    “Baby girl, I’m not gonna lie. In these parts, that’s a pretty damn accurate statement.” 
 
    Ugh. “But you can’t go around forbidding people to get haircuts. It’s weird.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit if it’s weird. And I’m not forbidding people, for crying out loud. Just you.” 
 
    “That’s not better. And we’re not going to do the whole hand-in-my-hair thing,” she added, glancing nervously around the room once more before removing her hair from his grasp. “Oh my God, Des. The drooling lady and the hostess who seated us both look like they might want to murder me. They have no idea that you simply have strong feelings about haircuts. They’re probably thinking you’re making some kind of pass.” 
 
    “If they’re thinking that, Winsome, they’re absolutely right. This is some kind of pass.” 
 
    Her head snapped back around to him while the whole world screeched to a halt. “What?” 
 
    “Damn, look at how shocked you are.” He chuckled, leaning back in his seat as if thoroughly enjoying her reaction. “You know, when your eyes get that big, they change color from blue to gray. Think I might have to shock you more often, just to watch for that effect.” 
 
    “My eyes are blue-gray, because they’re stupid and can’t settle on just one color.” She continued to stare at him, looking for any sign that he was cruelly teasing her, but couldn’t find any.  
 
    Do you always believe the worst in people…  
 
    “Okay.” She deep-breathed for a few seconds, not even bothering to hide it. How could she? Her entire body was alight with a fever that filled her with giddy delirium. There was no hope of hiding that. “Okay. I just need to know one thing, and I need you to answer truthfully.” 
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    “Are you serious? Are you, uh… are you truly making a pass? I mean, at me?” Really, she needed that clarification. 
 
    Another chuckle escaped him, his expression alive with humor. “Either I’m real rusty at this, or you’re fucking sleepwalking through life as an unawakened innocent. News flash, Winsome,” he went on when she huffed indignantly. “A man sits close to you and starts playing with your hair, it’s because he wants to play with a helluva lot more of you. You let him do it, and it’s like you’re giving him all the green lights.” 
 
    “I didn’t know,” she blurted while her heart tried to beat her to death. For the life of her, she had no idea if it was from alarm or the weird, electrifying excitement flooding through her. The only thing she knew for sure was that she’d never felt more alive. “It’s not like you come with instructions. How am I supposed to know hair-touching signals…something else?” 
 
    “Haven’t you ever fucked a man?” 
 
    Everything inside her closed up like a flower touched by frost. “That’s… I don’t…” 
 
    “I lost track of you over the years, what with trying to make a name for myself on the pro rodeo circuit,” he went on, watching her as if there was nothing else in the room. “But I do remember you were kind of a loner when you were a kid. Tell me, did you ever get out from under your batshit crazy father’s thumb long enough to get yourself a man?” 
 
    The way he said it made her want to growl. “For your information, I hadn’t talked to my father for years before he died. I got out of that house when I was seventeen and never even thought about going back there until last night. I haven’t been under anyone’s control for a long damn time, and I fully intend to keep it that way.” 
 
    His brows shot up, and she thought she caught a glimpse of curiosity in his eyes. “No need to bring the heat, slugger. It was just a question.” 
 
    “It was an invasive question.” 
 
    “All my questions are like that. You’ll get used to it.” 
 
    Grimly she tried again. “Whether or not I ever got myself a man, as you put it, is none of your frigging business.” 
 
    “I’ll give you that,” he decided, ridiculously magnanimous as their waitress headed their way, platters in hand. “Your past is just that—the past, so I’m good with leaving it there. What is my business is your present, because that belongs to me. So tell me, is there a man in your life right now?” 
 
    She gaped at him, ignoring the aromatic plate of spicy enchiladas ranchero, borracho beans and Mexican rice sitting in front of her. “Wow.” 
 
    “Wow what?” 
 
    “There’s so much going on in your statement that I’m not even sure what I should address first.” 
 
    “Answer me, Winsome.” His tone was as relentless as his expression. “You got a man?” 
 
    “No, though that’s not any of your business. And my present, along with my future, is all mine, not yours.” 
 
    “Eat.” To her surprise, he picked up her fork and put it in her hand, then took her napkin and draped it across her lap. It took all her concentration not to jump like an idiot when the backs of his fingers brushed her thighs. “Here in the present, you’re sharing your time with me, just like I’m sharing my time with you. That means my time is yours, and yours is all mine. Call it co-ownership.” 
 
    “Co-ownership.” She shook her head and decided digging into her meal was the better part of valor. Maybe with their mouths full, he wouldn’t say things that kept knocking her off-balance. “At least that sounds fair.” 
 
    “I have zero tolerance for unfairness,” came the surprising reply as he dug into his own food, a chimichanga drenched in a creamy, pale orange chipotle sauce, and topped with sour cream, diced tomatoes and green onions. “That’s why the next time you go skinny-dipping, I promise to get bare-ass naked before I join you. Last night I fucked things up by jumping in with all my clothes on and making you feel like you were at a disadvantage. You have my word that won’t happen again.” 
 
    “You’re damn right it won’t happen again.” Her face was on fire, and it had nothing to do with the spicy ranchero goodness zinging along her taste buds. “As of now, my skinny-dipping days are over.” 
 
    “Oh, no, they’re not. They’re just beginning, because I know something no one else knows about you.” 
 
    She wasn’t going to ask. She wasn’t going to ask… 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    He made her wait while he took a swig from his longneck beer. “I know you love being naked, Winsome Smiley.” 
 
    When she realized her mouth had dropped open and she was gaping at him like a fish, she snapped it shut with an audible click. “I don’t even know how to respond to that. Though you should know, my instincts are telling me to take my tea and throw it in your face.” 
 
    “That’d be a waste of good sweet tea, and I’m not wrong. I know you love being naked because it was obvious last night,” he went on while she continued to struggle with how to respond to his outrageousness. “The way I heard you splashing around before I actually got to where you were tells me you loved the feel of nothing between you and the water. And when I saw you floating looking up at the night sky, I realize now that you were as relaxed as I’ve ever seen you. Content. Happy. That’s why I know your skinny-dipping days are far from over. The next time you do it, though, you’re going to be doing it with me. Safety first, yeah? It’s not safe swimming alone.” 
 
    “If you think I’m ever going to go skinny-dipping with you—” she began hotly, then stopped when she realized her voice had risen until even the cooks in the back probably heard her. Perfect. “My point is, that’s not going to happen,” she went on in a lower tone, again glancing around the dining area. “There aren’t going to be any more late-night swims. Like I said, I don’t even live at the homestead. I haven’t for years.” 
 
    “I know you moved into town. Where exactly do you live?” 
 
    “I’m in a stifling hot, teeny little apartment over Cleone’s Closet. That’s where I work as a part-time salesclerk, and I design clothes full-time.” 
 
    “You’re a fashion designer?” 
 
    “That’s way too New York posh for what I am,” she drawled. “Basically I dream up designs, spend countless sleepless nights running them up on my overburdened sewing machine all by myself in my apartment or in the backroom, then wait on pins and needles to see which of my designs sell. I also have an online store—Passion for Fashion—that does even better than what I sell out of the shop. But I love seeing and hearing customers’ reactions in real time, so I’m grateful Cleone carries some of my creations.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’ve found the place where you belong in the world.” 
 
    “When it comes to what I want to do with my life, I have.” Sewing had been a literal survival skill while growing up, so it was no wonder she got good at it. 
 
    “Not everyone’s so lucky.” Polishing off the last of his meal, he pushed his plate away and settled back in his chair. “Most people don’t find their place straight out of the chute. I’m glad you have that.” 
 
    “What about you? I mean,” she winced, suddenly realizing she’d just stumbled into a potential minefield, “I know you were heavily into the whole death-defying bull-riding thing, but you’re not doing that terrifying stuff anymore, right?” 
 
    “It’s not that terrifying.” 
 
    “But you did almost die, didn’t you?” Arrrrgh. She had no idea she had such a talent for stumbling. Her idiocy was almost painful. 
 
    He lifted a careless shoulder, as if he didn’t care one way or the other. “A murder-minded bull appropriately named Hell’s Breath sent me into early retirement when he gored me nine ways to Sunday.” 
 
    “Ow.” She couldn’t help but cringe. “I can’t imagine how that must’ve hurt.” 
 
    “It didn’t tickle.” Absently he rubbed a hand along the right side of his torso, as if trying to rub away the memory of the pain he’d endured. “Between you and me, it was a tough pill to swallow, realizing my time in the chute was over. I’d been rodeoing from the time I was ten or so, from barrel racing, to saddle bronc riding, to bull-riding. In fact, I was feeling pretty damn sorry for myself until I finally got my head out of my ass and realized a few things.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “For starters, I’m actually one lucky sonofabitch to still be alive. I shouldn’t be, but here I sit, king of all I survey, with a woman who likes to go skinny-dipping in the moonlight.” 
 
    “It was private freaking property,” she muttered, also pushing her plate away. “I can do whatever the hell I want on my own stupid property.” 
 
    “And,” he went on as if she hadn’t spoken, “Green Rock Ranch needs me now more than ever, now that it’s trying to juggle two very different facets of ranching. I’m lucky I’ve got a shit-ton of work to keep me busy.” 
 
    Her brows went up. “Two? I thought Green Rock Ranch was solely a stud farm.” 
 
    “We were. Then a few years ago my brother Ry got a wild hair up his ass about making Green Rock a true cattle ranch once more. Apparently he thought we weren’t busy enough.” 
 
    Yikes. “Apparently. You haven’t threatened to kill him, have you?” 
 
    “Oh, every last one of us has threatened to murder Ry on multiple occasions, but between you and me, I’m loving the challenge. We’re now raising cattle for Pure Angus—grass-fed, organically raised beef that’s marketed to folks who don’t want their food shot up with chemicals, and we’re still this continent’s best Black Angus stud ranch. We’re drowning in work, but now that I’ve recovered from my injuries and I’m able to pitch in, we’re having one helluva good time.” 
 
    “You don’t miss the touring and traveling? The rodeo life?” 
 
    Again, he absently touched his right side, and for a moment his gaze seemed to turn inward. “I don’t really need it anymore.” 
 
    She frowned, bewildered, and was about to ask him what he meant when the ringtone set for her grandmother sounded. “Whoa, she never calls. I’m sorry, but I have to get this,” she added, already pulling her phone out and tapping the screen. “Granny, what’s wrong? Are you okay?” 
 
    “Come to the old homestead now, Winsome,” came her grandmother’s voice. “That slick lawyer from town is coming over to read us a new version of your father’s will.”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “At this time, I would like to express my deepest sympathies for your loss.”  Robert Huckles, a bespectacled bald man sporting a snazzy red bowtie, fastidiously straightened the papers he’d placed on the kitchen table. “It was Mr. Smiley’s request that his will be read twenty-four hours after his funeral, so I’m grateful you’re all still in town.” 
 
    “Son, if you don’t mind, I’d like to get on with this dog-and-pony show before I’m the one that needs burying.” Rufus shifted his weight so agitatedly he looked like he was walking in place. “Able Smiley hated me and everyone else in this room, and that’s the honest truth of it. The sooner I find out he gave us all nothing but the bird, the sooner we can get on with the business of living our lives.” 
 
    “Yes. Well.” Huckles cleared his throat and again straightened his papers. “Let’s dive in, shall we?” 
 
    “Thank you,” Winnie muttered, struggling not to glance at her watch. Des had dropped her off at the homestead with the announcement that since they’d been interrupted, she owed him a meal. She wasn’t sure how that worked, but like an idiot she listened to her own mouth agree with him without her brain offering up a protest. Talk about a mental hiccup. She had to correct it before that agreement somehow got set in stone, so that meant getting in touch with him. Maybe even heading over to Green Rock Ranch to see him again… 
 
    Good grief.  
 
    She had to be losing her mind. 
 
    “I’ll just skip over the official statement of Able Smiley declaring himself to be of sound mind and body—” 
 
    Nothing in the world could have stopped Winnie’s derisive snort.  
 
    “—and move along to why the three of you have gathered here.” Clearing his throat once more, Huckles peered over at Rufus. “To Rufus Wright… that is you, correct, sir?” 
 
    The old farmhand’s weathered face wrinkled up as if he smelled something bad. “I sure as hell ain’t Heavenly Smiley.” 
 
    “Rufus.” Her grandmother play-swatted his forearm. “Let the man speak.” 
 
    “‘To Rufus Wright,’” Huckles tried again. “‘For a quarter of a century, you were on the dole at the homestead, always managing to stretch a full day’s work out to cover an entire week. As useless as you’ve been, I feel it’s only right to leave you the Bonneville in the barn. Like you, it hasn’t worked in decades.’” 
 
    “The bird,” Rufus muttered, shaking his head while Winnie exchanged resigned glances with her grandmother. “I knew he’d use his last words to flip me the bird. That’s just who he was.” 
 
    “‘To the woman who raised me, my stepmother, Heavenly Smiley,’” Huckles continued determinedly, keeping his eyes on the paper before him. “‘I know you tried to be a mother to me from the time my father brought you home, truly I do. But you should know that right from the beginning, I read you as being a mealy-mouthed, know-nothing failure from start to—'” 
 
    Winnie hopped to her feet. “Mr. Huckles, I know you have a job to do, but this is ridiculous. Is it really necessary to read every poisonous word my father put in there?” 
 
    “Honoring the deceased’s last words is usually the policy of our firm, but in this case I, uh, believe that cutting to the chase might be the best for all concerned. Don’t tell my partners I’m doing this. Um…” Hurriedly he scanned down the page, wincing every now and again as he read through the vitriol her father had clearly spewed. “Ah, here it is. Able Smiley leaves his stepmother, Heavenly Smiley, the deed to the homestead, and all the buildings and possessions therein. It is yours, lock, stock and barrel, Mrs. Smiley. Then he says something about how he hopes that it breaks whatever spirit you have left in your withered-up husk of a body. Dear me,” Huckles muttered, looking distressed. “He really was an unpleasant individual, wasn’t he?” 
 
    “Able left me the farm?” Granny repeated in disbelief while Winnie’s blood drained to a point somewhere down around her knees. Of all the things she’d expected, she honestly hadn’t thought her father would pull off one final slap in the face and leave her with nothing. Then again, that was who he’d always been, the monster who gleefully crushed every glimmer of hope in her soul. 
 
    Typical. 
 
    Granny turned to her, horrified. “Darling girl, I don’t know what to say—” 
 
    “It’s fine, Granny.” Humiliation washed over Winnie as the enormity of what just happened hit her, and it took everything she had to keep her head up. Even from beyond the grave, her father had managed to make her feel like she was nothing—certainly not worthy of inheriting the property that had been in Smiley hands since the 1800s. 
 
    Making her feel like nothing had always been his specialty.  
 
    “And to Able’s daughter, Winsome.” Huckles adjusted his glasses and peered at the page he held. “He had quite a bit to say about not believing in hell, but if there is one, he states here that he’ll probably end up there, and that it’s all your fault.” 
 
    Enough. “I refuse to listen to another twisted version of look at what you made me do, Mr. Huckles. Allow me see you out.” 
 
    “But you haven’t heard what he bequeathed to you—” 
 
    “There’s nothing of that monster’s that I could ever want, so let’s just call it a day and try to move on with the rest of our lives.” 
 
    “But there is something he left you.” He cringed away from her as if he feared she might try to physically drag him to the door to give him the boot. “A little over five-thousand dollars, to be precise.” 
 
    She couldn’t stop herself from recoiling. “He… he’s paying me money? Like a—” She cut herself off, her stomach heaving. But the thought persisted. He thought he could pay her money, like that would somehow make it all okay. Like she was some woman on the street instead of his own flesh and blood… “God, I think I’m going to be sick.” 
 
    “Sweet girl.” Granny reached for her hand and squeezed. “Put it right out of your head, you hear me? He’s gone.” 
 
    “Yes, he’s gone,” Hr. Huckles said, looking somewhat confused. “And whatever was in his bank account is now yours. Of course, you’ll have to pay an inheritance tax on this windfall…” 
 
    The lawyer’s words slowly faded as Winnie tried to absorb the emotional rollercoaster she’d just gone on. She would have been the first to say she never wanted a damn thing from Able Smiley; from start to finish he’d been the single most powerful source of misery in her life. She’d had to collect scraps of material from wherever she could find it to make her own clothes, because her father never spent a dime on her. He’d killed her mother, for God’s sake, then blamed a damn horse. 
 
    But that wasn’t the greatest insult. 
 
    No. 
 
    When she’d run from the Smiley homestead, she’d made it abundantly clear that she’d wanted nothing from her father. Nothing.  
 
    But the homestead was in another category altogether. 
 
    It was her birthright.  
 
    The homestead wasn’t a gift to be bestowed on her, so she’d been prepared to accept it as hers. But she wasn’t prepared for this, and she sure as hell wasn’t prepared for a sudden and terrible obligation to accept money from a man who had systematically destroyed everything that was good in her. 
 
    She didn’t want his filthy money. It felt too much like a payoff. And that made her feel like… like… 
 
    A whore. 
 
    “Winnie.”  
 
    She started at the sound of her grandmother’s voice, only to realize everyone was staring at her. Oh, God. Could they see how filthy she felt? Could they see?  
 
    She swallowed hard against the bile in her throat and wished she could disappear forever. “I’m sorry, what?” 
 
    Huckles held out a pen. “I need to get your signature on a few documents, and then I can get these funds transferred into your account. So if you could—” 
 
    “Later.” With her stomach in knots, she all but ran for the door. “I’ll handle all of this later, but right now I have to do something.” 
 
    And the sooner she got over to Green Rock Ranch and did it, the better. 
 
    Technically speaking, the Smiley property was next door to the legendary Brody ranch. But Green Rock Ranch was so huge, it was almost ten minutes before she finally drove her reliable little Camry through the majestic metal arch displaying Green Rock Ranch’s name, the arch’s twin posts covered with polished malachite slabs that had been mined from the property, the very same semiprecious stone that gave the ranch its name.  
 
    She didn’t know much about the property, other than what every native of Bittterthorn knew—Green Rock was one of the few mega cattle ranches established in the 1800s that still thrived to this day. Right from its humble beginnings, the Brody family had owned and run the property, expanding and refining its operations with each passing generation until it was a world-renowned powerhouse in the cattle industry. 
 
    The Brody legend had also grown, to the point where the name was now locally synonymous with mind-boggling wealth and notoriety. From the time the first Brody made his way to the wilds of a territory that was decades away from statehood, it quickly became understood that to be a Brody was to be the biggest and boldest badass around.  
 
    That held true to this very day. 
 
    In the back of her mind, she’d always wondered if having larger-than-life swagger was a genetic quirk, or if it was something that had to be learned. They all had it, even Des. It didn’t matter that he’d been born under another name, to another family. From head to toe, he was all Brody. Even as it infuriated her, that dazzling Brody-ness had her half-swooning whenever he was near. 
 
    But now wasn’t the time to think about how that kind of swagger made her weak in the knees. Now was the time to make sure Des knew the reality of the situation. 
 
    Even though it made her want to throw up. 
 
    “Excuse me.” Acid burned in her stomach as she came to a stop beside a couple cowhands leaning on a fence and looking at a terrifying monster of a black bull in the pen beyond. “Could you help me out? I’m looking for Des Brody.” 
 
    “Well, now.” One of the cowhands, a dark-haired, rangy-looking man with a mustache and goatee, turned her way with a smile so bright it rivaled the sun. “Why would you want to look for someone who’s all broken and used up when I’m standing right here in all my glory, ready and willing to give a gorgeous little lady like you any damn thing she could possibly imagine?” 
 
    Huh. Maybe it was something in the water over here. “I doubt you could, unless you’re part-owner of Green Rock Ranch. Are you some kind of long-lost Brody that I don’t know about?” 
 
    The smile, if possible, got brighter. “Would it help me get anywhere with you if I said yes, pretty lady?” 
 
    “If you say yes to being a Brody, Fenster, that means that as my long-lost brother, I can now beat the fucking shit out of you without you bringing charges against me.” Like an oncoming storm, Des Brody emerged from a red and white-trimmed barn, his stalking gait both ominous and strangely exhilarating for her to watch. “So, what’s it to be? Are you a Brody, or aren’t you?” 
 
    The cowhand, Fenster, seemed to shrink before her eyes. “No, boss. I was just, uh… This lady’s looking for you.” After gesturing her way, Fenster and his pal did a quick disappearing act into the barn. Des didn’t bother looking their way as he made a beeline for her car, and when he pulled the driver’s side door open, she didn’t even think to do anything but get out. 
 
    Man. These Brodys sure had a way of getting whatever they wanted. 
 
    “Phone,” he announced, so out-of-the-blue she couldn’t help but stare up at him blankly. She’d never been this close to him, but now that she was, she spied a scar under his chin, and another along the ridge of his widow’s peak. Clearly his time on the rodeo circuit had left its mark… “Phone, Winsome.” 
 
    She snapped out of it with a start. Damn, she was no better than that drooling woman at the restaurant. “What phone? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Give me your phone. Now.” 
 
    She began reaching for her purse before she realized what she was doing. “I’m not one of your cowhands, Desmond. Bark orders at me and you’ll regret it.” 
 
    Without a word, he moved past her, reached into the car, dragged out her purse, and rifled through it. 
 
    Good grief. “Des—” 
 
     He came up with her cellphone, tossed her purse back into the car, then handed her the phone. “Passcode.” 
 
    “Holy crap,” she muttered, unlocking her phone without knowing why. “What is your problem?” 
 
    “My problem is that you didn’t call before dropping in. You need to call before dropping in so I can make sure no one but me has eyes on you from the second you roll up.” With a few keystrokes he put his number into her phone, then shocked the crap out of her by taking a selfie. “There we go.” 
 
    “There we go?” She stared at him as he messed with her phone some more, then dug his own phone out of his back pocket. “Pausing the conversation to have a selfie moment isn’t something I ever thought I’d see a non-teenager do, much less a Brody.” 
 
    “I want my pic to pop up on your phone whenever I call you. Smile.” 
 
    “When you c—” Before she could react, he held up his phone and took a picture of her. 
 
    “Perfect.” Messing with her phone one last time, his phone suddenly chimed. “Okay, got your number, and that pic is fucking perfect. Caught mid-word, you look like you don’t know whether to cuss me out or kick me.” 
 
    “So, in other words, it’s accurate.” Nerves made her mouth desert-dry, and she had to lick her lips as he handed back her phone. “Has anyone ever told you you’re weird?” 
 
    “Not if they want to stay on my good side. Which probably explains why I like having you around,” he added, surprising her. “You don’t give a damn about trying to impress me.” 
 
    “Again with the accuracy.” 
 
    “I’m nothing if not truthful. So,” he went on, folding his muscle-corded arms in front of his chest. “You got a reason for being here? Miss me already?” 
 
    “Seriously, it’s got to be something in the water,” she muttered to herself. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing.” She took a calming breath, hating that once she told him the news, he would no longer have any desire to have her in his life. But that was the truth, and she hated hiding from that truth even more. If he was sniffing around only to see what he could get out of her, then she was better off without him. “I thought you should know my grandmother is now the one you need to take out to lunch.” 
 
    His brows slowly lowered into a scowl. “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    “It means Heavenly Smiley is now the owner of Smiley homestead.” The words tumbled out in a rush, because she just wanted this over with. Gone was Des Brody’s interest in her, and damn it, she had no choice but to be happy to have an obvious user out of her life. “You might say I just suffered one last poke in the eye from dear old Daddy, but at least it’s now a done deal. The deed is in my granny’s hands, so I thought you should know she’s the one you now need to sweet talk. FYI, she likens the Brody clan to a bunch of rattlesnakes, and since she’s done that for as long as I can remember, you’re probably not going to have an easy time with her. Also, I don’t think she’s partial to Mexican food, but she does like loose leaf English breakfast tea. If you’re looking for an in with her, that should probably do the tr—” 
 
    “Shut up.” In one efficient move, he shut her car door and had her up against it before she even knew what he was doing. Then, just as she took a breath to blast him for being a pushy Brody, his mouth came down squarely on hers. 
 
    Whoa. 
 
    To say that she’d led a sheltered life was an understatement of vast proportions. With her father acting as an ever-present, utterly maniacal deterrent during her high school years, she’d never gone on dates or had a boyfriend. When she’d finally freed herself from his diabolical clutches by running away from home her senior year, she’d been too wrapped up in healing what was left of her soul to even think about men. Then, as time moved on and she’d slowly begun to see there was beauty in the world, even in the opposite sex, she hadn’t known how to mingle that beauty with her inner ugliness, so she’d simply never tried. 
 
    And kissing? 
 
    There she was at twenty-two, and she could count on one hand the amount of times she’d ever kissed anyone, and have a couple fingers left over. She didn’t do this. 
 
    She didn’t know how to do this. 
 
    And yet… 
 
    With his mouth sealing on hers like it was a custom fit, she couldn’t seem to stop herself from kissing him back. It was as if something in her had been waiting to kiss Des Brody her whole life. 
 
    She couldn’t remember closing her eyes. But now that they were, she could focus every sense she possessed on the feel of him, from the demanding press of his lips, to the scorching heat of his body against hers. He didn’t crush down on her—something for which she was immensely grateful—but his chest against her breasts felt so surprisingly good that her nipples tightened until they ached. Her thighs quivered as surging heat bloomed between them, a sensation that sent her brain into a chaotic freefall, where down was up and every nerve turned raw.  
 
    His large, work-rough hands that had pushed her back against the car door gentled. One of them slid to her nape to pull her up more intimately into the kiss, while the other slid down to her waist to explore the curve of hip he found there. Then his lips opened hers, his tongue nudging in to taste her, and a whole new world of madness exploded in her. 
 
    Whoa! 
 
    The slide of his tongue invading her mouth was a moment she would never forget, she was absolutely sure of it. It was sensual and sublime, a lush sensation she wanted to last forever because it was so new and exciting. Exhilaration raced through her veins, and she went up on her toes to chase after that feeling, dancing her tongue with his to wallow in that intimate, beautiful magic. A rough sound rumbled from deep in his chest, as much felt by her as heard, and it thrilled her more than anything she’d ever experienced before.  
 
    He liked how she kissed. 
 
    A lot. 
 
    If that wasn’t a miracle, she didn’t know what was. 
 
    When he finally raised his head, she realized in a dim sort of way that he had to work at it, as her hands were in his wavy black hair and holding him to her like her life depended on it. Hastily she let go, snapping back to a reality where he struggled to escape her, while she tried climbing him like a damn tree. 
 
    How embarrassing. 
 
    “That was not cool.” She had to say it before he did, if only to make him understand she wasn’t about to throw herself at him like so many other townies did whenever a Brody man walked by. “That… that won’t happen again, I promise. You have my word.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about, woman?” His voice sounded odd—deeper, with a lionlike purr running through it. It did something weird to her insides, turning her into a melty puddle that was an echo of what was going on in her wet panties. “You enjoyed the fuck out of kissing me. Don’t deny it.” 
 
    Oh Lord, was he trying to shame her weakness? “I’m not.” 
 
    “Then why the hell are you saying it won’t happen again? You like something that much, you should damn well do it as often as possible. I won’t complain.” 
 
    At last she managed to meet his gaze, only to blink in surprise when she discovered he was looking at her like she was his favorite flavor of ice cream and he couldn’t wait to lick her everywhere. “I’m just not… I’m not good at this sort of thing. I’m not sure what the rules are.” 
 
    “For one thing, you’re a kickass kisser, so don’t try telling me you’re not good at it. And for another, I have no fucking clue what you’re talking about when it comes to rules, so if you’d care to enlighten me, I’m all ears.” 
 
    “The rules between men and women,” she expanded, while an uncomfortable heat crawled up her neck to make her whole head sizzle. Maybe he’d take pity on her and assume her undoubtedly neon-red face was from the scorching heat of the day. “I’m kind of… sheltered.” 
 
    “Sheltered, huh?” A corner of his mouth curled, and he regarded her for a long moment before nodding once. “I guess that’s a Quaker thing, or something?” 
 
    The heat in her face got worse. “Or something.” 
 
    “Well, lucky for you, I know all about the rules between men and women. I can help you out every step of the way, no worries. Do you want to know what the first rule is?” 
 
    “I can’t tell if you’re serious, or if you’re making fun of me.” 
 
    “I’m perfectly serious, especially about the first rule.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll bite,” she said, still suspicious he was laughing at her. “What’s the first rule?” 
 
    “The first rule is that there are no rules, except for the ones we make for ourselves as we go. Everything we do from here on in has no right or wrong to it, Winsome, you understand me? It’s just us being us.” 
 
    “But…” She shook her head in bewilderment while her heart did odd little twirls at his unexpected statement. “There is no us, Des. Didn’t you hear me? I told you, Granny inherited Smiley homestead, not me.” 
 
    “What the fuck.” The change in his expression was shocking to watch, like all things bright and happy were suddenly sucked out of existence. “What does us being us have to do with the homestead? Tell me. I want to hear you say it out loud.” 
 
    Ohhh, boy. “Look, I don’t want to make you angry, okay? It’s just that I’m not stupid. I can put two and two together.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” he muttered, his upper lip curling. “And just what the hell kind of answer to that equation did you come up with?” 
 
    Damn it, how was she being made to feel like the bad guy here? “We both know you never once spoke to me before my father died. None of the Brodys did. It’s like I wasn’t even there—total invisible girl to your eyes.” 
 
    “I’ve explained that.” 
 
    “Then,” she went on, “the moment Able Smiley’s grave is dug, you’ve got all kinds of interest in me. So clearly that interest wasn’t actually in me,” she added with a grimace. “Though that’s not surprising. I know I’m homespun and unworldly and literally the definition of the girl next door, so obviously Granny was right. I was always too beneath you to catch your eye all on my own. I know that.” 
 
    “Fuck that,” he muttered, and if anything he looked even more dangerous than ever. “You don’t know shit, woman.” 
 
    “I know you’re a sophisticated world traveler with better cashflow than God, and you grew up with a silver service in your mouth. I’ll be honest here,” she added, trying not to flinch under that blistering scowl. “I’d love it if your interest were solely about me, but the odds aren’t in my favor. That’s why I needed to rush over here as soon as my father’s will was read. Telling you that I’m not the heiress you thought I was is my version of ripping off a Band-Aid. I had to do it nice and quick, so the pain of it wouldn’t be drawn out. Now that it’s done, I’ll… I’ll just be going now,” she finished lamely and started to turn her back on him to open the car door. Without warning he caught her elbow. The world spun as he wheeled her around to face him so that they were nose-to-nose, and he was so close she could see the wild glimmer of rage blazing in his eyes. 
 
    “If you thought all that shit about me, that I was just playing you for a country rube to get what I could out of you, why the hell did you even go out with me?” he demanded, the words pushing out through the barrier of his bared teeth. “What game were you trying to play with me? Trying to see if you could make me fall for you?” 
 
    Her jaw dropped, staggered at the mere possibility. “What? No—” 
 
    “Then why did you go out with me?” 
 
    “Des—” 
 
    “Why, Winsome?” 
 
    “Because I couldn’t help myself,” she shot back, breaking under the pressure of his barely leashed fury. There were few things in this world that made her curl up into a protective little ball faster than male aggression, and at that moment that was exactly what he was the embodiment of. “Once, just once, I wanted to be noticed by you, okay? I didn’t want to be the perpetual invisible girl who was beneath your notice, even though I knew it was only the property you were seeing, and not me.” 
 
    “Jesus.” His cold gaze cut her to shreds. “You have got to be—” 
 
    “Pathetic? Yeah, I know. But before you call me out on just how pathetic I am,” she added while an ember of self-directed anger sparked to life, “you should know that I hate hearing these words coming out of my mouth, I really do. But I’m not about to apologize for them. And I’m not going to apologize for throwing caution to the wind and going out to lunch with you today. Even though I know it wasn’t a real date, and neither was that kiss, I’m pretty damn proud of myself for finding the backbone to grab for what I wanted. And what I wanted was to spend time with you. I wanted to go on a date with you, even though everyone knows that a lunch date isn’t an actual, I’m-totally-serious-about-you kind of date. You want me to apologize because I grabbed for what I want? Go ahead and hold your breath. It’ll be fun to watch you turn blue.” 
 
    For a small eternity he did nothing more than glare at her, and it took all her strength not to crumble under the weight of it. Then a faint scoff escaped him, and he shook his head. “I guess I can see how you might question my motives, now that you’ve laid it all out for me. There’s just one thing you’ve clearly overlooked, Winsome.” 
 
    Would he ever stop calling her that? “What?” 
 
    “I kissed you after you told me you didn’t inherit the homestead, because when it comes to you, I don’t give a fuck about that lake. Kind of blows your so-called equation all to hell, now doesn’t it?” 
 
    Yeah, it kind of did. “Uh…” 
 
    “What you need to do now is find a way to apologize to me for accusing me of being mercenary,” he went on before she could get her brain to come up with some kind of reply. Abruptly he straightened away from her, his aggressive stance suddenly gone. She sagged back against her car in unadulterated relief, only vaguely noticing how his eyes narrowed when the breath she’d been holding whooshed out of her. “And you need to make it good, woman. No lunch date’s going to do it, because you’re right—I love lunch, but it’s not a real date. I like romance when it comes to my dates, so think of something good. I’ll be waiting for your call.” With that, he turned on his heel and headed back toward the barn. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    “I can’t decide if I want to sympathize with you or give you a congratulatory pat on the back.” Fanning herself with the latest edition of Vogue, Cleo Goddard stared wide-eyed at Winnie. “Do you have any idea how many women in this town would sell their souls to have any Brody notice them, much less the only Brody brother who’s still on the market? Des Brody might be the most sought-after bachelor in the history of Bitterthorn, and you’re the one he’s got his bedroom eyes on. I think I want your autograph.” 
 
    “He’s got his eyes on the Smiley property, Cleo, not me.” Winnie blew a corkscrew curl out of her eyes, then tried tucking it back into the topknot bun from which it had escaped. When the curl refused to be tamed, she gave up and went back to sweating over her sewing machine. She’d known this design was going to be tricky, but she was determined to finish the deceptively simple drape of a light-as-air cropped camisole in a loose-fitting, periwinkle cotton gauze. The embroidered inset at the plunging neckline made things tricky, but since the embroidery inset was identical to the banded waistline of the matching maxi skirt with a slit all the way up to midthigh, she wasn’t about to give up on it. “Or at least I thought that’s what he had his eyes on. Now I don’t know what to think, which is why I need your help on figuring Des out. Unlike me, you and your mom know everything there is to know about the weird ways of the male species.” 
 
    “Oh honey, no one knows what men are thinking, except for the fact that they’re obsessed with getting laid. And fed,” Cleo added thoughtfully, still fanning herself and setting her flyaway peroxide blonde hair dancing around her perfectly made-up face. “Those seem to be the two appetites that drive most men, so now that I think about it I’m changing my mind. Most men are a total snap to figure out.” 
 
    “Then tell me what’s in Des’s mind. I told you everything from start to finish, so what’s he thinking? Does he actually expect me to apologize and do it while setting up a romantic date with him? It’s been four days, and I haven’t heard a peep out of him. Maybe he’s already forgotten about me.” 
 
    “From what you told me, he put the ball in your court. My guess is he’s probably waiting to hear from you, not the other way around.” 
 
    Ugh. “So what am I supposed to do? How do I apologize to him when what I said was true? He never spoke to me until my father was dead and gone.” 
 
    “That is kind of weird, I’ll admit.” Clearly mulling it over, her friend chewed on the straw of her iced coffee. “There are some guys who get off on making their women beg, if you know what I mean. Maybe that’s what he wants from you?” 
 
    “That’s not Des.” It was out before she gave it a thought, but she knew she was right. If how he described his stepmother forcing him to play a game where he had to beg for things, she had a feeling he’d never degrade her in that way. “I get that I insulted him, so I should apologize for that. I mean, if the shoe were on the other foot and he’d accused me of, say, going after him because he was rich, I would’ve slapped his lips right off his face.” 
 
    “I’ll bet that’s happened to him a billion times in his life—being hunted for his money,” Cleo expanded when Winnie gave her a questioning look. “I mean, just look at him. He’s the total package—movie-star looks, sculpted gladiator body, and the Brody name and all the insane wealth that goes with it. Greedy little gold diggers have probably been gunning for his finely shaped ass since his preschool days.” 
 
    “Probably. Though Des has never acted like a billionaire,” she added fairly. “Not with me, anyway. Bossy and arrogant, but not like a billionaire.” 
 
    “How’s a billionaire supposed to act?” 
 
    “I don’t know. We rode the rural-route school bus together when I was in middle school and he and Fin were in high school, so there’s that.” 
 
    Cleo’s immaculate brows arched. “They rode the bus like normal people? This is what I get for living within walking distance to all of Bitterthorn’s schools. I missed out on everything that was interesting.” 
 
    “What’s interesting about riding the school bus?” 
 
    “I just always assumed the Brodys got chauffeured around in a limo, or something swank like that.” 
 
    “Des used to sit beside me every day on the bus—no matter where I sat, he’d sit close by. He never spoke to me, though.” Carefully she checked her stitching, then pulled the cami top from the machine, cut the threads and shook it out. “Then again, I never spoke to him. I had my reasons—reasons you know all too well—but Des had his reasons, too. Maybe it isn’t all that suspicious that he finally decided to talk to me after my father died.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it took so long for that disgusting old goat to finally kick off,” Cleo muttered, grimacing as though her coffee had suddenly turned sour. “I guess it’s true what they say—only the good die young.” 
 
    “My point is that I’ve been assuming Des finally acknowledged my existence for the sole purpose of getting Smiley Lake.” Rising from her chair, Winnie took the top and skirt in hand and headed for the triple-paneled, black lacquered screen she had set up in the back of the Goddard family’s dress shop, Cleone’s Closet. “But the truth is, I didn’t go out of my way to talk to him either. I wanted to, but I didn’t. At the very least, I can see how I should apologize for that. I’m trying this on,” she added, waving the two-piece ensemble at her friend before disappearing behind the screen. “If it’s cute, I’ll make more and charge a mint for it, but if not, I’m throwing it out. It’s seriously labor-intensive, and I don’t need the freaking headache.” 
 
    “That means you’re not going to be an impartial judge of it,” Cleo called after her. “We’ll let whoever walks through the door be the judge of whether or not it’s cute. Which, by the way, I can already tell that it is.” 
 
    “That’s the trouble with you, Cleo,” Winnie said, her voice muffled as she pulled off her navy blue T-shirt and slung it on the screen. “You like everything I come up with.” 
 
    “How does that fall into the category of trouble, you weirdo? If you’d been born anywhere other than this little flyspeck town, you’d have already been discovered by some big fashion house, and I’d be mooning over your creations in every fashion magazine from here to Paris.” 
 
    “Paris.” Winnie took a moment to sigh over that particular dream before shucking off her jeans, cowgirl boots and socks to shimmy into the sexy maxi skirt. “I doubt I’ll ever make it to that bright and beautiful city even as a tourist, but it sure is on my bucket list.” 
 
    “You never know what the future holds,” came the airy response. “I’m going to gather whoever’s out front into an impartial judges’ panel. Come out when you’re ready.” 
 
    “My bra looks ridiculous underneath it,” Winnie called back, all her fashionista instincts cringing at the neon orange of her bra clashing with the pastel periwinkle of the floaty, cropped cami. Quickly she turned to the pedestal mirror set up behind the screen and winced. Yep. It was as bad as she thought. “Warn everyone that their eyes are going to bleed when they see me.” 
 
    “Take your bra off, Winnie.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Winnie called back, horrified. “My girls are fully grown and need all the support they can get. Besides, what would Granny say?” 
 
    “You’re impossible,” came the exasperated reply. “See you out there. And be prepared for Mama to put you up on the dressmaker’s platform, just so everyone can judge you until you want to crawl away and die. Fun times, right?” 
 
    “Fun times,” Winnie muttered as Cleo left, fussing with the spaghetti straps in a futile attempt to cover the neon glow of her bra. At least everything else looked good, from the flirty midriff revealed beneath the gauzy crop top’s deceptively simple cut, to the way the embroidered waistband of the skirt hugged her hips. The skirt’s slit was a bit more daring than she’d intended, but that was an easy fix. With some espadrilles or maybe some high-heeled mules to complete the outfit, it wasn’t half-bad, she decided, giving herself one last look before heading toward the front of the store. Too bad she didn’t have a strapless bra on hand… 
 
    “There she is, the Closet’s very own exclusive fashion designer.” Cleone Goddard, Cleo’s mother and one of Winnie’s favorite people, beamed at her when she ventured out from the short hallway and into the dress shop’s retail space. Though Bitterthorn was a small town, it was only a half-hour drive from San Antonio, a sprawling, cosmopolitan hub of two million people. As such, the stores in Bitterthorn had to compete with San Antonio’s big-city allure, and Cleone’s Closet did so with surprising sophistication.  
 
    For the most part, the shop was all gleaming white walls and directed pin-lights that spotlighted the displays of merchandise Cleone had chosen to push. Behind the checkout counter was an accent wall of exposed red brick, adding a dash of urban attitude that was rarely seen in the tiny town. The front of the store had floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out on the town square and was populated by faceless mannequins dressed in the latest fashions. At the back of the retail space was a tastefully decorated fitting area complete with a raised platform, where on-the-spot alterations took place.  
 
    Cleone’s Closet did it all when it came to apparel, thanks to Winnie, who had worked there from the time she was in high school. She’d started the alteration facet of the business quite by accident. When she’d seen how an outfit a prospective customer was wearing could look a zillion times better with some on-the-spot nip-and-tuck, Cleone had swooped in and monetized alterations as a service without batting an eye. Suddenly Winnie had carte blanche when it came to altering existing merchandise, while also creating her own. Her personal label, “Win,” was designed in the back room of Cleone’s Closet, or upstairs in her hotbox of an apartment, and was now about a third of the Closet’s overall inventory. Keeping up with the demand kept Winnie working around the clock since Cleone didn’t want to hire extra seamstresses to cut into her overhead, but she still loved the creative side of it. 
 
    Modeling her creations, on the other hand, wasn’t her most favorite thing to do. 
 
    “Oh, isn’t that gorgeous.” Cleone flitted over, her high-heeled slipper-style stilettos slapping the bottoms of her feet. “Let’s get you up on your pedestal where you belong.” 
 
    “What kind of shoes do you want, Win?” Cleo asked, heading over to the shop’s racks of shoes lining one wall. “Flats? Heels? Wedges?” 
 
    “Let’s go with those spangly wedge espadrilles.” Winnie pointed at a pair of ankle-tie sandals that were almost the same color as the set she was modeling. “If your mom weren’t here, I would say that flip-flops would also go great with this. But you know how Cleone is about flip-flops.” 
 
    “At best, flip-flops are shower shoes and should never leave the bathroom,” Cleone announced imperiously while Winnie sat on the dressmaker’s plinth to tie the wraparound espadrille cords around her ankles. “And speaking of things that should never leave the house, Winnie honey, what kind of bra is that you’re wearing?” 
 
    “Go easy on me, Cleone.” Winnie sighed, coming to her feet. “It was the second bra in one of those bargain two-pack deals. It’s fine as long as I’m wearing dark T-shirts.” 
 
    “I think it runs on batteries,” Cleo offered. 
 
    “I don’t believe I’ve ever seen that color in nature before,” a customer remarked, and Winnie glanced up to see that Cleo had done her best to make sure a crowd had gathered. “Though lava comes close.” 
 
    “That’s a great name,” Winnie announced to the chuckling crowd, inspired by the imagery. “The lava bra. Doesn’t that sound hot—literally? Maybe I should see what it takes to come up with my own line of lava lingerie.” 
 
    “Maybe you should take off your lava bra for the time being, so it doesn’t distract from the light and wispy aura of your latest creation.” Cleone gave the neon orange bra straps a nasty look before turning to her customers. “Just when you think this terrible heatwave will burn us all to a crisp and there’s no relief in sight, Winnie has been working overtime to come up with exclusive Cleone’s Closet apparel that can withstand even the worst temperatures, leaving the wearer looking cool and unruffled.” 
 
    “I just love whatever Winnie comes up with,” one shopper remarked to another as Winnie climbed up on the raised platform. “I bought a polka dot A-line dress in three different colors because I couldn’t decide which I liked best.” 
 
    “At Cleone’s Closet, our customers will never have to choose which color is their favorite, when there are so many to choose from,” Cleone announced, happily inserting herself into what was clearly a private conversation. “Whenever Winnie comes up with a design I adore, I make sure to order it in a rainbow of colors.” 
 
    “You’d get more if you paid for more seamstresses,” Winnie put in, trying to help. 
 
    “For instance, this set she’s modeling,” Cleone went on, a past master at turning a deaf ear to things she didn’t want to hear. “I think I’d like it to be in a range of pastels…” She turned back to Winnie, then sighed out loud. “Sweetheart, take that thing off. Or at the very least, take the straps down and tuck them in so everyone can see what you’ve made without… that… polluting their vision.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to think you don’t like my taste in fashionable undergarments, Cleone.” With a shake of her head, Winnie modestly turned away and unhooked the catch at her back while the bell over the shop’s door sounded. “Now, you all have to promise me that you won’t tell my grandmother that I’m going braless in public. I’ll never hear the end of it.” 
 
    “I promise,” came a deep voice just as she pulled the offending wisp of neon fabric out from under the cropped camisole. With a screech, she whirled around. To her horror, she found Des Brody watching the spectacle in front of him with obvious enjoyment. His arms were crossed in front of his broad chest, and his beautiful peridot eyes were alight with laughter…and something that made her blush all the way from the top of her head to the juncture of her thighs. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Perfect, was all Des could think, staring at the woman standing on some sort of mini stage, clutching a neon-colored bra to her chest and, from the look of it, surrounded by a bunch of avid female worshippers.  
 
    Not that he could blame them. From what he could see, he could become more than a little worshipful himself. Putting the likes of Winsome Smiley at the center of a goddess-like belief system was something he could definitely get behind. 
 
    “Oh, my goodness. What an unexpected surprise.” An older blonde woman who moved like a teenager zipped toward him on shoes that would’ve killed an ordinary human, her made-up eyes bright and curious. “Desmond Brody, correct? Cleone Goddard, owner of Cleone’s Closet and the assistant to the Assistant Treasurer of Bitterthorn’s Chamber of Commerce. I always look for you and your brothers at the meetings, of course, but it seems you don’t know there’s an open invitation for you and your brothers to join—” 
 
    “We’re usually run off our feet with work, ma’am. Ranching’s not a nine-to-five job, so whatever free time we do have, we spend on…” His gaze slid to Winnie and knew he’d remember this moment for the rest of his life. “More important pursuits.” 
 
    “Oh, I understand, being an entrepreneur myself.” He had an impression that she smiled, but all he could see was Winnie, staring at him like he’d just dropped out of a spaceship and was looking for someone to probe. In all honesty, she wasn’t far wrong. “It’s just so nice to finally meet you in person, Mr. Brody. It’s not often we get a real-life rodeo star dropping in. Are you looking for anything in particular?” 
 
    “Uh, Mom.” A tall blonde with similarly made-up eyes appeared behind her, before she shot Winnie a look that clearly said eeeek. “I, uh, don’t think Des Brody is here for clothes.” 
 
    Heh. A pal of Winnie’s. Had to be. 
 
    The older woman, Cleone, waved an impatient hand her way. “Of course he is, Cleo. Why else would he be here?” 
 
    “We-elllll—” 
 
    “As I was saying, Mr. Brody,” Cleone went on, clearly used to ignoring her kid, “is there anything in particular you’d like to pick up today?” 
 
    Funny she should put it that way. “There’s definitely something in this shop that I’m determined to pick up, and I can guaran-damn-tee you that no other shop has it.” 
 
    “Marvelous! What is it?” 
 
    “Winsome Smiley.” He said it loud enough so Winnie could hear him, and ignored the collective gasp that rippled through the shop’s inhabitants. When Winnie’s face turned crimson, he couldn’t tell if it was with embarrassment or anger. Probably a good helping of both. “Though she looks to be a bit busy at the moment. Did I interrupt some kind of weird tribal thing that women do in clothes shops, or something?” 
 
    “Oh, my God.” At last Winnie spoke, though she seemed to be having trouble getting her jaw unclenched. “For your information, I was about to model one of my new designs.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” He gave her a thorough once-over and liked what he saw. A lot. “Don’t let me stop you, baby girl.” 
 
    Her mouth tightened, and she hugged the bra closer to her chest. “I can’t do it now.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because… Look, everyone was supposed to vote on whether or not they like this new two-piece set I just made, but I can’t model what I’m wearing with you here, so go away. You’re interrupting.” 
 
    Cleone gasped as if stabbed. “Winnie.” 
 
    “I didn’t interrupt a damn thing, woman.” Des grinned, ignoring the shop owner who was now pearl-clutching fit to beat the band. “If anything, I am here to help you out.” 
 
    “Help? Help how?” 
 
    “I’ve got opinions. I have a right to cast a vote.” 
 
    “No, you don’t. You don’t get a vote.” She stomped a foot shod in impossibly high platform-like sandals that looked way too dangerous for her to be wearing while perched high up on a fucking mini stage. “This is a shop for women. You have a penis, so by definition you can’t vote. Go away.” 
 
    “Dear God, she said penis.” Cleone looked like she was about to faint, and her daughter hustled close as if getting ready to catch her. “Out loud. She said penis out loud, Cleo. To a Brody.” 
 
    “I’ve heard the word before, ma’am,” Des volunteered, trying to help. He didn’t want Winnie to lose her job, after all. “Actually, I prefer the term cock, or maybe dick, but penis works in more polite settings, as it is the medical term for it. I think that’s something we can all appreciate.” 
 
    “More polite settings?” Cleone goggled at him while her daughter couldn’t seem to stop herself from snort-laughing. “More polite settings?” 
 
    Shit. Maybe he hadn’t made things better, after all. “My point is, I have a right to be here, no matter what my anatomy is.” 
 
    “And my point,” Winnie announced from that teeny baby stage thing she teetered on top of, “is that we don’t usually get a whole lot of men just randomly dropping in on this bastion of pure femininity.” 
 
    “Nothing I do is random, woman. Now stop wobbling around up there and get your damn arms down so we can all get a better look at you.” 
 
    If possible, her face turned redder. “You. Are. Impossible.” 
 
    “Right back atcha, Winsome.” Well and truly enjoying himself, Des wandered into the gaggle of staring women, gave Winnie what he hoped was a nonthreatening smile, and snatched the orange bra from her grip. “There we go. By the way, what kind of color is this?” 
 
    “I think we decided it was called lava,” a patron of the shop answered, while everyone else nodded. 
 
    Winnie executed a perfect facepalm. “I can’t believe this is happening.” 
 
    “Why? Is something weird going on?” It nearly killed him not to laugh when she dropped her hand to glare pure death at him. “Now that you’re no longer distracted by your lava bra, how ‘bout you do your turn on the catwalk—or in this case, a little baby stage? This is a democracy, and I have a vote to cast.” 
 
    “Okay, that does it. If you’re not going to leave, I will.” With a huff, Winnie turned and made a move to leap off the little baby stage. 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    He moved before conscious thought had a chance to kick in. With images of horribly broken ankles flashing through his head, Des caught her mid-leap and for a nanosecond had his face buried in her pillowy-soft cleavage. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    This had to be what paradise was like. And her scent…  
 
    He breathed deeply, his eyes closing to better drink her in. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    Long ago, his stepmother had convinced him that as a bastard he was the product of hell, and one day was destined to go back. The hard living he’d done since then had all but cinched that outcome, he’d be the first to admit it. But if this sweet-smelling softness bundled in his arms was anything close to what heaven was like, he’d fight the devil himself to stay right where he was.  
 
    Right there in the valley of Winsome’s amazing fucking breasts. 
 
    “What the…? Let go!” 
 
    Then again, the devil had nothing on a pissed-off Winsome Smiley. 
 
    “I’ll let go when I’m convinced you’re not going to kill yourself.” He held her a few precious seconds longer, savoring that glimpse of heaven he knew he had no right to have, before slowly setting her down. “What the hell were you thinking, jumping off that little baby stage thing, wearing those ankle-breakers? Trust me, you do not want to wind up in a cast during a heatwave. Been there, done that, and it’s pure fucking misery. That’s what I just saved you from.” 
 
    “Saved me?” Fussing with the flimsy material just barely covering those breasts that made his mouth water and his dick throb, she looked up to hiss at him like an angry cat. “What in the world are you talking about? You just mauled me.” 
 
    “I saved you, because you would’ve broken something dire if I’d let you land in these death-defying things.” Without giving it a thought, he bent down and yanked on the wraparound ties that held those dangerous killers onto her feet, uncaring that the gaggle of women around him made weird cooing noises. “See? Look at how toothpick-thin your ankles are. You’re built like a damn fancy thoroughbred, you know that? I saved you from a world of pain, so in addition to an apology, you now owe me a debt of thanks. Lift your foot, Winsome. I’m getting these deathtraps off you.” 
 
    “They’re not—” She finished in a squeak when he tugged at them, and her hands suddenly landed on his shoulders for balance. The normal rhythm of his pulse stumbled like a drunk on a three-day bender when her touch burned through the thin layer of his shirt, and he wouldn’t be surprised if she’d left hand-shaped scorch marks on his suddenly sensitized skin. “I’ve been walking in heels since I was fourteen, Des. I’m perfectly safe.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Other foot, now.” 
 
    “She does know her way around a good heel,” her friend Cleo offered from somewhere in the crowd, and he could hear the laughter in her tone. “Her father would’ve beaten the shit out of her if he’d known, but whenever Winnie came over, my mother and I gave her all the girly lessons she needed, from heels to makeup, and everything in between.” 
 
    That piece of information was something he’d go over later, but for now only one thing snagged his attention. “Winsome.” He straightened and tossed the shoes onto her little baby stage, while an old rage flared to new and terrifying life deep inside him. He looked into her eyes and feared for half a second that he’d actually explode with it. “We need to talk. Now.” 
 
    Bewilderment chased alarm across her expression before she nodded once and looked over to her boss. “Cleone, I’m sorry, but I have to clear this up. I’m taking my lunch hour early.” Then she stepped away and angled her head toward the backroom. “This way.”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Winnie didn’t think what it might look like bringing Des up to her apartment. At that moment, only one thing mattered—privacy. If he was going to make her beg for forgiveness, she wasn’t about to have that particular humiliation happen in front of an avid, pro-Brody audience. 
 
    “Let me just get the air-conditioner going.” She grimaced when a crushing wave of heat rolled out of her apartment the instant she opened the door. “Besides the fact that heat rises and I’m on the second floor, this space never actually had central air installed when Cleone bought the property. It was just storage for the shop until I needed a place to live. The air will become breathable in a few minutes.” 
 
    “You can’t live like this.” Scowling, Des unbuttoned his shirt almost all the way down, an action she found utterly hypnotic. “Jesus Christ, Winsome, you’re going to fucking die of heatstroke up here. Using that dinky-ass window unit to combat this kind of god-awful heat is like taking a water pistol to a forest fire.” 
 
    “Don’t say fire. That word just makes things hotter.” She moved to the minifridge under the counter by the kitchenette’s sink. “Want something to drink? I’ve got bottled water, Coke, and pink lemonade. Wait, scratch the pink lemonade. There’s only one left, and that’s the one I want.” 
 
    “What I want is for you to not die in this goddamn oven. This space isn’t habitable.” 
 
    “The drought’s been going on for eight months now, and the triple-digit heatwave has been going on since the first week in June. I haven’t died yet.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean you won’t.” Somehow she wasn’t surprised when he came over and helped himself to a can of soda. And all the while his pale green gaze bored into her like he was searching for the mysteries of life itself. “How long have you been living up here like this?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Why do you have to make it sound like I’m living in a cardboard box in the alley out back?” 
 
    “Just answer the damn question.” 
 
    “I’ve been lucky enough to live above Cleone’s Closet since I left home at seventeen. The rent’s super low, and I have all the basic amenities I need. See? A sink. A fridge. That futon there in front of the TV is also my bed. Behind that door—” she pointed to a tiny door that just managed to fit the slope of the roof. “That’s the bathroom, and it’s big enough for someone my size. I even have enough space for work,” she added, flinging a hand to the far side of the room, where she’d placed her dressmaker’s dummy, a sewing machine, and a blank white backdrop with umbrella lights, where she did the modeling and photography herself for her online store. “I dream of having my own studio someday, with my walls filled with photographs of my favorite designs.” 
 
    He looked around the small apartment. “Looks like you’ve got a lot of favorites. Most of your wall space is already covered.” 
 
    She nodded, pleased he didn’t think it was weird she didn’t have a single personal picture or family photo. The fact was, there hadn’t been a lot of moments of happiness in her early life that she’d wanted to capture. “Thanks to my work on Passion for Fashion, I’ve gotten almost as good at photography as I am at design.” 
 
    “You don’t actually work up here in this oven, do you?” 
 
    Was he trying to be offensive? “Some of my work has now overflowed into the backroom downstairs. Cutting tables and embroidery machines take up a lot of space, and since Cleone won’t hire more seamstresses to deal with increased customer demand, I guilt-tripped her into letting me spread out when it comes to production. She’s actually very understanding about the overflow.” 
 
    “She damn well should be,” he muttered, going to the little A/C unit in the window to check the settings. “She’s profiting off making you work like a slave in a fucking sweatshop.” 
 
    She sucked in a sharp breath, momentarily abandoning her interest in opening her lemonade. “Cleone, and Cleo for that matter, are pretty much the only friends I have in this world, Des. More than that, they were there for me when I needed them most, so I owe them everything. Watch what you say about them.” 
 
    “If they gave a damn about you, they would’ve spent the money to make sure you don’t die up here. Hell, they’d hire a whole production line to stitch your designs together instead of leaning on you to do every goddamn thing, from design to production. That’s not what I wanted to talk about, though,” he added when she opened her mouth to blast him. “I just want to know one thing from you.” 
 
    “Oh. Right. That.” Setting aside her ire over the slur he’d made against her friends, she sucked in a steadying breath. Time to get this over with. “You were right when you said I owed you an apology. I’ve had time to think about it, and if our roles were reversed, and you thought I was after you for, say, your gazillions of dollars when that thought’s never even occurred to me, I wouldn’t just feel insulted, I’d be hurt. So, for me to suspect that you’re only interested in me because of Smiley Lake—especially now that I didn’t inherit it—is insane. I was wrong to accuse you of that, so I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve that.” 
 
    He’d gone almost unnaturally still while she spoke, and he remained that way for several beats after she was done talking. Then he raised a hand, palm up. “Come here.” 
 
    Surprised, her feet began to move without her telling them to. Traitors. “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s cooler over here if you stand right next to the air vents, and you’re looking a little overheated.”  
 
    “Am I?” Her hand slid into his, and every nerve was suddenly aware of how rough and callused his hand was, and how huge it was compared to hers. A man with big hands… “Um.” She cleared her throat and tried to appear nonchalant as she forced herself to meet his gaze as if she weren’t secretly jumping out of her skin. “I guess I’m no good at apologies.” 
 
    “No, you’re amazing. At apologies, and a helluva lot more.” His fingers closed over hers, and she told herself it was only her imagination that made her think the pressure of his grip was oddly possessive. “Thing is, getting an apology out of you wasn’t why I wanted to talk to you in private.” 
 
    She blinked. “You… Are you saying you didn’t want my apology?” If he made her go through all of that and was going to throw it back in her face… 
 
    “Oh, I wanted it all right, and I’m grateful for it. Apology accepted.” 
 
    Whew. “Good. Thank you.” 
 
    “What I want to know has nothing to do with that. What your friend said downstairs about your father beating the shit out of you… Did Able ever raise a hand to you?” 
 
    All at once, the room lost every ounce oxygen. Her skin iced over, and she flinched so hard her hand became dislodged from his. 
 
    No. 
 
    No. 
 
    No one could know. She couldn’t bear that.  
 
    Especially Des. 
 
    Des could never know. 
 
    “Goddamn it.” It was so quiet she almost missed it. All she could hear was the sudden rushing throb of her pulse drowning out the world. “God… damn it.” 
 
    “Leave.” The word jettisoned from her like a bullet, because she was very much afraid she was going to puke all over him. That was one humiliation she’d like to avoid. “Please, I need you to leave, Des. I’m not feeling well. The heat is getting to m—” 
 
    “It’s not the heat. It’s. Fucking. Him.” The savagery in his tone shocked her so much she opened eyes she didn’t remember closing to look at him, and the rage she saw in his face was nothing short of terrifying. “That fucker hurt you, didn’t he? Tell me.” 
 
    “I told you, he killed my mother.” 
 
    “That’s what he did to your mother, Winsome. That alone should be enough to get him a one-way ticket to hell, but that wasn’t what I asked. I’m asking what he did to you.” 
 
    Blindly she cast about for something to give him so he would go away. “He… There was a puppy I found. A scrawny, helpless little mutt digging in our garbage. I’d always wanted a dog, and this little guy obviously didn’t have anyone in the world. It was love at first sight, so I kind of coaxed him back to the house. My father, he…” A devastated whimper broke from her clenched throat, and the memory of the horrible screaming of that puppy was so awful she had to put her hands to her ears to shut it out. “He stomped on that little baby until he was nothing but… but mush, and it was my fault because I had always wanted a dog and I made him come home with me.” 
 
    “Stop. Baby girl, stop.” He was suddenly there, pulling her hands from her ears to wrap them around his shoulders. Then she was up in her arms, her feet leaving the floor before he moved to sit on the futon with her in his lap. “Listen to me, okay? Able Smiley was a sick motherfucker who took joy in bringing agony to the people around him. Believe me, I know people like him  
 
    all too well.” 
 
    She tried—and failed—at stifling a sick little shudder. “If it hadn’t been for me, that dog would probably still be alive today. I just wanted something to love, and to have something in this world that would love me back. But I was wrong to want that. Wrong and selfish.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” The arms around her tightened. “Wanting something like that is never wrong, or selfish. It’s beyond beautiful, like you.” 
 
    She shook her head, hating that he couldn’t seem to see her ugliness. “I’m not—” 
 
    “You’re a fucking knockout, so find a way to cope with that fact. What’s more, you’re the polar opposite of that bastard who raised you. You have so much love in your heart that you still cry over a long-dead puppy and blame yourself for something that wasn’t your fault. That tells me you’re a good woman, Winsome, and a superior human being. I’ve never met anyone finer than you. My God, woman, you take my breath away.” 
 
    She sniffed, and that was when she realized she was crying. “You don’t know me, Des.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to think I know you better than anyone on earth.” 
 
    At last she looked up at him, baffled as she wiped at her tears. “Why? Because you used to sit next to me on a school bus?” 
 
    “Because,” he said, his eyes so somber she couldn’t help but stare, “I think we may have walked the same path while growing up.” 
 
    That shocked her into stillness. “What?” 
 
    “You know the basic gossip about me—the lovechild of Delphine Faircloth and Keir Brody, making me Bitterthorn’s most famous bastard.” That weird blankness crept into his voice again, but she was beginning to learn he used that robotic tone when he delved into painful subjects. Numbing everything inside just to endure it was something she recognized all too well. “What people don’t know—though I’m sure some suspected it—was that Keir’s wife, Della, turned into a fucking psychopath when I was abandoned on the Brody doorstep.” 
 
    Winnie’s brows shot up. “You’re right, I didn’t know that. Did she really?” 
 
    “Put yourself in her position for a second. One day, you’re little Miss Suzy-fucking-Homemaker with three adorable little boys, replicas of their father and the man you love, and your life’s perfect. Then some woman rolls up, dumps a kindergartener on your doorstep who looks just like your sons and says he’s the bastard son of your husband, and she’s got the DNA tests to prove it.”  
 
    Winnie winced as she imagined the scene. “That would rock anyone’s world a bit.” 
 
    “A bit? It tore Della Brody’s world so completely apart she became unmoored from any semblance of reality. Almost from the get-go she called me an evil, hell-spawn demon. She believed it too, right up to her dying day.” 
 
    “How did she die?” Winnie’s brows slammed down, horrified at the damage that kind of vile poison could do to an impressionable, confused child. “I didn’t pay much attention to things like that back when I was a kid, but I do hope she died soon after you arrived at Green Rock Ranch.” 
 
    “I should’ve been so lucky. I had to endure eleven years of daily terror from that damn lunatic before my spineless ass of a father took her up in one of the ranch’s airplanes and slammed it nose-first into the ground.” 
 
    She gasped. “He killed them?” 
 
    His shoulder shifted. “No one knows for sure what happened, other than it wasn’t mechanical. It may have been intentional, or maybe she somehow interfered with him while he was flying. I don’t know, or care. The only thing that mattered was that I was finally free of that monster, so I wasn’t joking when I asked if you were going to dance on your father’s grave. I know the kind of relief the death of a monster brings.” 
 
    “Then you know I’ll never dance on his grave, because all I care about is forgetting Able Smiley ever existed,” she said, staggered that she could talk so openly about her feelings with this man, when she couldn’t bring herself to do that with Cleo. Because he knew, she realized. He knew the depth of agony a so-called parent could bring to the world better than anyone she’d ever known. “He doesn’t deserve another second of my time.” 
 
    “Because he hurt you? Abused you?” 
 
    Words jammed in her throat, so much so it made her eyes sting, but she wouldn’t let them out. She couldn’t. The dirtiness she carried inside would pollute them both, and he didn’t deserve to carry that burden. “I never said that. I don’t know why you think that.” 
 
    “Twice now I’ve asked you if your father hurt you. And twice you’ve told me about how he killed your mother, and a helpless stray dog. But you never answered if he hurt you. Which is actually an answer in a roundabout way. Isn’t it, Winsome? He hurt you so much you can’t even put a voice to it. Can you?” 
 
    Damn it, how could those beautiful eyes of his see so much? “You really need to leave.” 
 
    “I know. Too much, too fast. I get it.” He brought his hand up to cradle the back of her head and held her there while he kissed her as if she were something infinitely fragile. It was so moving, the care flowing from his touch, that it made her eyes sting all over again. Blindly she tried to give as good as she got, and when he finally raised his head to look down into her eyes, she could only hope he’d felt the gratitude she’d tried to convey to him. “You gonna be okay?” 
 
    “I’m always okay,” she whispered, trying to smile. And she wasn’t lying. It would probably take her the rest of the day—and undoubtedly a sleepless night—to get back on her feet, but she’d do it. After all, that was how she’d always had to be. “About what happened downstairs a little while ago… Do you want me to thank you for saving me from broken ankles that were never actually in danger of breaking?” 
 
    His eyeroll was a masculine masterpiece. “Just promise me you won’t go diving off your little baby stage thing while wearing ankle-breakers, and I’ll be happy.” 
 
    “It’s called a platform, or plinth, if you want to be fancy. And I promise not to go diving off it.” 
 
    “Good. And no more taking your bra off in public.” 
 
    At that, her face went nuclear. “You weren’t supposed to walk in like that.” 
 
    “Winsome, it’s a public shop. I could’ve been any swinging dick waltzing in at that moment to see that show, and that could’ve put you in a shit-ton of trouble. I’ll buy you a dozen neon bras, but you’ve got to promise me you’re going to keep them the fuck on while you’re in public.” 
 
    Oy. “I can’t believe you’re making me promise this.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I have to, but here we are. And just so you know, I’m not letting you go until you give me your word.” 
 
    Amazing, how he thought being released from his comforting arms was some kind of incentive. “I promise I’ll keep my bra on in public. And by far, that is the weirdest promise I’ve ever made.” 
 
    “I’m good with that.” He tightened his hold on her and stood, then gently put her down, as if he feared she might shatter her if he handled her too roughly. “I’m going to text you before bed, just to make sure you’re okay. What time do you usually go to bed?” 
 
    She looked at him in surprise. Why would he think she wouldn’t be okay? “It depends. If I’m on a creative jag, it could be three o’clock in the morning before I turn out my light.” 
 
    “You need to get yourself used to a rancher’s timeclock, woman. I’m texting you at ten tonight, and I’ll expect you to answer before you get your ass to bed as well.” 
 
    “Here’s a thought. Why don’t you try to get used to a designer’s schedule?” Which was no schedule at all, but that was hardly the point. 
 
    “Not gonna happen.” He caught her by the nape and reeled her in for one last kiss before he turned for the door. “By the way, if you don’t answer my text, I’m coming down here to kick your door in, because I’ll think you’ve died of heatstroke.” 
 
    “I’ll answer,” she promised, gesturing in exasperation. “My God, you’re pushy.” 
 
    “Hell, yes, I am, and don’t you forget it. One last thing,” he added, opening the door, “I vote that what you’re wearing is cute as hell, and damn near see-through. I like. Ten o’clock.” 
 
    With that, he shut the door while she stared on in horror. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “I think Mom’s decided to turn that whole Des Brody episode into a plus for the business.” Cleo, dressed in short-shorts and a yellow tank, sat next to the loudly humming A/C window unit in Winnie’s apartment, while Winnie dished up some ice cream. Pralines and cream was an absolute must for the crazy day she’d endured, and she wasn’t about to go to bed without treating herself. “By the time she closed up shop today, I heard her bragging to Maybeline Schroeder that Cleone’s Closet is now commonly frequented by the Brody family.” 
 
    “Wow.” Not sure whether to shake her head or laugh, Winnie handed her friend a bowl of creamy goodness before slumping down onto the futon. “That’s an impressive stretch, even for your mother.” 
 
    “Mark my words,” Cleo mumbled around a mouthful of pralines and cream, “by tomorrow, you’re going to either be famous, or infamous, depending on how the Bitterthorn grapevine goes. The last Brody bachelor came into Cleone’s Closet to pick you up—his words, not mine. I just wonder how the gossips are going to spin it when they tell everyone how he saw you taking your bra off.” 
 
    “Oh, God.” With a groan, Winnie dropped her head back against the cushion and looked up at the ceiling. “I’m doomed.” 
 
    “At least you’re not boring.” 
 
    “That’s not a comfort. I’m fine with being boring. I used to be invisible, especially to Des. Guess I’m not anymore.” 
 
    “I am surprised he dropped in on you, when he so obviously put the ball in your court a few days ago. I thought it was going to be up to you to make the next move.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t.” 
 
    “Which is why I find his sudden appearance so interesting.” Cleo moved over to join her on the futon, her eyes bright. “You know what I think?” 
 
    “I think you’re going to tell me what you think no matter what I say.” 
 
    “I think Des couldn’t wait on you to make a move a moment longer,” Cleo went on, ignoring Winnie’s put-upon sigh. “That’s why he showed up today to pick you up. He wanted to force the issue.” 
 
    “It worked. I gave him the apology he wanted, and he graciously accepted.” Before he got her so upset she fell to pieces in front of him. Then he’d held her and kissed her with so much emotion she whiplashed from churning anguish straight into fluttery arousal.  
 
    After a day like that, it was no wonder she needed ice cream. 
 
    “What I want to know,” Cleo said, licking her spoon, “is whether or not he got what he really wanted.” 
 
    Winnie gave her a funny look. “I told you, I gave him the apology he wanted.” 
 
    “He didn’t come here for that, girlfriend. He said he came here to pick you up. So? Did he?” 
 
    It was getting ridiculously hot in her apartment. “I don’t even know what that means.” 
 
    “When a man like Des Brody says he’s there to pick you up in front of a room full of people, it’s not for just an hour or two of a little slap-and-tickle kind of fun. He was here to pick you up. As in get with you in a meaningful, man-woman kind of way. When he said that in front of everyone without batting an eye, he looked rock-solid serious to me.” 
 
    Winnie stared at her bowl of melting goodness without seeing it. “I wish I knew more about that whole man-woman thing, because I didn’t see it that way at all.” 
 
    “Well then, what about when he saved you? Did you see that?” 
 
    That brought Winnie’s baffled gaze up. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “That moment when he leapt forward to save his damsel in distress from breaking an ankle. Not going to lie, I nearly fainted dead away at his protective, almost loving gallantry, and I wasn’t the only one.” 
 
    “Cleo, I was in absolutely no danger of breaking anything.” 
 
    “I know that, and so does every other woman who witnessed that moment. The point is, Des didn’t know you weren’t in any danger. He took one look at your shoes, thought they were going to murder you, and leapt into action to catch you in midair like he was freaking Superman. It was adorable.” 
 
    Cleo—” 
 
    “Oh, and was that not a made-for-TV moment when he set you down sooooo carefully, like he was afraid your feet were made of glass and he didn’t want you to break? Oh, my God.” Cleo fanned herself and smiled dreamily. “I heard Maybeline sigh out loud, it was so romantic.” 
 
    For crying out loud. “As I recall, he yelled at me. And while we were up here, he made me promise, out loud, to never take my bra off in public again.” 
 
    Her friend snorted. “Des Brody, a prude. I love it.” 
 
    “Obviously he thinks I’m a dim bulb and can’t take care of myself, so he has to make me promise ridiculous things, like to not break my ankles or publicly strip.” 
 
    Cleo burst out laughing. “Holy cow, that’s hilarious.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. And it’s not romantic to be thought of as a dim bulb.” 
 
    “I just think he’s insanely protective of you, Winnie. Clearly, he wants to make sure you stay in one piece, dim bulb or not. And just as clearly, he wants to make sure your clothes stay on until he thinks it’s time for you to take them off.” 
 
    Winnie’s breath caught. “Now I know he didn’t say anything about that.” 
 
    “He didn’t have to, not if the way he was looking at you was any indication.” 
 
    “How was he looking at me?” she asked, all the while not sure she wanted to know. 
 
    Cleo held up her bowl of ice cream and slowly took the last bite. “He looked at you the way I look at ice cream—like he wanted to devour every last bit of you.” 
 
    Her heart did several acrobatic moves, before the text chime on her phone suddenly sounded. 
 
    “Oh, no. Is it ten already?” She blasted off the futon like a rocket and grabbed up the phone where it sat charging on the kitchenette’s counter. “Oh crap, it’s ten. Cleo, I love you, but you need to go now. Here, I’ll take that.” 
 
    “But—” Cleo blinked as Winnie snatched her empty bowl out of her hands and pushed her toward the door. “Wait, what…?” 
 
    “I’ve got to answer this, and I have to be alone when I do. Don’t ask,” she added when her friend opened her mouth to no doubt do just that. “I don’t know why, but I just… I just need to keep this private.” 
 
    “It’s Des, isn’t it?” Cleo’s face lit with a brilliant smile, and she headed out with a chuckle. “Oh, wow, it’s totally Des. Let me know what’s going on later, okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, see you.” As soon as the door shut, Winnie leaned against it as if expecting Cleo to come bursting back through. When that didn’t happen, she rushed back over to the phone on the counter to again read the text. 
 
    Winsome. Baby girl. Answer. 
 
    Okay, so the man wasn’t big on flowery talk. That was fine. She’d rather have plain, honest truth than flowery talk any day. 
 
    Quickly her thumbs flew across the phone’s screen. “You talk like a he-man. I think that’s what I should call you. He-Man.” 
 
    His response was almost immediate. Don’t you fucking dare. 
 
    She laughed loud enough for it to ring around the room. “I refuse to make any commitment.” 
 
    And I refuse to let you distract me. I want to know if you’re okay. 
 
    She blinked, and her humor drained away as she stared at the words. Now she knew for certain that she hadn’t done a great job of hiding her stress. But maybe, if she tried deflecting at bit… “I’m fine. It’s cooled down a lot in here now that the sun’s down.” 
 
    I’m not talking about the heat. You know that, yeah? 
 
    She closed her eyes. So much for deflection. “Like I said, I’m good.” 
 
    Good enough to sleep? Without bad dreams? 
 
    Her gasp was loud in the stillness of the room, and automatically she glanced around to make sure no one had heard it. How did he know about her dreams? “I’ve never told you about that. I’ve never told ANYONE about that. How did you know I suffer from bad dreams?” 
 
    It took a while for his response to show up.  
 
    You’re not the only one, Winsome. 
 
    She stared at those words until warm wetness flooded her eyes and she couldn’t see them anymore.  
 
    You’re not the only one. 
 
    In that moment, the truth hit her like a ton of bricks. 
 
    He knew she’d been abused. 
 
    He knew, because he’d suffered as a child as well. 
 
    And he had nightmares, too. 
 
    You’re not the only one. 
 
    Blinking the moisture from her eyes, she let her thumbs work the keypad. “I wish I could hug you right now.” 
 
    What does that mean? 
 
    She had to smile at the defensiveness in the text. “It means I’m sorry you have nightmares, too, Des. I hate that. I don’t want you to have bad dreams. Ever.” 
 
    So give me something good to think about. Take a selfie and send it to me. Your face is the last thing I want to see before I close my eyes tonight. 
 
    “Oh, my gosh, this man,” she murmured, her hand plastered to her chest before she hit the appropriate button, then made sure she didn’t have anything stuck between her teeth and that her wild hair wasn’t completely hideous. A few seconds later the image was on its way, along with another message. 
 
    “Send me one of you, Des.” 
 
    It seemed like forever before her text chime sounded. A selfie of Des appeared, shirtless and sitting on the side of a bed with what looked to be a panoramic night-darkened window behind him. She was so busy drinking in the sleepy-eyed vision of him, with his cheeks darkened by a five o’clock shadow and a half-smile tilting his beautiful mouth, she almost forgot to read the accompanying text. 
 
    We’re going to do this every night. Until we’re sleeping in the same bed, we send each other selfies. That should be enough to keep our dreams good and spicy. ‘Night, baby girl. Sweet dreams. 
 
    “Oh, my gosh,” she said again, while her lungs shriveled to the size of lima beans. The same bed. He actually said they would one day be sleeping in the same bed. Like it was a given. Like that was their ultimate destiny. Like… like… 
 
    Like he wanted her to be in his bed? 
 
    Of course. 
 
    Obviously that was what he meant. 
 
    But… 
 
    What was it that she wanted? 
 
    Again her thumbs moved while equal parts tension and exhilaration raced through her, with no clear winner in sight. 
 
    “If I dream of you, my dreams will be sweet. Good night, Des. See you whenever.” 
 
    Tomorrow, Winsome. Tomorrow. 
 
    She let him have the last word on that, while that one word resonated through her. 
 
    Tomorrow.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “Winnie, wake up. Seriously, you’ve got to get down here. Winnie, come on.” 
 
    Frantic banging on her apartment door brought Winnie out of the bathroom, and she abandoned the struggle to zip up her sleeveless pink gingham dress to run, barefoot, across the apartment. Her hair, still damp from her shower, was a chaos of tight curls she’d planned on taming after she got dressed, but clearly hair-taming would have to wait. It was only half past eight in the morning, yet here was her best friend banging on her door like the place was on fire.  
 
    Good grief, maybe it was, Winnie thought, alarmed. The threat of fire was on everyone’s mind now that the drought had gone on for two-thirds of the year. It was now so dry tumbleweeds had to be swept daily from the streets, and there was a strict no-smoking ban covering the entire county. The world could go up in flames with just one stray spark, and here was the notoriously morning-hating Cleo banging on her door… 
 
    “Cleo?” Winnie flung the door open, ready to grab the nearest pair of shoes and run for the fire escape. “What is it? What’s wrong? I don’t smell smoke.”  
 
    “Smoke?” Cleo rocketed through the door and didn’t stop until she was in the middle of the room, looking sleep-rumpled and clearly only half-dressed in jeans and sneakers, matched with the ancient Taylor Swift concert T-shirt Winnie knew all too well had been relegated to Cleo’s go-to sleepwear. “Why would you smell smoke? Is something on fire?” 
 
    “The way you were banging on my door, that’s what I assumed.” Snatching up the strappy pink flats she paired with the dress, she sat on the edge of her unmade futon to put them on. “What’s going on? You practically gave me a heart attack, pounding on my door like that.” 
 
    “Sorry, but it is kind of urgent, and it has everything to do with you.” 
 
    “What has everything to do with me? Oh,” she gasped suddenly, springing to her feet. “Is it your mom? Is she mad at me? Is she firing me? It’s because I said penis, isn’t it?” 
 
    “No, no, she’s forgotten all about that,” Cleo waved this away with a distracted hand. “She got a call about half an hour ago from some A/C company, saying that they needed access to the building. Did you order a new commercial-grade air-conditioning unit complete with reconstruction of the building’s ductwork?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You heard me.” 
 
    “Of course I didn’t order that! Not only could I never afford to pay for anything that huge, I would never be so bold as to… Bold.” Of course. No human on the planet would be so bold as to make changes to a building they didn’t even freaking own. 
 
    Unless their last name was Brody. 
 
    “Winnie?” 
 
    “It’s Des,” she stated flatly, as certain of that as she was of the sun setting in the west. “It was stifling hot up here in the apartment when we came up to talk yesterday, and he thought I was going to die. It’s Des,” she finished with an exasperated gesture. “If I’d had any inkling he was going to pull something like this, I promise you I would have done my best to talk him out of it.” Not that it would have done a lick of good. He still would have done whatever the hell he wanted. That was the Brody way. 
 
    Cleo’s eyes grew rounder with every word she said. “So, wait. You’re saying he just… did this? Because he was worried about you?” 
 
    “I don’t know if worried is the right word. He just seemed to be convinced that I was going to die, so he…” She flailed her hand again, grasping for the right words. “He just did this, obviously.” 
 
    “Obviously,” Cleo echoed while a dazed sort of grin began to grow. “Holy crap, Winnie. I think that Brody man is smitten.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous, Cleo. He doesn’t know me well enough to be smitten. He’s just arrogant and pushy.” And he assumed she was going to be in his bed one day, which filled her with such equal amounts of anxiety and delight she’d barely gotten a wink of sleep. “If he sees a problem in his world, he’s used to just fixing it. I’ll bet that’s what happened here. I need to explain that to your mother before she really does decide to fire me.” 
 
    “You’re missing my point.” Cleo followed her out the door and down the back stairs to the work room in the back of the shop. “Yes, Des Brody saw a problem. I get that. The problem was that you weren’t comfortable. In his eyes, you were in potential danger. You had to be taken care of so he could have peace of mind. That’s what I meant when I said he’s smitten. He can’t rest until he knows he’s done everything possible to take care of you, and I think that’s the sweetest thing ever.” 
 
    It was incredibly sweet, more than she was willing to admit. “If he truly cared about my comfort,” she muttered, stalking her way toward the front of the store, “that man would be here in person to explain his overbearing behavior to… your mother…” Slowly she came to a halt and stared, dumbfounded, at the sight of Des and Cleone chatting like lifelong friends in the open doorway of the shop. Cleo came up behind her and did some wide-eyed staring as well before putting a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “You were saying?” 
 
    “I can’t wrap my mind around this,” Winnie said faintly. “He’s a Brody, and I’m a Smiley. He can’t be smitten, and I can’t feel like…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Like I’m the luckiest woman in the world whenever he looks at me, which is insane,” she added, putting a hand to her brow to make her head stop spinning. It didn’t work. “I never thought things would turn out with us clicking the way we do. This isn’t how we’re supposed to be.” 
 
    “Screw that, Winnie. Whatever history there is between the Brodys and the Smileys doesn’t mean a damn thing when it comes to who you two are. You and Des live in the here and now, and in the here and now, you two make perfect sense.” 
 
    Winnie couldn’t take her eyes off Des. “You think?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do. Forget about history and focus on what’s important—how he makes you feel when he decides to move heaven and earth to protect you like you’re something precious to him.” 
 
     The thought of a protective Des made something vital clench deep inside her, but before she could figure out what it was, Des looked up and locked gazes with her.  
 
    Like magic, the air dried up in her lungs. 
 
    “There she is. Surprise, sweetheart, you’re getting new air installed, courtesy of Green Rock Ranch. Isn’t that amazing?” Cleone, looking as dazzled as Winnie felt, came over and dragged her back to where Des stood in the doorway. “I’m sure you want to thank Des for the upgrade. He noticed we were in need of it yesterday when he was here, and as a concerned member of our commercial community, he wanted to make sure this property is fully updated with the proper ventilation and powered by green energy. He’s even installing solar panels so the energy bill will be cut in half, can you believe it?” 
 
    No, she couldn’t. “Wait. You’re doing what?” 
 
    “No building should be the hothouse this one is up on the top floor, Winsome,” Des told her, and she wondered if anyone else had noticed that the intensity of his gaze hadn’t wavered from her from the moment he’d spotted her.  “From both an energy and economical standpoint, it doesn’t make any damn sense to run an inefficient system. You work and live here, and you have a real shot at making a name for yourself with your brilliance, but it’s a fucking sweatshop.” 
 
    Aw, he could be so sweet. “But, Des, you can’t just order huge upgrades for other people’s property.” 
 
    “Yes, I can, because both Cleone and I aren’t happy about this situation. She cares about you, and do so I. I have the funds to fix it, and she has the vision to make it a reality, so it’s a done deal. Only problem now is you’re going to have to move out for a couple weeks until construction’s complete.” 
 
    “The guest room’s ready and waiting for you, Winnie, no problem.” Cleone beamed, looking as happy as a child on Christmas morning. “Unfortunately, Cleo and I are going to a trade show in Dallas in a few days, so we won’t be able to play host to you—” 
 
    “Not a problem,” Des cut in, and his smile was something Winnie wasn’t sure she trusted. “The main house at Green Rock Ranch isn’t occupied by my brothers or myself, but it is always kept ready to play host to our more influential guests, from bigwigs from the National Cattlemen’s Association, to senators and governors, to even a couple presidents. Winsome can camp out there while the ductwork and solar panels are being installed. Since we currently don’t have any guests staying there, she’ll have full run of the house.” 
 
    “You’re inviting me to stay at Green Rock?” Winnie gaped at him, hardly able to believe the hairpin turn her life was taking. “Have you forgotten who we are? You’re a Brody. I’m a Smiley.” 
 
    “I don’t give a damn what your last name is. And Brodys do whatever the hell they want.” 
 
    She gave the work trucks that had pulled up outside Cleone’s Closet a significant glance. “Yeah, I noticed.” 
 
    He folded his powerful arms in front of his chest. “You’re not complaining, are you?” 
 
    “Actually, if Cleone is all right with this situation, then I am, too. In fact, I’d like to say thank you—” 
 
    “Don’t want your gratitude,” he muttered gruffly, looking uncomfortable. “This situation just had to be rectified, so that’s all this is. Don’t make a big deal out of it.” 
 
    “Make a big deal of you upgrading a building you don’t even own? Heaven forbid,” she said, suddenly filled with the need to laugh while her heart spun in dizzy little circles. No one in her life had ever gone out of their way to take care of her, and while she didn’t know what to do with that, it took all her strength to not dance around the room like a giddy fool. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go back upstairs to dry my hair, and then get packed up for the next two weeks or so. Um… thank you again.” With a brilliant smile she turned away, but she didn’t take more than a step before she heard his voice. 
 
    “Winsome, hold up.” Des caught her arm even as she turned to look up at him. His uncomfortable scowl was gone, and in its place was the beginnings of a smile that did weird things to her pulse. “You’re not all the way zipped up, baby girl.” 
 
    “What…? Oh, geez.” Mortification swamped her when she realized what he was talking about. “I was getting dressed when Cleo practically bashed my door down and scared the hell out of me. I’ll just—” 
 
    “No worries, I got it.” His gaze went to her back, and he seemed inordinately interested with watching his hand as he slowly slid the zipper up. “Damn, woman.” His voice carried no further than her ears, and suddenly it was as if they were the only two people in the world. “This dress fits you like a glove. You make it?” 
 
    It was amazing, how this one unexpected intimacy made it impossible for her to breathe. Which was crazy, of course. He was dressing her, not undressing her, for crying out loud. “Mm-hm.” 
 
    “You look like pure innocence begging to be lost. Just looking at you makes my imagination run wild on just how to go about that.” At long last the zipper hit home, and an absurd flash of disappointment moved through her. Then he kissed her temple before he turned, tucking her against his side as he went. “Cleone, remember how I said I wanted nothing from you on this deal?” 
 
    Cleone looked up from a quick conversation with her daughter. “Yes?” 
 
    “I lied. Winsome needs the day off. I’ve got an itch to take her to Green Rock Ranch—show her around and see what kind of trouble we can get into. You can make that happen, right?” 
 
    “Aww,” Cleo murmured, clasping her hands together under her chin while her mother’s artfully done brows arched in avid interest. 
 
    “Green Rock Ranch? Oh, Des, I would love to go—” 
 
    “Mom,” Cleo hissed. 
 
    “—at some other time, of course,” Cleone finished smoothly, shooting her daughter a speaking glance before sending a smile Winnie’s way. “Enjoy your day off, sweetheart. We’ll talk soon to discuss your work schedule.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    The way Des saw it, things worked out even better than he’d planned. 
 
    He grinned to himself as he drove through the Green Rock Ranch arch with Winnie by his side, the bright morning sun beyond the truck’s windows making the whole damn world almost too brilliant to look at. Or maybe that was just Winnie. Whenever she was around, everything seemed like it was more. 
 
    More brilliant. 
 
    More beautiful. 
 
    More intense.  
 
    Just more. 
 
    Was it any wonder he preferred having her around? 
 
    “That right there is the farthest I’ve ever ventured onto Brody land,” she said suddenly, turning her head to look at the large red and white stud barn as they drove past. “As of now, I’m in uncharted territory. However will I survive?” 
 
    “I have a feeling you’ll do just fine. That’s what survivors do, after all.” He shot her a searching glance. “That’s what you are, aren’t you, Winsome? You’re a survivor.” 
 
    With one last glance at the barns, she settled back in her seat. “I guess so. I’m here, aren’t I? Though you didn’t have to insist on driving me to the ranch,” she added, and out of the corner of his eye he saw her wrinkle her nose at him. “I could have followed you in my car.” 
 
    “I wanted to make sure you didn’t back out. I’ll give your keys to one of the ranch hands so they can drive it over to the main house for you later on this evening. You’ll have it by the time you get back from dinner.” 
 
    “Back from dinner? Are we going out?” 
 
    “Kinda.” His eyes narrowed at the familiar sight of the main house, with its yellow and white Victorian turrets and wraparound verandahs dotted with colorful hanging flower baskets. Even from this distance, the flash of fiery red hair was visible as a woman carried an armful of what he assumed were groceries up the verandah steps. “My sister wanted to get the main house aired out for you, as well as stock up the fridge and pantry, just to make sure you’d be comfortable camping out there. But I’m not about to let you spend your first night in a strange house all alone to fend for yourself.” 
 
    “So you’re taking me out to dinner?” 
 
    “Something like that. Once I’m done with work, I’ll drive you over to my place for a bit. You like grilled steak?” 
 
    She made a sound of pleasure that nearly made him run the truck off the dirt road. “It might be my favorite food in all the world.” 
 
    Grimly he tried to unlock his throat. “With that response, you just became every rancher’s dream woman.” 
 
    Her laugh was adorably fluttery. “Hate to break the image I just made of myself, but I also love bacon with equal fervor.” 
 
    “Baby girl, that only makes you more appealing. There’s Dallas now. My sister,” he added when Winnie looked at him blankly. “Dallas Faircloth-Brody, to be precise.” 
 
    “Okay, so, she was from your first family—the one that abandoned you on the Brody doorstep?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I need to make something clear—Dallas never abandoned me. If anything, she never really let me go, even when we were separated. For that alone, I love her to the moon and back.” 
 
    “She sounds wonderful.” Winnie’s gaze fastened on Dallas as they drove up, and a smile lit her face when Dallas turned and awkwardly waved a hand while juggling bags of groceries. “Oh, my gosh, I know that woman. She comes into the shop on a regular basis and buys up just about everything I make. She’s your sister?”  
 
    “Half-sister, technically, though we don’t really care about that shit… unless it comes to explaining who she married.” 
 
    She turned in her seat to frown at him. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Dallas doesn’t have any genetic relation to the Brody family, except me, obviously. And as the whole fucking town knows, I was born out of wedlock—a Brody bastard.” 
 
    She made a sound disgust. “I hate the word, Des. It’s so 19th-century.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, for some people, shit like that still matters.” 
 
    “Then those people don’t matter.” 
 
    “I like the way you think.” He came to a halt behind the truck Dallas was unloading, and opened his door. “My point is that family ties can get confusing when you’re born on the wrong side of the sheets. It gets to be a pain in the ass when I have to explain that my half-sister Dallas got married to my oldest half-brother, Killian. Shit like that tends to get a Game of Thrones kind of vibe if you don’t explain that Dallas and Kill aren’t related, even though they share me as their half-brother.” 
 
    Her amused chuckle charmed the hell out of him. “Okay, I get it, and thanks for the tutorial. I promise I won’t be shocked by them.” 
 
    “Good, because they’re really a great couple. Well, I mean, they became a great couple after Dallas got over being pissed at Kill because kidnapped her ass. Come say hi to her.” 
 
    “Kidnapped…?” Sounding uncertain, Winnie also slid out of the truck and rounded the front while Des hauled her suitcase out of the backseat. “Uh, was that a joke?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Ohhhhh-kay.” She slanted him a glance, and those blue-gray eyes sparkled like water in the sun. “Why do I get the feeling I’ve just jumped out of the frying pan and into the fire?” 
 
    “Probably because you have.” 
 
    “Good morning, you two.” Dropping grocery bags at the front door, Dallas Faircloth-Brody hustled back down the verandah stairs toward them. As much as Des resembled his brothers—and therefore all the Brodys who came before him—there was no mistaking he and Dallas came from the same gene pool. Though he’d missed out on the deeply waving red hair, they shared the same light green eyes and sculpted bone structure that was completely different from the Brody bloodline. Happily he could see those same eyes in his twin niece and nephew, Fallon and Sean. “It’s Winnie, right? I can’t tell you how surprised I was when Des let us know we were lucky enough to have you as a guest up at the main house.” 
 
    “Winsome’s not really a guest, D,” Des said, curling an arm around his sister’s shoulders to give her a quick squeeze. “More like a temporary resident who’s going to make herself right at home here at Green Rock.” 
 
    “In other words, a guest.” Winnie waved a friendly hand Dallas’s way, so awkwardly charming he couldn’t help but smile at her. “We’ve actually met a few times in town, Dallas. At Cleone’s Closet, though I don’t know if you would remember—” 
 
    “Of course I remember you, Winnie. In fact, I believe I’m wearing one of your designs right now, yes? I chose it this morning because of the ‘Win’ label.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Des looked to his sister over before shooting an admiring glance at Winnie, who nodded, her glorious hair tumbling well past her shoulders. “Damn, Winsome. That looks seriously professional.” 
 
    That earned him a look that would have cut the Devil himself. “No need to sound so surprised, Desmond. That wraparound halter top has been one of the biggest sellers at the Closet this spring, though I believe I only made two using that tropical pattern. I actually packed one of those halter tops to wear while I’m staying here, though I used a zebra-patterned fabric for that one, along with white culottes with pockets trimmed in the same zebra fabric.” 
 
    “What the hell are culottes?” Des wanted to know. “Sounds like a fancy STD.” 
 
    “Ignore him,” Dallas advised, coming to link her arm through Winnie’s before guiding her up the verandah stairs. “My sisters-in-law are going to love having you here to talk fashion with. We’re all dying of the heat, and Lilah is pregnant with her second kiddo, to boot. She swears it’s impossible to find any light and airy maternity clothes that’ll still be appropriate to work in. We’re going to have to pick your brains while you’re here.” 
 
    “You’re not putting Winsome to work as your personal fashion designer while she’s here, Dallas.” Pausing to gather up the abandoned groceries in one hand while carrying Winnie’s suitcase in the other, Des hauled everything into the main house. He didn’t stop until he’d dumped the groceries in the kitchen before returning to the women in the grand foyer. When he and his brothers had been living in that house of hell, it had been very much like a Victorian-era time capsule. Thankfully, the interior had been gutted and revamped to make it a workable modern space, with Dallas in the downstairs offices as Green Rock Ranch’s business manager. “I want her time at Green Rock to be as stress-free as I can make it.” 
 
    “Giving me something to work on, like creating summery maternity designs, is a perfect way to keep me happy.” Winnie’s attention seemed to be everywhere at once, from the antique chandelier spotlighting the foyer, to the sweeping mahogany staircase, where Killian had nearly lost an eye after being knocked into it by his insane mother, to the delicate stained glass panels by the door that Fin had smashed in outrage after his mother had threatened, yet again, to murder Des. “I even brought my sketchpad with me, so coming up with new ideas will be more like a treat than a stressor.” 
 
    “Perfect!” Looking delighted, Dallas clapped her hands together. “It’s so rare when we gals can get together for a ladies’ night, what with demanding husbands, jobs, and crazy kids running around all over the place. But we’re going to get together now that you’re here.” 
 
    That stopped Des in his tracks. “Wait, what?” 
 
    “Celia and Lilah are going to love meeting your friend, Des,” Dallas went on, clearly brimming over with an enthusiasm for fucking up all his plans. “And I’m sure you don’t want Winnie to be all alone in this rambling old mansion once I leave work for the day. I work here in the offices,” she added as an aside to Winnie, pointing through an open archway. “I can keep you company up to a point during the day, if you want to hang out with me. But come nightfall, you’re suddenly painfully aware that there’s about eight thousand square feet of empty, creaking space all around you, and you’re a tiny little pea rolling around inside of it.” 
 
    Winnie’s eyes kept getting bigger. “That sounds vaguely horrible.” 
 
    “It could be worse, I suppose. It’s just that I’ve lived that life in this house, you know? My husband, Kill, dumped me here after kidnapping me—well, sort of kidnapping me. Never been damn so bored in my life. Not to mention I think the third floor might be haunted. Tell you what, Winnie,” she went on as if struck with inspiration, beaming over at the other woman. “Celia, Lilah and I will be happy to come over tonight to keep you company. We can throw a little potluck dinner together while we get to know—” 
 
    “Winsome is busy tonight, D.” Holy hell. Clearly he had to nip this in the bud before his sister took a page out of Killian’s book and fucking kidnapped Winsome right out from under him. Determinedly he cupped his free hand around Winnie’s elbow and hustled her butt toward the stairs. “Whenever I’m not working, I’m the one who’s going to be with Winsome, so check with me before you even think about monopolizing her time, yeah? Thanks loads for getting the house ready, but I’ve got her from here.” 
 
    “Your sister certainly is a go-getter,” Winnie remarked as they reached the landing that was eye-level with the immense chandelier. When he was about sixteen or so, Ry once had to stop Fin from taking a shotgun to that chandelier right about where they were now standing. God, he hated this fucking house. “I admire that. I’d like to think that in my own way, I’m a go-getter, too. At least when it comes to the things I want in life.” 
 
    “What do you want in life, Winsome Smiley?” Automatically he turned in the direction of his old room, the one and only place that had been somewhat of a safe haven in this nightmare place. “What hopes and dreams does the girl next door have?” 
 
    “Probably not the kind that would set the Brody world on fire.” 
 
    “All that matters is if those dreams set your world on fire. Do they?” 
 
    She nodded in a shy little way that made him want to tug her to him and never let go. “I’ll admit, I do have a few dreams that are near and dear to my heart. What about you?” she added, glancing up at him with those heart-stopping pale eyes of hers. “What is it that you want out of life? Name the first thing that comes to mind.” 
 
    “You.”  
 
    Her gasp probably wasn’t the most encouraging response he could have hoped for. At least he had her attention. 
 
    “What?” she whispered, her free hand fluttering up to her chest. “Sorry, I misheard you. What?” 
 
    “You heard me just fine.” He didn’t bother to hide how closely he watched her, gauging her reactions to see just how far he could push things. “Though I think I need to make sure you understand me.” 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    “I’m attracted to you, Winsome—the look of you, the sound of you, the scent of you. I want you, more than I’ve ever wanted anyone in my life, and I want you to want me the same way.” 
 
    “Des.” As he watched, her eyes darkened with both an arousal that thrilled him and an alarm that made his teeth grind. “You can’t just pop off and say things like that.” 
 
    “Yeah I can, and I’m not done yet. I’m not done, because I want you to know the thoughts that go through my head whenever I look at you are so X-rated they’d make a porn star blush, and I’m not ashamed to admit it.” 
 
    “Holy crap,” she whispered. 
 
    “That’s why I want you to hunger for me like you haven’t eaten in a week and I’m your favorite dish. That’s how I hunger for you, so I won’t be happy until you feel the same way. I want you naked, and I want to be naked with you. In fact, I’ve wanted that from the moment I found you skinny-dipping. That’s a night I’ll never forget. I got so hard for you I couldn’t sleep that night. Not even jerking off with your name on my lips when I came was enough to satisfy me, and the cold shower I took afterwards didn’t cool me down either. So I’m not going to lie to you. When you ask what I want out of life, you are the first thing riding the top of my wish list. It’s best you know that.” 
 
    “Damn,” she whispered faintly. Somewhere along the way they had come to a stop, and along with the shock and excitement in the gaze that met his, that hint of fear lingered. “Call me a thing again, and I’m walking home.” 
 
    Well. That was unexpected. “You’ve got to know that’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “But you said it, and I’m sensitive to being thought of as a thing, rather than a person who deserves even the barest minimum of common decency or respect. I’ll fight for that right every step of the way.” 
 
    That was a story he knew all too well. “Let me guess. There was a time in your life when you were made to feel like you weren’t even human, yeah? That a dog merited better treatment than you?” 
 
    “Not when it came to my father,” she muttered, then threw him a sharp look. “But… wait. How is it you keep knowing so much about me?” 
 
    “Winsome.” No man worth that label could resist all that fucking glorious hair, so he didn’t even try. Fascinated, he ran his hands over that wildly curling cloud before he cradled the back of her head. “You don’t think you’re the only one walking around with battle scars, do you? Scars you think you’ll never recover from, until one day you realize there’s no one left to hurt you. Well, no one but yourself.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean I know what it is to hold on to hurt and resentment, and all the countless traumas that pile up when you’re living with an abuser that has no soul.” 
 
    The flinch the flashed across her face was so quick he would have missed it if he hadn’t been looking for it. “You… I never said I was abused.” 
 
    “Christ, woman. Who needs words when everything about you screams it out loud? Of course you were an abused child.” 
 
    “I nev—” 
 
    “You’ve told me how your old man killed everything you loved. He did it violently and with a helluva lot of glee, and you don’t think that’s abuse? But he did more than that to you,” he added, watching her like a hawk. “I know he did, because monsters gotta monster. My stepmother taught me that. I know I’m looking at someone who was abused as a kid, because it’s like looking at myself when I was at my darkest, most damaged point in life, when I didn’t care whether I lived or died.” 
 
    Her hands came up between them to push halfheartedly against his chest. “Then you need to get your eyes checked. Ask anyone, they’ll tell you I’m not dark or… or damaged. I’m not like you. I’m okay. I’m always okay.” 
 
    Somebody had to call her on her bullshit. Might as well be him. “Then why can’t you tell me what that motherfucker did to you to make you look so damn scared whenever I get physically close?” 
 
    “Do I look scared now?” 
 
    “You look pissed and smokin’ hot and so utterly fuckable it’s all I can do to keep from tearing that pretty little dress clean off you. And I’d do it, Winsome,” he added honestly. “Swear to Christ, I’d do that in a heartbeat, if a statement like that didn’t scare you so damn much you can’t begin to hide it from me.” 
 
    Her swallow was audible. “I’m not afraid of you, Des.” 
 
    “You sure about that?” In the next heartbeat he had that sweetly curvaceous body of hers up against the wall. With great deliberation he pressed his body against hers and gripped her firm, silken thigh to wrap it around his leg, the thin veil of her skirt and his jeans the only barriers separating them. His other hand tightened in her hair, just enough to lock her in place so he could look her dead in the eye, and wanted to cuss a blue streak at the flash of terror he saw there. “How about now? Tell me that my holding you like this doesn’t terrify you.” 
 
    “I…” Her ragged breathing tore at him somewhere deep inside while every muscle in her body turned to stone. “Why are you doing this? Are you trying to scare me?” 
 
    “No, baby girl, I’m not. Fact is, most women on the planet don’t get terrified when their man holds them like this. They get aroused.” 
 
    Again she swallowed. “You’re not my man, and I’m not most women.” 
 
    “Hell, no, you’re not. You’re an original, and I’m smart enough to know and respect that. And to answer your question, what I’m trying to do is get a little honesty out of you, but it’s like pulling fucking teeth. Easy,” he added when he realized she was shaking so hard it was a wonder she hadn’t fallen to the floor. “Look at me, Winsome. I need you to know something about me, and I need you to look at me so you can see I’m telling you the truth.” 
 
    “What?” She was trying—and failing—at calming her breathing, and the eyes that flashed to his were filled with equal parts fury and fear. “What is it that you want from me?” 
 
    “Want from you? Not a damn thing. It’s what I want to give you that’s important now, and what I want to give you is a promise.” Very gently, he lowered his head to brush her unresponsive mouth with his. “I promise you now that I’ll never hurt you. I’d cut off my fucking hands before I’d ever raise them to you. And I’d do the same goddamn thing to my cock before I’d ever hurt you with that, either. I’m not your father.” 
 
    Her flinch was full-on this time, and she squeezed her eyes shut. “Don’t. Don’t talk about him. Just… don’t.” 
 
    Goddamn motherfucker. “He’s dead, baby, but he’s not gone from you. But he will be one day,” he added, ignoring her stiffness to lower his brow to rest against hers. “I’m going to make a point of holding you like this every single day from now on, just so you can get used to me and see that you’ve got nothing to fear. And someday, whether it’s a week from now or month, or even a year, I’m going to look into those amazing eyes of yours and see nothing but you, wanting to be fucked by me. That’s when I’ll know that fucker’s poison has been purged from you once and for all.” Then, before she could tell him to go fuck himself, he captured her mouth once more, this time kissing her deeply. She responded with heartening gusto, her tongue tangling with his, while her arms wrapped around his neck and held on as if she thought the cosmos was going to rip them apart. 
 
    Ha. As if the cosmos could keep him from the crazy ride he went on every time he kissed her. The exhilaration of bull-riding paled in comparison. 
 
    When he broke off at last, he found her watching him with wary eyes. 
 
    “Listen to me, Des,” she said, and the fine thread of pain lacing through her words struck him like a knife in the gut. “I don’t want you believing there’s something wrong with me because you think you recognize parts of yourself when you look at me. I’m not some broken thing you need to fix. If there’s something broken in you, focus on that and heal whatever’s hurting you. I’ll even help if I can. But don’t make the mistake of thinking we’re alike. We’re not.” 
 
    “Baby girl.” Far from offended, he shook his head and slowly let her go. “I do know how different we are. You know what the main difference is? I can talk about my shit. You can’t.” 
 
    “No—” 
 
    “Maybe it’s because I had all my brothers with me, going through the same shit that I was going through—at least for the most part. You didn’t have anyone. Makes me think you don’t know how to open up about whatever god-awful hell you’ve got locked down tight inside you. But that’s okay. I’m going to teach you how to talk. Then I’m going to teach you how to like being held. And then I’m going to teach you how to fuck like a goddess. But first…” 
 
    Her breath came to a squeaky halt. “But first?” 
 
    “First you settle into this room here, get comfortable, and know you’re safe.” He nodded to the open door next to her, the same room he’d occupied as a child. Now it looked like an elite, five-star hotel room with all the amenities, and none of the terror. “We’ll have a nice, relaxing dinner later on tonight at my place. And then… who knows?” With a confident grin, he kissed her brow and headed back toward the stairs, his mind laser-locked on all the possibilities. 
 
    Considering what his plans were for Winsome Smiley, getting her right where he’d wanted her had gone far better than expected.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    “Tell me everything,” came Cleo’s voice through the speaker of Winnie’s cellphone, now resting on top of an antique dresser. “Mom and I have only been to Green Rock Ranch once before, for one of those epic blowouts the Brodys are famous for throwing, but I remember every detail like it was yesterday. Does the main house still look like it’s a lighter, swankier version of the Addams family mansion?” 
 
    “Addams family? I’m not getting that vibe at all.” Digging through her suitcase, Winnie snagged up a yellow and peach ombre-colored T-shirt dress that went to mid-thigh, draped it on a hanger, then headed for the room’s closet that was as big as her entire apartment. “If anything, I feel like I’m in some penthouse suite. I wouldn’t be surprised if I get complimentary champagne and a fruit basket delivered from the freaking concierge. The bed is about five feet off the ground, and there’s a bidet in the en suite bathroom, which is filled with towels monogrammed with the Green Rock Ranch logo. I had no idea people lived this way.” 
 
    “I want to come over so bad,” Cleo whined while Winnie continued her march between her suitcase and closet. “Are they allowing you to have visitors?” 
 
    “I’m not in prison, so I don’t see why not. Just call first,” Winnie added hastily, pausing as she pulled out a white sundress with a huge red and purple hibiscus splashed over one side of it. It was a design she hadn’t yet tried out at Cleone’s Closet, but it was her current favorite dress in all the world. “I’m going to spend at least part of my day in the offices downstairs with Des’s sister Dallas, and then I’m having a grilled steak dinner out at his house… wherever that might be. Apparently none of the Brody brothers live in the main house, which is kind of weird. It’s gorgeous.” 
 
    “No matter how gorgeous the house is where you grow up, it’s only natural to want to go out and prove you’re capable of making your own way in life, I suppose,” came the logical reply. “And God knows the Brody men are more than capable of being successful at anything they do. Have you met any of his brothers yet?” 
 
    “I rode the school bus with Fin Brody as well as Des, Cleo. I’ve known them both for years.” 
 
    “Yeah, but what about the older ones? Ryland and Killian? I’ve never actually even seen Killian Brody in person before. He might just be a myth—y’know, like a unicorn.” 
 
    “His wife would tell you otherwise.” Grabbing up an armful of silky underthings, she moved to the dresser and dumped it all in. Her father would have screamed at such a mess, and for half a heartbeat she thought of tidying it to OCD perfection. At the last second she caught herself and couldn’t help but wonder if there wasn’t some truth in what Des had said about Able Smiley’s poison still polluting her system. “Let’s not forget why I’m really here, Cleo. The apartment is having ductwork and central air installed. That’s all.” 
 
    “That’s not all, and I can’t believe you expect me to buy that smokescreen.” 
 
    “Smokescreen?” 
 
    “Des manipulated the situation so he could get you exactly where he wanted you, which is where you’re standing right now,” came the patient reply. “Come to think of it, I wonder if any other Smiley besides you has ever made it to the Brody family’s main house.” 
 
    “I have no idea.” Shaking out a shell-pink chiffon tank and jeans shorts with a matching pink chiffon belt, she once again moved to the closet. “I’m not sure if it’s disloyal to the countless generations of Smileys who’ve waged their stoic, Quaker-like resistance against the relentless ambition of the Brodys, but you were right, Cleo. It doesn’t matter what happened between our families in the past. What matters is living in the present while keeping an eye on the future. The only hiccup I can see when it comes to family is letting my grandmother know where I’m staying while my apartment’s getting worked on. It’s entirely possible she’ll keel over in shock.” 
 
    “Yeesh. Maybe you could tell her you’re staying at the Lunar Motel while the reno is happening.” 
 
    “At the Nooner? Ugh,” Winnie shuddered delicately. “I wouldn’t be caught dead there, and she knows it. Besides, I’ve never been a great liar.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re too honest for your own good.” 
 
    “Granny was programmed to think the Brodys are the enemy, but they’re not.” The last outfit, the zebra halter top and culottes with cute zebra flats that she’d picked up in San Antonio, got transferred to the closet before she zipped up the empty suitcase and rolled it into an empty closet corner. “She needs to get used to the idea that the Brody family isn’t all bad. Or at the very least, Des isn’t. With the exception of showing up at my father’s funeral with talk of acquiring Smiley Lake—” 
 
    “Totally in bad taste,” her friend put in. 
 
    “Exactly, but other than that off-key moment, Des has shown himself to be anything but a rattlesnake, which is what my granny calls all the Brodys. I just want her to see he’s not like that. He’s so much more.” 
 
    “And her opinion of the man in your life is extremely important,” Cleo said with such decisiveness Winnie could all but see her nodding her head. “I get that.” 
 
    “Cleo.” Grabbing up the phone, Winnie hit the right button and put it to her ear, weirdly paranoid that the whole world would hear her friend. “Des Brody isn’t my man. I don’t have a man. What I have is a… neighbor. Who’s a man.” 
 
    “A neighbor man who’s installing a central air unit worth several thousand dollars in a building he doesn’t own, just so he could get you to come out to the boonies and live with him. Uh-huh, got it.” 
 
    “I’m not living with him, you weirdo,” Winnie hissed, then nearly jumped out of her shoes when a knock sounded on the closed bedroom door. “Gotta go, someone’s at the door.” 
 
    “I want a report on how dinner went after your tell-all meeting with Granny,” Cleo all but yelled before Winnie hastily hung up, tucked her phone into a slash pocket, and snatched up the sketchpad she’d left on the bed. 
 
    “Coming, Dallas,” she called, hurrying to the door. “Sorry, sorry, I just finished unpack—” She stopped on a gasp when she flung open the door and found a strange hulk of a man standing outside in the hallway, a flattish medium-sized cardboard box in hand, with a stack of towels on top. “Hi. You’re not Dallas.” 
 
    “No, but I did marry her, so that should count for something. I’m Killian, or Kill, if you prefer.” 
 
    “Holy crap, the unicorn.” 
 
    He blinked. “Uh, what?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Horrified, she tried to cover with a bright smile. “You heard nothing, honest.” Especially about a mythical beast who had a thing for virgins. 
 
    “Ohh-kay.” Clearly not sure what to make of her, the hulk offered up the box and towels. “Dallas was worried you wouldn’t have enough towels, so she sent these up, along with a delivery that just came for you.” 
 
    “For me?” Baffled, she looked at the box’s label. Sure enough, that was her name on it. “I didn’t even know I was going to be here until an hour ago. How…?” 
 
    “Des is like every Brody who’s ever been born—he thinks ahead. By the way, my wife wanted to know if there’s anything else you might need?” 
 
    “No, there’s nothing, really. This room is perfect.” As Winnie spoke, she took Killian Brody in, from his long ebony hair pulled back at his nape, to his emerald green eyes framed by dark lashes. A vicious-looking scar cut through a dark eyebrow, and he’d pierced that scar with a malachite-studded barbell. He looked rough and invincible, with that conquering air of relentlessness that seemed to be part of the Brody makeup. As she set the box and towels on the neatly made bed, she could easily see this man simply scooping Dallas up and heading for the hills. 
 
    That thought made her glance back at him with keen interest. “So, Killian. Did you really kidnap Dallas?” 
 
    “Holy hell.” With a long-suffering sigh, the oldest Brody brother looked to the ceiling as if praying for strength. “I am never going to live that shit down.” 
 
    That answered that question. “Probably not.” 
 
    “For the record before you get freaked out, I’m not a dangerous man, and I had my reasons. Now,” he went on before she could say anything else. “Do you want me to wait for you while you open up your package? Dallas thought it best if I went ahead and walked you back down to the offices, just in case you were worried about getting lost in this mausoleum.” 
 
    “I’ll head down with you now. I just want to take a quick peek.” Using her sketch pencil, she zipped through the packing tape and opened the lid— 
 
    And slammed it back down. 
 
    From the doorway, Killian raised his brows. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Yep.” Taking a second or two more, Winnie bent and peeked into the box, letting in just enough light to see, nestled in pink and purple tissue paper, several gorgeous brassieres, many of them brilliantly colored, a few of them in pastels, and all of them drop-dead sexy. 
 
    What in the world…? 
 
    I’ll buy you a dozen neon bras. 
 
    Hastily she counted.  
 
    Twelve. 
 
    How wonderful that Des was a man of his word. 
 
    At the door, Killian cleared his throat. “So…” 
 
    “Sorry. Coming.” She was just about to close the lid once more when she saw the envelope. Plucking it out, she flipped it open and read the printed message. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Yesterday I noticed you were a C-cup.  
 
    Definitely the perfect size for my hands. 
 
    Des 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh… wow.” She pressed her free hand to her cheek only to find it was volcano-hot. But there was nothing she could do about it. Yesterday, when he’d taken her bra from her, he’d obviously taken note of her size, and without missing a beat ordered her a dozen of the prettiest, most feminine bras she’d ever seen, along with a commercial-sized air-conditioning unit so she wouldn’t die. 
 
    What on earth was a woman supposed to do with a man who made her feel like the center of the universe? 
 
    An image of them together filled her mind, a tangle of naked limbs as she gave herself willingly to him… 
 
    Again Killian cleared his throat. “Sorry to rush things, Winnie, but—” 
 
    “Right.” Startled out of the steamy daydream that made her achy between her thighs, Winnie tucked the card into her pocket, gathered up her sketchpad once more and stepped out into the hallway so Killian could lead her toward the stairs. “Your wife seems very calm, cool and collected,” she managed, trying to act normal when all she could think of was modeling those bras for Des and reveling in his devouring gaze. She had to be losing her mind. “In fact, it’s probably a good thing she’s so chill. Otherwise you would’ve had a real fight on your hands when you snatched her up.” 
 
    “Tell that to my thumb she dislocated.” 
 
    Eek. “Ooh. Ouch.” 
 
    “Only when it rains. Which means it’s been feeling great for the better part of the past year,” he added with a hint of darkness as they descended the stairs to the grand foyer. “By the way, you don’t happen to smoke, do you? We’ve got a moratorium on all open flames, including cigarettes. It’s so damn dry something as small as an errant spark from machinery or a live cigarette butt could set this part of the world on fire.” 
 
    “I’m boring, like that old song—don’t drink, don’t smoke. What I do is draw and sew, and my idea of a wild party is taking my girl posse to the fabric store and buying everything I see. How exciting is that?” 
 
    “You know how to live large.” When she laughed, he glanced over at her as they headed through a large wooden archway and into a modern-looking office space. “So I guess you’re not into farming or ranching over there at the Smiley homestead?” 
 
    “I haven’t lived at the homestead for years. Considering I have a phobia about large animals and I hate getting dirty and sweaty, I was never destined for the farming way of life. I guess it’s a good thing I didn’t inherit the property.” 
 
    Killian’s black brows shot up. “You didn’t?” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head as Dallas came into the room, carrying the largest binder Winnie had ever seen. “My father bequeathed the homestead to my grandmother, not me. I’m surprised you don’t know this. Didn’t Des tell you?” 
 
    “I’m still working on the whole communication thing between my husband and my brother,” Dallas announced, dropping her burden with a bang on one of the desks. “To be fair, they’re getting along better than they ever have before. That is to say, they no longer try to kill each other in bare-knuckle fights to the death. I consider this progress.” 
 
    “Des and I have come a long way, Spice, so I’m not going to go out of my way asking him for more,” Killian said flatly, and as far as Winnie saw it he might as well have hung a sign around his neck that read Don’t Push Me. “If he’s got an interest in bridging whatever gap there is between us, he knows where the fuck to find me. I’m more than willing to listen, and my door is always open.” 
 
    “But forget about extending another hand in peace and friendship.” Dallas rolled her eyes and looked at Winnie. “When it comes to these Brody men, it’s like wrestling with the Rock of Gibraltar. They’re too big to handle, they’re so stubborn they’ll never be moved, and there’s not a damn thing you can do to change them. Welcome to my world.” 
 
    “You have my sympathies.” Coming to sit in front of the desk where Dallas had dropped the binder, Winnie opened her sketchpad and gestured with her charcoal pencil. “What’s with the binder?” 
 
    “My never-ending homework.” She gave the binder a dirty look. “Go ahead. Ask me any possible question you could ever have about Black Angus bulls and bloodlines. Go on, ask me. At this point, I’m talking about this crap in my sleep.” 
 
    “That crap is what puts a roof over your head, woman.” Killian’s laughing tone belied the no-nonsense words, and he came around the desk to give her a kiss. “I’ll make a cattlewoman out of you yet.” 
 
    “At least I won’t embarrass you when someone calls and wants detailed information on sperm motility and how many swimmers can be found in each frozen straw of Black Angus bull semen. That’s what we do here,” she added hastily to Winnie. “We’re a Black Angus stud ranch as well as beef cattle ranch. I’m not weird because I’m memorizing the fertility stats of our bulls’ semen.” 
 
    “You’re not weird because of that, but you are weird,” Killian offered, then chuckled when his wife swatted his booty. He gave her one last kiss before waving his farewells as he headed for the archway. “I’ve got to get to work, ladies. Try and stay out of trouble, yeah?” 
 
    “Never, Brody,” Dallas called after him, then sighed when they heard the front door close. “Isn’t he wonderful?” 
 
    “He’s the most wonderful kidnapper I’ve ever met.”  
 
    “Right? What do you have there?” Dallas went on, taking a seat behind the desk. 
 
    Winnie opened her sketchpad to her latest design and flipped it around for the other woman to see. “I’m in a romper kind of mood. The only problem with this type of outfit is that you have to get naked just to go to the bathroom.” 
 
    “I know, but rompers are so friggin’ cute they’re impossible to resist.” Dallas leaned over and made a sound of delight as she examined the drawing. “Winnie, you’re insanely talented. You could make a real go at fashion design. Have you ever given it a thought?” 
 
    “You mean head for the big city to make the rounds with my portfolio?” She shrugged and turned her sketchpad back around to study her design. “That used to be the only dream I had when I was kid. But now that I’m older, I realize those dreams of using design to get away from Bitterthorn was just my desperation to get out of my father’s house. He was…not pleasant.” 
 
    Dallas wrinkled her nose. “I’ve heard Killian talk about your father on occasion. He used a lot of words that can’t be mentioned in polite company.” 
 
    “There was no good in Able Smiley, that’s for sure.” It hurt her to admit it, but not as much as it used to. Long ago she’d learned there was no shame in being related to a monster, because it wasn’t her fault. She’d had no control over him; she only had control over herself, and she’d gotten out of the hell he’d created as soon as she’d been able to break free. Far from being shamed, the courage it had taken to escape the hell he’d created for her was something she was incredibly proud of. “For now I’m content to hone my craft and perfect my style, so I’m happy where I am.” 
 
    “I’m happy where you are, too. With you sticking around in Bitterthorn, I’m always going to have a kickass wardrobe, and my little brother will be thrilled that you’re not anxious to leave Bitterthorn behind when you obviously could make a name for yourself anywhere in the world.” 
 
    “Your brother?” Winnie raised her eyes from the sketch to find Dallas watching her. “Des? What does he have to do with anything?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Does Des have anything to do with you staying in Bitterthorn?” 
 
    “Bitterthorn’s my home. I was born here, I have a great job, and my friends are here. My Granny’s here. As for Des…” She shook her head, not sure how they got into these waters, so navigating them was going to be tricky. “He’s that boy who always sat next to me on the school bus, but never said a word. He’s the boy I wanted to follow home. He’s the man who didn’t acknowledge my existence until after my father was dead, because he believed I’d inherit a property he wants. When I didn’t inherit it, that was when he kissed me for the first time. Now he’s the man who thinks so much of my comfort, he’s installing the latest in central air in a building where I live, a building he doesn’t even own.” She gestured uselessly, widening her eyes at Dallas. “That’s what Des is. If you can make any sense out of that mess, you’re a better woman than I am.” 
 
    “Wow,” Dallas murmured, cupping her chin in her hand as she grinned at her. “Brody men run so true to form—hopelessly backward, with the absolute worst social skills on the planet. I blame their upbringing, which was a nightmare, by the way. Des’s especially.” 
 
    “He’s given me that impression.” She bit her lip, then sighed. “Actually, he’s flat-out said he was an abused child a couple times now.” 
 
    Dallas’s brows shot up. “That’s huge, Winnie. He’s not usually big on sharing. To know that he trusts you like that—” 
 
    “It’s not that he trusts me. I mean,” she went on when Dallas looked at her questioningly, “I honestly don’t know if he trusts me or not. I’m not big in the trusting department, and neither is he, so that’s one thing we understand about each other. Sometimes I think he only lets me see glimpses of who he is because he’s trying to get me to open up and show him the same thing. Because our backgrounds might be…” She searched for the right word. “Similar.” 
 
    “I see.” A corner of Dallas’s mouth curled. “So you think he’s just playing a game with you? You show me yours if I show you mine?” 
 
    “He once told me that he hated games. That doesn’t mean he doesn’t play them.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. So in other words, the Brodys aren’t the only ones who have malfunctioning social skills. No offense,” she added dryly while Winnie stiffened. “It’s just that you seem to be missing a very big and obvious fact because you’re so busy worrying about keeping your guard up.” 
 
    “Really.” Winnie tried not to huff, but it was damn hard not to. “What obvious fact am I missing?” 
 
    “Des wants you to open up to him, Winnie. He’s never pushed me, his own sister, to open up about what my life was like once we were separated as children. Granted, I think Kill probably clued him in on a few things,” she added fairly, tilting her head. “But Des has never revealed any pain he’s gone through—not the grief he must’ve felt when he was forced to quit rodeoing, and certainly not the pain over the mistreatment he suffered while growing up in this house. Not to me, and not to my husband, anyway. But he’s more than willing to do that with you because he trusts you. That’s what you’re overlooking. My brother trusts you to handle everything he’s got inside of him—the good, and the bad. I don’t know your story, but I’d be willing to bet you understand the enormity of that kind of trust better than anyone. Am I right?” 
 
    “I…” The weight of Dallas’s words landed on her like a ton of bricks, crushing the breath out of her. That was something she hadn’t even considered. But it was true; Des was willing to let her see who he was. That was the gift he was choosing to give her. More than that, he was taking a chance on believing in her ability to take care of that gift. 
 
    Did she want to? 
 
    In that moment, she’d never wanted anything more. 
 
    “There you are.” Sounding irritated, Des stalked through the open archway, the brown cowboy hat he’d been wearing when they first spoke firmly in place. “Answer your damn texts, woman.” 
 
    “Oops. I think I have it on silent.” Hastily she dug the phone out of her dress’s slash pocket, only to have the note from her gift upstairs fall to the floor. Des bent to pick it up, then lifted a brow at the lingerie company’s logo embossed in gold on the envelope. 
 
    “I take it the package came?” Without asking permission, he slid the card out from the envelope, scanned it briefly then held it out to her with a satisfied grin. “I got the size right, yeah?” 
 
    “You did.” Praying her face wasn’t as blood red as it felt, she snatched the card out of his hand. “Um… thank you.” 
 
    “I’m a man of my word. And I think I’m right about my hands. What’s your opinion on that score?” 
 
    “I think you need to explain why you sent that package here to the main house,” she shot back, horrified he might openly talk about how her boobs would fit into his hands right in front of his sister. Horrified, and heaven help her, so hopelessly turned on her nipples puckered almost painfully at the thought of those work-rough hands massaging their way over her delicate skin… “You had no idea I was going to agree to be here this morning.” 
 
    “Yeah, I did. Phone.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Phone, Winsome.” 
 
    She sighed noisily when he held out his hand. “This again?” 
 
    “Yep.” Plucking the phone out of her hand, he fiddled with it, then held it up to his mouth. “Set a daily reminder alarm for noon.” 
 
    “Why?” Winnie asked, taking the phone back once he was satisfied. “What’s supposed to happen at noon every day?” 
 
    “Lunch.” 
 
    She stared at him. “Yes, I know.” 
 
    “I get the feeling you need a reminder to get your head out of whatever creative cloud it’s in so you can grab some lunch with me. When you hear this alarm go off, that’s your cue to come find me and feed me.” 
 
    “Feed you?” Frantically she cast about for some quick, on-the-spot lunch ideas. “Uh, what are your feelings about peanut butter and jelly?” 
 
    “I think we can do better than that.” With a chuckle, he swept his hat off, bent to her level and gave her a quick kiss before glancing over at Dallas. “You two getting along all right?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” Dallas’s smile was a glowing work of art as she kept her chin cupped in her hand. “I’m thrilled you brought her here, Des. I love seeing you happy and laughing.” 
 
    “I’m always happy.” He scowled, looking like he’d never had a happy day in his life before he tugged Winnie out of her chair. “Come on, baby girl. Let’s go see what kind of grub we’ve got to fend on. Doesn’t have to be fancy, because tonight I’m grilling you up a meal fit for royalty over at my place.” 
 
    “In that case, I think I’d better come up with something that’s way better than peanut butter and jelly,” Winnie announced, making Des laugh.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    “Wow.”  
 
    Dressed in the white sundress with the massive red and purple hibiscus splashed over one side of it, Winnie stepped off the last stair and into the grand foyer, only to turn in surprise at the feminine voice coming from the hall behind her. A raven-haired woman and a tall, broad-shouldered man with close-cropped black hair stood at the edge of the foyer. The moment Winnie laid eyes on the man, she clocked him as yet another Brody. Ry, the second oldest brother, was the only one she hadn’t met yet, so she wasn’t at all surprised when the woman came forward, all smiles. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Celia Brody, and this is my husband, Ry. You’re Winnie from Cleone’s Closet, right?” 
 
    That was one way of putting it. “I work there, yes, and live in the apartment above the shop. I think I’ve seen you in the store a few times, yes?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t doubt it, since it’s my favorite shop in Bitterthorn, thanks to all your designs.” Celia beamed while lacing her hand with her husband’s. “We heard through the ranch grapevine that you were staying at the main house, so we thought we’d drop by to say hi, and to see if you had any dinner plans.” 
 
    “She does.” Dallas came into the foyer with her husband, slinging a purse over her shoulder and clearly getting ready to go home for the day. “Des is going to pick Winnie up any second now. He’s promised to take her to his place so he can grill her a dinner fit for royalty, I believe was the exact quote.” 
 
    Killian made an impatient sound. “What the hell, are you serious? She gets an invite out to Des’s place right off the bat, while I’ve been waiting fucking years to be invited over for a beer? What the hell’s that all about?” 
 
    “Dude, you don’t have, like, a yard and a half of gorgeous curly hair and a knockout hourglass figure,” Celia said before turning to a now-mortified Winnie. “Sorry, hon, but it’s totally true. You have the most amazing head of hair on earth, and a killer bod to boot. Now tell me where you got that dress, because it literally took my breath away when I saw you coming down the stairs just now.” 
 
    It was official. She adored Celia. “I made it.” 
 
    Celia gasped. “Oh, my God, I want. Can I find it at Cleone’s?” 
 
    “It’s an original, I’m afraid. A lot of my designs wind up on the racks at Cleone’s, but not everything. The designs I adore the best, I keep only for myself.” 
 
    “Oh hell, now you’ve done it,” Ry drawled while Celia clutched at her chest as if shot. “I know my wife, Winnie Smiley. She’s not going to rest until she gets some kind of version of that dress out of you, mark my words.” 
 
    “This is true.” Celia recovered enough to nod until her thick black hair bounced. “At the very least, to make up for my disappointment, you have to promise to come over tomorrow night and have dinner with me and my crazy tribe. That way I can try to talk you into letting me at least borrow that fab dress.” 
 
    “Um…” At that moment, the front door opened. Winnie turned, hoping it was Des swooping in to save her. Instead, Fin and a hugely pregnant, willowy blonde woman came in. 
 
    “Whoa,” Fin muttered, looking around at the crowd in the foyer while curling an arm around the woman Winnie assumed was his wife, Lilah. “Who called this meeting?” 
 
    “No meeting, man,” Killian said with a shake of his head. “Spice and I were just getting ready to head on out, and Ry and Cel dropped in to invite our houseguest over for a meal.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re here,” Fin announced, waving a hand Winnie’s way. “What do you say, Win? Come on out with Lilah and me and get the hell away from this dump for a few hours.” 
 
    “You all are so friendly,” Winnie couldn’t help but marvel, torn between being overwhelmed and touched by their thoughtfulness. “Do all your guests get such royal treatment?” 
 
    “Truth be told, we wanted make sure you’re here of your own volition,” the blonde said, her tone desert-dry as she shot Killian a speaking glance. “The last time a Brody set a woman up to stay at the main house, she was actually the victim of a kidnapping. This time around, Fin and I decided to make sure you actually want to be here. I’m Lilah, by the way. You’re Winnie?” 
 
    “That’s me.” She found herself laughing with the others while Killian heaved a sigh and again looked to the heavens. As far as she was concerned, he’d earned it. “Thanks for the invitation, Lilah, and for worrying about me. I’m actually having dinner over at Des’s tonight—” 
 
    The front door opened again, and Des strolled through, wearing a crisp white button-down shirt, black jeans and black boots. His hair looked damp and swept back off his brow, and the moment he locked on to the crowd in the foyer, that brow clouded with a thunderous scowl. 
 
    “What the actual fuck,” he muttered, letting the door shut behind him. Then he found Winnie in the crowd and held out an imperious hand. “Winsome.” 
 
    “Desmond.” Two could play at that game. 
 
    His fingers beckoned once. “Get out of there.” 
 
    “Sure.” Slowly, just so he knew she wasn’t about to jump when he barked a damn order, she sashayed her way toward him and slipped her hand into his. Half a second later she was under his arm and glued to his side, the freshly showered scent of soap and man filling her senses until she was almost dizzy with it. “Anything wrong? I get the weirdest feeling you don’t know these people.” 
 
    “Oh, I know these people, all right. That’s why I’m getting you the hell out of here. Have a great night everyone. Don’t wait up.” With that pronouncement, he gently but firmly guided her out the door. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “You know,” Winnie remarked once Des had gotten her into the truck and wasted no time in pointing them down the dirt track that eventually led to his house, “I think you might owe your family an apology once you all meet up again. They were just being nice and making sure someone was looking after me.” 
 
    “Baby girl, that is the last damn thing they were doing, believe me.” 
 
    In the fading light, he saw her brows inch up. “What do you think they were doing?” 
 
    “Getting a good look at you.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped. “Pardon me?” 
 
    “What’s more, they were in mid-wolfpack when I showed up. Another minute and there would’ve been no escape for you.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “They’re nosy, Winsome. They’re always up in everybody’s business even on a good day, but ever since my brothers all settled down—and I nearly died after that bull gored me—they’ve been downright impossible.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    He sighed and searched for the right words. “They’re constantly worrying about me. Asking me if I’m okay because I was forced out of rodeo, and when am I going to start thinking about settling down. It’s like they’ve all lost their damn minds.” 
 
    “They love you, Des. Though I have to admit I’m suddenly more grateful than I’ve ever been that I’m an only child.” 
 
    That made him pause. “As batshit crazy as my siblings have made me over the years, I guess I’m still glad I had them to get me through the tough times. Even Killian, though it’d probably kill both of us if I admitted that out loud.” 
 
    “That reminds me,” she said, turning in her seat to face him better. “Everyone keeps saying things aren’t all that great between you and your oldest brother. Why don’t you two get along? I know I just met him, but Killian seems like a great guy.” 
 
    He shifted in his seat, suddenly less than comfortable in his own skin. “Fin and I are only four months apart in age. When I was dumped on the Brody doorstep, we were too young to understand the implications of that. We were just thrilled to suddenly have a built-in playmate. Ry was that way, too. But Kill…” He gripped the steering wheel with unnecessary force as unwanted memories seeped up from the dark places where he tried to keep them. “Kill was twelve when I showed up, so he understood everything. What’s more, he was a mama’s boy. He was offended on her behalf that I existed, and that I’d come along to ruin their so-called perfect world. He told me to my face more times than I can count that he wished I’d never been born, and that he hated my guts. After a while, I got smart and hated his guts right back, with interest.” 
 
    She winced. “Wow. That’s a lot.” 
 
    “Hell, yeah, it is.” 
 
    “The thing is, he was still just a child, Des. Older than you, yes, but he was still just a child.” 
 
    “The adult me gets that now, but old habits die hard. And hating Kill is a habit I’ve had almost all my life. Maybe I’m too old to change.” 
 
    “That sounds like a load of bull.” She looked out the window as the landscape of rolling hills gave way to rockier terrain, with jutting, toothlike boulders dark with malachite, the semiprecious green stone that gave the ranch its name. “It’s obvious he cares about you now. Didn’t he ever do anything nice for you when you were kids?” 
 
    He was quiet a moment. “Yeah. He did.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “He’d stand guard over me at night whenever our father had to be away on business.” 
 
    He heard her catch her breath. “He did what?” 
 
    “Della, my stepmother and Kill’s biological mother… She was a sick woman, Winsome, no two ways about it. All my brothers swear she was a good woman before I came along. Then I was left on her doorstep, living proof of her husband’s infidelity, and it broke something in her. From one moment to the next, you never knew what that bitch was going to do. I remember one morning shortly after I’d arrived at the ranch, I was sitting at the breakfast table eating some cereal with Fin, when suddenly that woman came up behind me and smashed my face into the bowl and held me there. Broke my damn nose and nearly drowned me in a couple inches of milk and cornflakes. From there the abuse only got worse.” 
 
    “Oh, my God.” The horror in her voice was obvious even as she reached out and curled a comforting hand on his shoulder. “You were just a baby.”  
 
    “Baby or not, that was my life in the Brody household.” He slowed for a bend in the road, then turned on the high beams as the sun at last dipped completely below the horizon. And all the while he drank in the warmth from that little hand on him, supporting him in ways he never knew he’d ever want, much less need. “Like I said, my brothers swear something broke in that woman when I came along, but I don’t know. Seems to me that shit was already inside her, and I was just a convenient excuse for her to let it all out. And she did. Every fucking chance she got, and no one lifted a finger to stop her.” 
 
    “What about your father?” 
 
    “He was the most useless one of all. It was like he wanted all the punishment his wife had to dish out. Only he wasn’t the one she kept attacking.” 
 
    “It was you,” came the soft reply. “The one she kept attacking was you.” 
 
    He nodded, his gut tightening as hellish memories crowded in. “Little kids don’t really get the concept of death, you know? But I did. From the time I nearly died in a fucking cereal bowl I fully understood. I was just one scary-ass step away from death as long as I lived under the same roof as that batshit crazy cunt.” 
 
    That sweet little hand rubbed along his shoulder and arm, and it was the most soothing damn thing he’d ever known. “I can’t imagine what that kind of toxic pressure would do to a child’s mind.” 
 
    “I’d be lying if I said I haven’t had some self-destructive hiccups along the way, but at least I wasn’t totally alone in that house with my own personal monster. The one thing my father did right in keeping me protected was that he made sure I had all kinds of locks on my door. Whenever he had business out of town, Killian would be outside my bedroom at night standing guard, though I doubt he knows I knew he was there.” 
 
    “He was forced to stand guard?” He heard the disbelief in her voice. “All night?” 
 
    He nodded. “You asked if he ever did anything nice for me, so there it is. Kill made sure I didn’t ‘accidentally’ get smothered in my sleep, or some dumb shit like that. I knew he resented me for that, and honestly, who could blame him? He was around fifteen or sixteen at the time when he started guarding me, burdened with the task of literally keeping me alive. If I’d wound up dead, he was the one who would’ve been blamed, not Della. Shit, I guess I would’ve hated me too, if I’d been in Kill’s shoes.” 
 
    “But he doesn’t hate you, Des, and he did make sure you stayed alive.” As they drove into the deepening night, she gave his shoulder one last squeeze before settling back into her seat. Maybe he was crazy, but he missed her hand on him like he’d miss a part of his own body. “You know, I don’t think you hate Killian at all.” 
 
    That surprised him enough to make him glance her way. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “First off, you know how destructive hate can be, so deep down you know hate is never the way to go, unless you want to wind up like that horrible Della person. But more than that, I think you feel so guilty because of all the pressure that was put on Killian that you don’t know what to do with it, so you’ve turned it into something you can manage. Hatred’s easy. Everything else is so much harder.” 
 
    He snorted. “Bullshit.” 
 
    “Okay, let me ask you this. Have you ever thanked Killian for standing guard over you?” 
 
    “I thanked him for picking up my sister so she could become a living donor for me. Liver,” he explained, touching his right ride briefly. “None of my brothers were a match, but Dallas was. So he brought her here.” 
 
    “Aha. So that’s why he kidnapped her.” 
 
    “I actually think he fell for her the moment he saw her. The liver thing and keeping me alive was probably just an excuse to take whatever the hell he wanted.” 
 
    “See? Right there. You’re automatically thinking the worst of him because you have to keep finding new ways to hate him.” 
 
    “So? You automatically thought the worst of me when I kissed you.” He gave her another pointed look. “Guess we both have trust issues, yeah?” 
 
    She made a face. “We’re not talking about me right now, we’re talking about you. And right now I can see you’re doing everything you can to dodge the fact that Killian’s done a lot of good for you, because it screws with your habit of hating him.” 
 
    “So, what do you want me to do? Just forget everything he said when we were kids and sing kumbaya?” 
 
    “Depends on how good of a singer you are. I don’t care what you decide to do when it comes to your brother,” she went on when he made a sound of impatience. “I only know one thing—if you keep holding on to things like grudges and hatred, you kill yourself by inches by holding on to what amounts to be poison.” 
 
    “You think you can tell me about carrying around poison, yet you don’t tell me dick about yourself,” he muttered, his eyes searching out the darkness for the first motion lights on either side of the track leading to his house. “How could you know what it’s like? How do you know I’ll feel better if I let go of all the shit inside me?” 
 
    “I-I just do.” 
 
    “Have you let your personal poison go? Because I’m thinking if you have, you could at least talk to me about it.” 
 
    “At the risk of sounding like a glitch, we’re not talking about me.” 
 
    “Yeah, because we never fucking talk about you. Bottom line—you don’t get to preach to me about making peace with the past unless you convince me you know what the hell you’re talking about. For all I know, you read that shit off a greeting card.” 
 
    “I know exactly what I’m talking about when it comes to letting trauma go and trying to move on with life.” 
 
    He stopped the truck with a jerk and hit a button on the truck’s dashboard. “Prove it.” 
 
    “I…” Her throat seemed to lock up, and she looked out the window as if looking for an escape. When she saw the elegant wood and glass contemporary house before them, with stark, clean diagonal rooflines and panoramic views, her jaw dropped. The shadow of a Lone Sentinel Butte hulking in the purpling gloom beyond matched the slope of the roof, an obvious architectural echo he’d sweated bullets over, but it had been worth the headache. “Wow, this is beautiful. But also, kind of lonely. Is this where you live?” 
 
    “Yeah. And you’re still not answering the question.” 
 
    “What question?” 
 
    “Jesus, you’re a hard nut to crack.” He parked the truck once the garage door rolled open, revealing his babies, a bright orange 1970 Dodge Challenger in mint condition, a Heritage Classic Harley, and in the back workshop area, a battered and well-used four-wheeler ATV. “But you are going to crack, Winsome. I won’t settle for anything less. Now, come on in and let me show you the house. And while I wine and dine you, you’re going to find a way to make peace with losing this battle of wills you’ve got going on, and find a way to trust me.”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    More than anything, Winnie wanted to relax and enjoy Des’s beautiful home, with its soaring cathedral ceilings and prow-shaped wall of windows overlooking the butte and shallow valley below just visible in the falling dark. Southwestern art and artifacts of the Wild West were tastefully displayed on whitewashed walls, and the brass-studded leather furniture looked both luxurious and as durable as the land beyond the windows. A cowhide rug pulled the room together, something her sense of aesthetics would have usually approved of.  
 
    But as Des turned on lights and headed onto a massive deck that jutted out into space over the valley below, with the colors of sunset dimming in the west, all she could focus on was the ball of nerves in the pit of her stomach.  
 
    As far away from her as he was, Des had still managed to corner her. 
 
    She hated the feeling. It was very much like the feeling she’d endured while growing up, waiting for hours behind her closed bedroom door for sounds of her father leaving the house so she could escape. This was almost like that… 
 
    Except for one obvious point. 
 
    Des wouldn’t hurt her.  
 
    The dreadful gnawing in her stomach eased when that one fact crystalized. Des would never hurt her. She believed that with everything inside her, because this amazing man knew what it was to be someone’s victim. He knew, and he hated it just as much as she did. 
 
    He also trusted her, a small voice inside her whispered, reminding her all too clearly of what Dallas had said. There was something in Des that was open to her. If only she could be just as willing to be open, and accept that gift. 
 
    That was one heck of a big if. 
 
    But it was also one heck of a big gift. 
 
    The gift, of course, being Des. 
 
    All she had to do to accept that gift was give the gift of herself.  
 
    Totally.  
 
    Utterly. 
 
    Even the broken parts. 
 
    Those ugly, tainted, broken parts. 
 
    “I hope you’re good with T-bones.” Still looking less than friendly, Des opened accordion-style glass doors with a remote, along with the deck lights. “I’m going to use propane instead of charcoal, because I don’t want even a hint of a charcoal ember getting out for fear of a fire hazard. If you want, I can give you a quick tour of the house before I put the steaks—” 
 
    “Des.” Winnie heard the tremor in her tone and mentally kicked herself. The only pressure she had on her now came from her, not him. If she could remember that she was okay—that she was always okay—she could get through this. “You need to know that I trust you. I do, really. I know you would never hurt me, or judge me for…” She swallowed and forced herself to look him in the eye. “For anything that happened in the past. The thing is, I don’t talk about the past. Ever. So please don’t take it personally.” 
 
    His gaze never wavered from hers. “Not even with your grandmother?” 
 
    “She… knows a little, because she lived in that house of horrors until we both left when I was seventeen. And Cleo knows a little bit, but I couldn’t tell her everything.” She took a calming breath when she realized she was babbling and tried again. “There was only one person I ever revealed absolutely everything to. Just one. And though it’s too late to prove it, I know my father murdered her because he wanted to keep her—and me—silent. That’s why I don’t talk about the past anymore. There’s no point.” 
 
    “Your mother.” Slowly, he came away from the deck’s vast open doors, absently dropping the remote on a side table to take both her hands in his. “Goddamn it.” 
 
    “She’s dead because of me.” She said it flatly, because to allow herself to feel anything now would shatter her all the more, and she didn’t want him to see that. “Do you understand? I told her everything, and it killed her. If I’d just kept my mouth shut, she would still be alive. My talking killed her in the most horrific way imaginable, so I don’t talk. Not about… that.” 
 
    “No, Winsome. No.” In a heartbeat, he dropped her hands to pull her into a crushing embrace, like he wanted to somehow fuse them together and give her his strength. “Able Smiley was evil, top to bottom and all the way through. Swear to Christ, I don’t know how you survived.” 
 
    “I knew I wouldn’t survive after what he did to my mom.” Her voice was small, because every instinct was screaming at her to shut up, shut down, curl up and never come out into the world again. But that was a living death, and she wouldn’t hand that one final victory over to her father. He’d already taken too much of her already. “Call it animal instinct or whatever, but I knew my mother’s death was just the beginning of a new level of hell. He’d crossed some mental line, and when he did—when he took a life and nobody stopped him—it was like he became the devil personified. The only reason I didn’t leave immediately was because of Granny, who was still living at the homestead at that time. If I’d left then, my father told me point-blank that he’d kill Granny, too. She was old, he said. He’d make it look natural. No one would know.” 
 
    “Fuck,” he gritted out, sounding more dangerous than she’d ever heard him. “Fuck.” 
 
    “Luckily Rufus overhead this, so he snuck Granny off the homestead to stay at his place the very next day. That freed me to run, so I did, straight to Cleone and Cleo. But I was still in high school, and since I was technically a minor, my father could have made the police drag me back to the homestead.” 
 
    “Why didn’t he do that? Because you would’ve told the authorities about how he killed your mom?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Like I said, there was no way to prove that. It would have just been my word against his when it came to my mom’s fear of large animals and that she never would have voluntarily gone out there by herself. I mean, she was a farmer’s wife, so who would believe she had a fear of something like horses and cows?” 
 
    “You’ve got that same phobia, or so you said.” 
 
    “I do. Even more so after my mom… died.” She swallowed hard, trying not to shiver at the memory of her mother’s screams mingling with the horse’s. “I was just a kid, so I didn’t believe anyone would listen to me. My father tried using that fear to control me. To force me back home. But I had one ace up my sleeve when he said he’d call the cops to bring me back.” 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    For a long moment she struggled, hating that somehow he’d managed to get her to talk about the very thing she’d buried deep in her soul to silently fester. “I swore to him that I’d tell the police everything he’d ever done to me. Everything he’d done that I’d told my mother about, complete with detailed and… and intimate descriptions. That was something they’d have to believe. So he finally left me alone.” 
 
    “Jesus.” His lips pressed against her temple, her hair, wherever he could reach without letting her go. “No wonder you’ve got your shit locked down so tight you can’t find a way to get free of it. You tried once, and that fucker made your whole world pay for it.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Thank goodness he understood. 
 
    “But he’s dead and gone now, baby girl. He’s rotting in hell where he belongs. Nothing can hurt you anymore.” 
 
    On second thought, maybe he didn’t understand. “It’s over. It’s done. Please let it go.” 
 
    The arms that held her tightened, though somehow there was a feeling in them that made her feel infinitely precious. “If it helps, I’ve already figured out the basics of what that cocksucker did to you.” 
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut as a wave of nausea and shame hit her. “Des—” 
 
    “The fear I see in your eyes whenever I hold you… that fear shouts it out at me, Winsome. Even when you’re smiling. Even when you think no one can see. That’s why I think you need to say it out loud. When you say what he did out loud, that’s letting it out into the world so it can’t wound you anymore, instead of holding it so close it digs into you until you’re a bloody, raw mess. So say the words, baby girl, and let it all out. Let it go. I swear to you now, you’re safe with me.” 
 
    Right. Say it out loud. Let it go. 
 
    Like it was that easy. 
 
    But… 
 
    At least she could give it a try. 
 
    “He…” Without warning, her throat locked up.  
 
    No, no, no, no, no. 
 
    Again his lips pressed against her temple. “It’s okay. I’m right here and I swear I’m not going to go anywhere. I don’t scare that easy. Trust that, believe in me, and say what you need to say.” 
 
    “He would… hunt me.” The words barely escaped the tightness in her throat, and she kept her eyes shut if a futile attempt to avoid the shame and remembered pain. “I would try to stay in my room for as long as I could, and sometimes it would work. There were some days when he would just leave the house, and then I could escape and go to the bathroom or fend off starvation. But a lot of the time he’d lie in wait for me. And when I finally had no choice but to come out, he’d… pounce. Like an animal, he’d be on me. There was no escape.” 
 
    She thought she heard him breathe out, “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” but it was so low she couldn’t be sure. 
 
    “It’s kind of sad to admit it, but I was used to his cruelty by that point. One of my earliest memories is of my father whipping me with his belt. I don’t remember what I did to deserve that sort of punishment, but I do remember he wailed on me until I understood what wishing for death was. That’s something I’ll never forget. I think I was about three or so.” 
 
    “Jesus,” he whispered, and she could hear the thundering of his heart. “Okay. Okay, baby, you’re doing great. Keep going.” 
 
    She swallowed hard and plowed on. “He enjoyed other kinds of cruelty. He never once bought me clothes, knowing full well how humiliating it was to be dressed in rags. Back then, everything I ever had to wear came from my mother or from Granny—whatever they could get at the secondhand store, or what they’d once worn themselves. That’s why I started making clothes at such a young age—it was either that or go naked. I made sure I got good at making pretty things to wear. Not because of any real drive or ambition to be the best, but out of sheer survival. Schoolkids can be just as harsh as any abusive parent, God knows. I spent countless recesses and lunch hours hiding in closets and bathrooms just to avoid bullies who saw my patchwork clothes as an easy target.” 
 
    “You’re the most talented woman I’ve ever met, or will ever meet,” he said, the edges of his voice so rough it was almost unrecognizable. “But as bad as your school life was, we’re not here to talk about clothes and bullies, are we?” 
 
    “In a way, that’s how it started. The… the rapes, I mean. That’s how they started.” There. She said it. Now if she could just get through the rest without throwing up, she’d be all set. “My father didn’t like a dress I’d made to wear for school, or so he said. He caught me coming out of my room one morning, and he wouldn’t let me out of the house. He said the dress I’d made showed too much arm.” 
 
    “Too much arm?” he repeated, clearly flabbergasted. “What the actual fuck, too much arm? What the hell does that even mean?” 
 
    “It was an excuse. Blaming the victim for showing too much whatever—arm, leg, neck, cleavage—is standard practice for a predator. It puts the blame squarely on the woman, and it implies that she was somehow just asking to be savaged. But I promise you, it’s… just… an… excuse. I could have been wearing a burqa, with a frigging death shroud on top of that, and he still would’ve attacked me. That’s who he was. He was a rapist, a child abuser, and when I told my mother what he’d done to me, he became a murderer.” 
 
     “Winsome.” He held her close for another moment or so before he backed up just far enough to look down at her, his arms still locked around her like he was determined to never let go. “I wish to God I’d known you were over there living in hell, no more than a mile from where I was living in another kind of hell.” 
 
    She didn’t know whether to smile or wince at his accurate description. “Why? You were just a kid yourself. What could you have done?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But I would’ve done something, I can guarantee you that.” 
 
    “Then I’m glad you didn’t know,” she whispered, as she tried to picture what that would have been like. “I think you would have killed him.” 
 
    “No great loss. Getting rid of that fucker would’ve done the world a goddamn favor. Green Rock Ranch is bigger than Rhode Island, with plenty of canyons, arroyos, and caves for a person to just fucking disappear into. Who would’ve missed him?”  
 
    Yep. Definitely a good thing he hadn’t known about it. “Luckily, none of that matters now, because my father’s dead, and it’s all in the past. I don’t allow myself to dwell on it, because I refuse to let it consume me. The only thing that matters is the present and future. That’s all I allow in my world.” 
 
    “Yeah?” His arms gave her a brief squeeze. “I’d love to believe that, baby girl.” 
 
    “Believe it.” She raised her chin and wondered why it was suddenly so hard to look him in the eye. “I’m telling you the truth.” 
 
    “You’re telling me what you want to believe, and I get that. But here’s the thing. I keep seeing fear in your eyes when I hold you. I’m seeing it now.” 
 
    Damn it. “No—” 
 
    “You know what that fear tells me? It tells me that while you think you’re over and done with the past, it’s not done with you.” 
 
    A crazy-making flash of frustration shot through her, and she arched back against the arms holding her. “You seriously think I’m afraid? Think about it—you’re holding me this close, just the two of us, miles from any other human being on the planet, and you think I look afraid?” 
 
    “You look pissed off, which is cool with me.” He had the audacity to grin before dropping a quick kiss of her lips and letting her go, causing her to stare at him, aghast. Didn’t he know how contaminated she was? Hadn’t he heard a word she’d said? “I can work with pissed off. How are you at making salads?” Acting like nothing monumental had just happened, and she wasn’t standing there with every nerve exposed and every secret revealed, he headed into the open-plan kitchen with its gleaming natural wood and matte stainless-steel appliances. “That’s all I want to go along with my steak. You good with that?” 
 
    She stared at him. Was that really all he had to say? “Are you serious?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You expect me to eat now? Like, hey, no biggie, I just casually mentioned rape and murder like it was nothing, so let’s eat?” 
 
    “Dinner’s why I invited you over, so dinner is what you’re going to get.” 
 
    Screw that. He wasn’t doing this right. He wasn’t even close to acting the way he should be acting. “I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “As for what I expect, I expect you’ll eventually get hungry while you make sure the line of communication you just opened with me stays open. That took a helluva lot of courage, and I admire that.” 
 
    “I don’t want your admiration.” 
 
    “What do you want?” He opened the fridge and pulled out steaks he’d clearly already prepared before shooting her a glance. “What are your expectations on how things should go from here?” 
 
    “I… don’t know.” The only thing she did know for sure was that she couldn’t imagine ever being hungry again. All she wanted now was to be alone while he took his time figuring out how ugly she was on the inside. “This wasn’t a good idea. I think I want to go back to the main house.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Her pulse paused. “What?” 
 
    “You heard me.” 
 
    “What do you mean, no?” 
 
    “I mean, no, you don’t want to go back to the main house.” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
    “No, you don’t. Or more to the point, you don’t actually want to go to any one specific place. What you want to do is run away from me.” 
 
    She stared at him while that edgy frustration ticked up another notch. “What the hell are you talking about? I know that I want to leave. Now.” 
 
    “No, you want to run. And I know why.” Calmly, he dipped back into the refrigerator and pulled out a bag of field greens and a tomato as big as his fist, and set them on a chopping block at the end of the counter. “Do you?” 
 
    “I’m not going to play guessing games with you.” 
 
    “You want to run because you just revealed all the poisonous shit you’ve been carrying around inside you for fucking years, shit you’ve been too afraid to share with anyone,” he went on as if she hadn’t spoken, looking so devilishly calm and handsome she wanted to scream. “But you finally did it, baby girl. You found the strength, you were brave, and you shared all that shit with me. But now that you have, you can’t figure out how to deal. So you want to run away and hide.” 
 
    “I don’t.” That sounded so cowardly, running away. But God, she had to go. Just go and never look back, because any minute now he’d figure out that she was nothing but ugly trash that wasn’t worthy of being in his life. Better to leave now rather than have him leave first. “Drive me back, or I’ll walk.” 
 
    “No can do, Winsome.” He began washing the tomato while keeping his eyes on her. “You’re the one who let the truth out, so you’re the one who needs to learn how to cope with the fact that you chose to share it with me. No takesies-backsies.” 
 
    She gaped at him. Had she thought he looked handsome? He was an epic ass, and an epic ass couldn’t possibly be handsome. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “I’m serious that you don’t get to take back the trust you gave me just because you’re freaking out. Though I’m not sure why you’re freaking out,” he added, studying her. “Maybe you think now that I know your truth, that poison’s going to become a part of me? Is that it?” 
 
    She wasn’t thinking anything, period. She couldn’t. The need to just go drowned out everything else. “Des—” 
 
    “Or maybe you think I’m going to lose my shit over how you were brutalized by a monster, and now you’re thinking… what, exactly? What is it you think I’m going to do now that I know everything?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Something other than wash fucking produce,” she shot back, flinging a furious hand at him. “You pushed me to tell you everything, to open up a vein and bleed out right here in front of you, so I did. Now you’re just going to act like I’m not dying? Like I’m not damaged for life?” 
 
    “I pushed you to tell me everything so I’d know what I’m dealing with once I get you into my bed. And make no mistake, Winsome, that’s exactly where you’re headed. Whether it’s tonight, or a year from now, your fine ass is destined to be in my bed. What’s more, I’ll bet every damn thing I own that part of you cannot fucking wait for that.” Without warning, he abandoned the kitchen to close in on her in that relentless, stalking gait, and caught her up against him. “As for you dying right here, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me. You’re the most unstoppable beast I know, and I grew up surrounded Kill, Ry and Fin. Making yourself vulnerable to me isn’t going to slow your roll one bit. And as for you being damaged for life…” 
 
    “Yeah?” She sucked in a harsh breath while a dagger pierced her all the way to her soul. “Go on, say it. So what if I am?” 
 
    “That’s the biggest load of shit I’ve ever heard. That piss-stain father of yours could never cripple someone like you—not on a permanent basis. It might have felt like that was the case at the time, and I swear to Christ I get that. But I don’t think you realize just how far you’ve come from that point. I don’t think you see who you are now.” 
 
    She stared at him while his words trickled in through the rage that wasn’t really rage at all. It was more like panic that he’d be disgusted by her. He wasn’t disgusted, though. And he clearly didn’t hate her like she’d hated herself for so long. What a miracle he was. “How far I’ve come? Who I am? I don’t know what you’re talking about. I haven’t gone anywhere. I’m too afraid to even go Dallas or San Antonio with my portfolio to see if I have what it takes to make a name for myself in fashion design. I’ve done nothing with my life.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. Look around you, woman. Look at who you are.” 
 
    “I’m… me.” She shook her head, frustrated. “Just me.” 
 
    “There’s no just anything about you, Winsome. You’re extraordinary.” 
 
    Now she knew he had to be kidding. “No, I’m not.” 
 
    “You create beauty out of nothing. The rest of the world moves from one day to the next without even thinking about how they could make it more beautiful. But not you. You imagine how you can bring beauty into the world, and when you make those imaginings a reality, people love you for it. That’s what I saw when I walked into Cleone’s shop and everyone was gathered around you,” he added with a faint grin. “To my eyes, they were worshipping the woman who brought beauty into their lives. So don’t you dare tell me you’re fucking damaged. Believe me, I know what damaged is, and you’re not that.” 
 
    The stinging in her eyes was back, and she blinked hard to make it go away. “You’re so weird. I share all the ugliness I’ve carried around inside me, and all you do is talk about beauty. It’s like you didn’t hear a word I said.” 
 
    “I heard how you survived. That makes you the most beautiful woman these eyes have ever seen.” Gently he brushed the hair off her brow. “You want to pick a fight with me? Go ahead. Kick and scream and tell me to go to hell. That’s your fighting spirit, and I fucking love it. You think you’re dying just because you shared the most wounded part of your soul with me? Hell, woman, all you did was show me that you’re the least fragile person on this earth. You’re fucking Super Woman.” 
 
    If she was Super Woman, why did he make her want to cry? “Part of me still wants to run from this house and never see you again.” 
 
    He shook his head. “You don’t get to punish me like that because you chose to open up to me.” 
 
    “I didn’t choose, you pushed—” 
 
    “You chose me. I’m damn proud of that fact, so don’t even think about trying to take it back now. It’s mine, and I’m not giving it back.” 
 
    She sighed. “You are really something.” 
 
    “Glad you think so,” came the cocky reply, and she didn’t know whether to laugh or slug him. “And instead of focusing on the part of you that wants to bounce out of here, I think it’s far more important to focus on the part of you that’s staying right where you are. And right where you are is in my arms, baby girl,” he added, his voice deepening. “I’ve noticed that, even if you haven’t.” 
 
    “Sometimes I’m a little slow on the uptake.” It had to be said, because he wasn’t wrong. She wasn’t running. More than that, her hands on his chest no longer pushed him away, and she couldn’t seem to stop looking at him. “Do you really want me in your bed, Des?” 
 
    “I would fucking kill to have you there right now,” he said without missing a beat, clearly not a fan of beating around the bush. “But it doesn’t matter what I want. You’ve got to want to be in my bed before that’s ever going to happen.” 
 
    “You’re the only man I’ve ever wanted,” she said slowly, but meaning every word. After everything she’d put him through the last few minutes, he deserved the truth. “The only one. Because you’re the only man who’s ever made me think I could be more than what I am.” 
 
    “What do you think you are?” 
 
    “Alone.” It was out of her mouth before the thought had fully formed. “Until you, I thought I was—and always would be—alone.” 
 
    “Never.” His mouth found hers for a gentle touch that had the promise of heat behind it. “We would’ve had this conversation way earlier if you’d ever chosen to follow me home like you’d wanted to.” 
 
    “I would have if you’d just said hello.” 
 
    “Hello, Winsome.” He smiled into her eyes. “There. Does that make up for it?” 
 
    Something vital inside her melted like candlewax. “Maybe a little.” 
 
    “Yeah? How ‘bout this?” He shifted a hand down to her thigh, and just like earlier he wrapped her leg around his and leaned into the juncture of her thighs, watching her all the while. Looking for fear, she realized. But the only thing she felt with his body next to hers was a delirium-inducing rush of lust. “Hello, my Winsome.” 
 
    “Hello, my Desmond.” Dizzy joy spun in her chest, so wild she couldn’t name it or begin to understand it, but all at once she felt lighter than air. He knew everything there was to know about her, and he didn’t care. God, what a treasure. “I’ve always wanted this, deep down. I’ve wanted you to be…” 
 
    Slowly he rubbed his body against hers, and the friction of it nearly made her swoon. “What?” 
 
    “I’ve always wanted you to be my first. My real first.” Of all the truths she’d shared tonight, that was by far the most terrifying. Maybe he didn’t want her after all… 
 
    For only a moment he closed his eyes, and she had no idea what to make of that. Then, when he opened them again, they burned over her like he’d die if he didn’t commit everything about her to memory. 
 
    “You sure you’re not hungry right now?” 
 
    Her heart somersaulted as hope rocketed. “I’m sure.” 
 
    “Good.” With that, he took her hand and led her toward the stairs.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Winnie’s heart thudded against her sternum as Des led her up the open-riser stairs. She’d expected to be greeted with maybe a hall with rooms hidden behind closed doors, so her eyes widened in surprise when they entered a massive loft area that was clearly Des’s personal space.  
 
    At least half the cavernous loft was taken up by a disorganized mishmash of work and mancave-necessities. An impressive entertainment system set against the far wall appeared to have all the bells and whistles—a large, curved smart TV, streaming and gaming consoles, along with another screen, a Pro Display monitor that she would have killed for. The furniture surrounding it was similar to the furnishings from downstairs—big, overstuffed, and built for ultimate comfort. 
 
    Clearly, Des insisted on only the finest of everything. 
 
    No surprise there. 
 
    There was also a workstation of sorts, a glass and wooden wraparound desk with three monitors, wireless keyboard and printer, and several topographical maps and what appeared to be satellite photos pinned to a corkboard behind the desk. A framed black and white photo of a Black Angus bull hung next to the corkboard, but there were no personal framed photographs of actual people. Not even of his brothers, and it made her shake her head. 
 
    “You’re like me. No pictures of family anywhere to be found,” she added when he looked to her questioningly. “I’m sure you noticed I have sketches and photos of my designs tacked up all over my apartment, but that’s work. There’s nothing…” 
 
    “Personal?” 
 
    “Loved.” She smiled wryly. “Which is okay, I guess. I’m not interested in love, and I can see you’re not, either. We display what’s important to us. Like your work.” Her eyes fell on the portrait-sized black and white photo of the butte she’d seen earlier hanging over a massive four poster bed.  
 
    Like that, the bed was suddenly all she could see. 
 
    Not surprising, really. That was a seriously huge bed.  
 
    “I’m not going to ask you every five seconds if you’re okay.” The sound of his voice made her jump. When she glanced at him, she realized he’d come to a stop—probably because she’d come to a stop in order to stare at a bed that was probably bigger than the footprint of her apartment. “Nothing kills a mood faster than a worry-troll, so I’m not going there. What I am going to do is rely on you to sing out if you need to tap the brakes, because you’re going to be as honest with me as possible. Say you understand me, Winsome.” 
 
    She understood that he was asking her if she was okay, and that Brody-rough attentiveness made her relax as if by magic. “Yeah, I understand.” Then she thought about it. “Wait, let’s be clear. How honest?” 
 
    He took a moment to mull it over. “Like telling me if the sight of my cock is going to make you scream.” 
 
    She couldn’t help it. She burst out laughing. “Not unless it’s weird.” 
 
    “I definitely do not have a weird cock.” 
 
    “You sure about that?” 
 
    “Get over here, right the fuck now, and find that out for yourself.” 
 
    Her smile faded. It was a test, and they both knew it. Because she didn’t want to fail—a failure of herself far more than him—she did as he instructed and reached for his belt buckle with hands that only slightly shook. Before they reached their destination, he caught her to him and pulled her into a kiss that both dominated and cherished. His touch worked on her like a miracle, burning away much of the anxiety by reminding her that this was exactly where she wanted to be. With a kiss, he set her free of the dread that the concept of intimacy brought, and allowed her to simply enjoy. 
 
    Enjoy the hungry pressure of his lips on hers. 
 
    Enjoy the heated solidity of his chest crushing against her. 
 
    Enjoy the confident strength of the arms wrapping around her like she was his personal answer to all his questions. 
 
    Enjoy the undeniable bulge of his cock pressing against her pelvis, and the thrilling knowledge that she was the one he desired. 
 
    Oh, yes. There was a lot to be enjoyed in that kiss. 
 
    But all too soon, it wasn’t enough. 
 
    A faint moan whispered from her as the achiness deep in her belly spread lower, down to the intimate folds between her legs. She pulsed there, a shuddery kind of throb that came with heat and wetness, so much so it took her breath away. 
 
    Oh, God, she felt good.  
 
    And needy.  
 
    And empty. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    “You want me, don’t you, Winsome?” His words feathered over her lips still pulsing from the imprint of his, and she loved even that faint caress. “I hear it in those little moans and feel it in how your hips are rocking against mine. You want me. Say it.” 
 
    She was shocked to discover he was right. Her hips were, in fact, rocking against him, just like he said. Now he wanted her to say it with more than just body language. 
 
    She could do that. 
 
    “I…” Her heart somersaulted, because she knew there would be no going back from this final off-ramp he was offering her. So be it. “I want you, Des. I want you. Only you.” 
 
    “You got me.” His hand fisted on her hair to hold her still for a rough kiss that spoke volumes of rising hunger, before he backed away a handful of inches. “Love that dress, baby girl, but I need it gone. Take it off, and let me watch.” 
 
    That was unexpected enough to make her eyes widen. “You mean you want me to… to strip? Like a striptease?” 
 
    “I mean, I want you naked right the fuck now.” 
 
    Oh. 
 
    “There will be times when I’ll give myself the pleasure of unwrapping you like the priceless gift you are,” he went on while she blushed at her probably kinky assumption. “But for tonight, it’s all about you controlling how this shit goes, so I’m not going to go at you like an animal.” 
 
    She took a steadying breath. “I appreciate that.” 
 
    “What I am going to do is watch you make all the decisions yourself, and I’m going to enjoy every damn minute of it. Now… that dress. Get rid of it.” 
 
    Automatically her hands went to the lace-up tie in the back of the form-fitting bodice. “Aren’t you going to, you know… get naked, too?” 
 
    “Patience, woman. There we go.” He sucked in an audible breath as she shimmied out of the sundress, then caught it to drape it over the desk, the closest thing to her. Then she turned to face him in nothing but a white strapless bra and matching thong, and tried to figure out how not to die of awkwardness. 
 
    “I hope you like the bra, since you’re the one who bought it for me,” she managed, her voice only a little higher than normal. “It goes perfectly with this thong, don’t you think?” 
 
    A rough breath that did wonders for her ego escaped him. “What I think is that you’re a fucking vision of feminine perfection, Winsome Smiley. Winsome doesn’t begin to cover it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered, grateful both for the words and the ego boost. Automatically she reached for the bra catch, but he held up a staying hand. 
 
    “You can keep the rest on for now. I want you to get used to being like this in front of me while you come back over here and undress me. Start with my shirt.” 
 
    “There’s going to come a day when I won’t appreciate the instructions.” Some inherent streak of independence insisted she speak, even as she closed in on him to work on the buttons ranging down his crisp white shirt. “Just so you know.” 
 
    “Just so you know, I’m thrilled to hear you’re thinking like that. When that day comes, it’s gonna mean you’re getting naked because you’re so damn hot for me you can’t imagine doing anything else when we’re together, and I fucking love that idea. You’re not there yet, but that’s okay. I’m not shy when it comes to giving orders. Now wait a second while I get my boots off, and then you can go to town on getting me out of my pants.” 
 
    “Not shy,” she repeated, her gaze roaming over him as she stripped off his shirt and discovered a shocking number of scars covering a torso that otherwise seemed to be carved by a master’s hand. A C-shaped scar as big as her hand went from the beginning of his left underarm to curl over his solid pectoral muscle all the way up to his shoulder, long-healed and white against his naturally golden-hued skin. “Shy is the last word I’d use to describe you.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Satisfied now that his boots were out of the way, Des straightened and spread his arms wide in obvious invitation for her to get started on his jeans. “What words would you use to describe me, baby girl?” 
 
    “Beautiful.” It came out before she could give it a thought, while she concentrated on figuring out how his belt buckle worked. It was one of those heavy deals with a hook in the back, and it took her a couple seconds. When she finally got it, she had no idea if she felt more satisfaction or a late onset of trepidation. “Strong. Scarred. Is that what the bull did to you?” she added, starting to reach out to a massive scar spanning his entire middle, only to pull back at the last second when she realized what she was doing. 
 
    “It’s okay, it doesn’t hurt.” As if to prove it, he caught her hand and pressed it against the chevron-like shape that ranged across his torso. “Scalpels make neat lines like this, not bulls, baby girl. This is the surgical scar I got from when the docs transplanted a bit of Dallas’s liver into me. She has a matching scar, so she says her bikini days are over. This ugly mess of scarring over on the right is what the bull did to me. Thrashed me up good and proper,”  
 
    “Oh.” For some reason, the sight of that messy knot of horrific scarring, still red from its relative newness, made something inside her cringe at the pain he must have endured. Instinctively she caressed a hand over it as if trying to wipe it away before bending down to kiss it. “That nasty bull. I wish I could erase the pain that made these scars.” 
 
    “Winsome. Baby.” Des’s tone resonated with something she’d never heard from him before, and it brought her attention back to his face. Her breath caught at how fiercely his eyes burned over her, and for a moment she thought he looked almost angry. But the achy-sweet pulsing between her thighs told her a different story, and all at once she knew, beyond any doubt, that this was the face of absolute hunger.  
 
    For her. 
 
    “You don’t even have to try to be the sexiest woman the world’s ever known, do you?” As he spoke, he slow-walked her backwards toward the edge of his massive bed, not stopping until her butt bumped against its edge. “Does it really bother you that I got hurt and have the scars to show for it?” 
 
    “I don’t mind the scars.” She shook her head, horrified he might misunderstand. “Scars are just proof that you came up against something that tried to end you, but couldn’t. I just wish that with a touch—” again she brushed her hand over the scar tissue, “I could make the memories of pain disappear. That’s all.” 
 
    “I’m glad you understand that, baby girl, because that’s what I’m doing with you now.” He bent and kissed her long and deep, and she was fast becoming addicted to the sensual sweep of his tongue. As his mouth seduced hers, his hand trailed down her back to slide past her thong, cupping her butt to pull her firmly against him. His jeans were now undone, giving her a far better sense of just how impressively big that bulge really was. Her pulse quickened, as much from exhilaration as from anything else. “Keep that in mind now, yeah? My immediate goal is to wipe out the pain of your past. The quickest way I know how to do that is to eat that pussy of yours so thoroughly, you forget everything but me. What do you think of my plan?” 
 
    She gasped, shocked, vaguely horrified, and thoroughly aroused. “What?” 
 
    “Your Quaker roots are showing. Call me crazy, but I fucking love that.” His smiling mouth claimed hers once more as the hand at her butt traveled around her hip and slid with bold confidence past the barrier of her thong and into the cleft between her thighs. 
 
    Whoa. 
 
    “Ah, my sweet baby girl. You’re wet for me.” The words barely registered as two fingers explored her cleft. Her thigh muscles quivered, and she wasn’t sure whether or not to follow the instinct to close her legs tightly when a sharp jolt of pleasure exploded all thought processes. “God, you’re such a miracle. I love that you want me so much you soak my fingers, even when your brain’s telling you to run. You must be aching for me to fuck you.” 
 
    “I…” She had no clue what he just did to her. All she knew was that she needed for him to never stop. “Des, please. Please.” She didn’t know what she was pleading for him to do. All she knew was that if those fingers stopped massaging her channel, she knew without any doubt that she’d die. 
 
    “Please, what?” His voice was full of confidence, because he knew exactly what the hell he was doing to her, and like he said, he wasn’t shy about hiding it. He seemed downright pleased that he could turn her into a quaking mess with just a caress or two. “Do you want to come with me finger-fucking you? Or do you want to come with my mouth eating you out?” 
 
    “Why not both?” Seriously, the questions he came up with. 
 
    “Greedy.” A velvety laugh escaped him even as he coaxed her to lean her butt back onto the edge of the mattress. She was glad for the support; any second now her legs were going to give out on her completely. “But I suppose I can give you what you want. Just know that when you come the second time, I’m going to want to be inside you. First climax is my gift to you, because I’m generous like that. But the second one we share.” 
 
    Her body thrummed with the pleasure he gave her, and there was no way she could stop her hips from moving as she rubbed that indescribably sweet spot harder against his touch. “Des,” she whispered between shallow breaths. “Stop talking.” 
 
    “Make me.” With his free hand he pulled on her hair to tilt her face up, and suddenly she knew exactly how to shut him up. Hungrily she pulled his mouth down to hers, driven to wallow in the taste of him even as a delicious tightening began deep in her belly. It was almost scary, that wild intensity of sensation, pulling on every nerve and muscle until it was all she knew. For a moment she teetered on the precipice of sanity before that unbearable tension inside her snapped. 
 
    Oh, God. 
 
    She only vaguely heard the cries that tore out of her, her eyes squeezing shut and head flinging back as ecstasy ripped through her. It was so pure it was a kind of torture to endure, yet she wanted to endure it forever. Before she was ready to leave that utter blissful madness, it began to slip away. Then her muscles gave out and she collapsed back against the bed, her bones turning to water while tingling euphoria swamped every corner of her newly enlightened soul. 
 
    “Wow.” Her nerve endings jangled, wildly hypersensitive, and she was all but certain her brain had melted. “That was… wow.”  
 
    Des came into view, his hands sinking into the mattress on either side of her head so he could grin down at her. “Glad you liked it. First orgasm of your life?” 
 
    Dear God, was nothing sacred? “Did you really just ask that?” 
 
    “Yep. Was it?” 
 
    Geez. “So what if it was?” 
 
    “So, I’m pretty damn happy it was with me. You know what else I’m happy about?” 
 
    “I’m afraid to even hazard a guess.” 
 
    “I’m glad that you’re loving this, even though we haven’t even gotten to the good part yet.” 
 
    “Oh, you gem,” she blurted, not even bothering to check herself. There wasn’t any reason to at this point. He knew everything about her, even the fact that consensual intimacy was literally virgin territory for her. “What’s next? A symphony playing the 1812 Overture? A massive fireworks display?” 
 
    If anything, his grin widened. “Better than that.” 
 
    At once, the sweet lassitude that had liquefied her bones vanished, and in its place crackled an eager breathlessness. “I’m new to this. What could possibly be better than an orgasm?” 
 
    “Orgasms are always better when you’re naked. So get naked, baby girl, and let me prove it to you.” 
 
    She never moved faster in her life, and within seconds her now-soaked thong and bra were gone. “What about you? You said the second time was going to be shared.” 
 
    “It will be, but first I’ve got to prime the pump again.” He caught her by the nape to kiss her, his invading tongue showing her exactly what another part of his anatomy was destined to do before leaving her long enough to open a nightstand drawer. “You’re not on any kind of birth control, right?” 
 
    She waited for the anxiety to hit, and smiled in relief when only a thrill of excitement made her head spin. “Right. Is that going to be a problem?” 
 
    “Nope. Bought these the other day because I’m an optimistic kind of guy.” He tossed her a small box, then undid the remainder of the fastenings of his black jeans, but didn’t pull them off. “Get one out, and I’ll show you how to put it on me.” 
 
    Curiously, she turned the box around. “Ah. Condoms.” A wild flutter in her tummy had her hands almost shaking with anticipation. “I’m not an expert, but I’m pretty sure you need to take your pants off first.” 
 
    “I told you—that’s your job. Prove you want me inside you.” He held his arms out, palms raised. “Get a condom out, then come over here and get me the hell out of these pants.” 
 
    “My pleasure.” Practically hyperventilating, she opened the box and got a foil packet out. Then, once she had the condom in hand, she grabbed the denim at his waist, looked up into his eyes, and pulled the jeans and the boxer-briefs underneath down his legs. 
 
    Oh, boy. 
 
    Well. 
 
    That explained why his bulge was so noticeable. 
 
    “That’s my Winsome.” Without fanfare, he kicked off the last of his clothing while his intense gaze never wavered from her. “Give me your hand.” 
 
    Without a word she did so, and all the while her heart pounded so hard she thought she might faint. But not with fear, which was a vast relief. This time it was sheer, unadulterated arousal that had her wound up so tight she thought she might die of it. 
 
    “Take the condom and place it here, like this.” He helped her position the circle of Latex at the purpling tip of his rock-hard cock. “Now roll it on.” 
 
    She did exactly as instructed and smoothed the thin barrier in place. Then she let her hand linger on his impressive stiffness, following some hitherto-unknown instinct to explore new realms. 
 
    And Des’s red-hot, granite-hard cock was definitely a new realm for her. 
 
    “I didn’t expect you to be so… big.” She didn’t put any thought into what she said. She was far too preoccupied with learning the feel of him, from his impressive length and thickness, to the scorching heat that burned against her palm, to every bump and ridge. “I’m not sure that I, uh… can take all of you.” 
 
    “Don’t overthink it. In fact, don’t think at all. Just feel. Lie back.” 
 
    “Des—” 
 
    “Now, baby girl. Lie back on the bed and put your feet on my shoulders. I’m going to make sure I take such good care of you by licking every inch of that sweet pussy of yours, you’re going to forget all about worrying whether or not you can take me.” 
 
    “But are you sure about—” 
 
    “I’m positive you’re going to love this. Now do as you’re told and relax while I take my dessert ahead of dinner.” With that, he coaxed her back onto the mattress once more, knelt between her legs with his hands spreading her intimate folds, and moved in. 
 
    “Oh…God.” This time she said it out loud, because there was no way she could hold it back. She hadn’t been at all sure she wanted his mouth in such an intimate place, but wow. 
 
    Seriously, wow. 
 
    She was now a firm believer the man knew exactly what he was doing. As such, she needed to let the expert show her what she’d been missing, and be grateful for it. 
 
    So very grateful. 
 
    Again and again his tongue flicked her channel, making the muscles in her thighs quiver and her body writhe in an excess of pleasure. It was never-ending, this sweet bliss his touch gave her. And honest to God, that mouth of his knew exactly what to do and where to go. He knew her anatomy better than she did, and when his lips locked down on her to suck on her like she was his favorite kind of candy, she couldn’t stop the near-shrieks with every shattered breath. Every part of her was locked onto that one pleasure-point, and he relentlessly tormented her until she was sure she’d die of it. 
 
    Yes. Yes. 
 
    The sensations tightening every muscle in her body rushed up to a crescendo, and just as she was on the verge of falling head over heels into it, he brought his mouth away from her, flung her legs over his shoulders, and entered her in one smooth thrust. 
 
    Madness. 
 
    “God… yes.”  
 
    It was everything, that merging of his body with hers.  
 
    Miraculous. 
 
    Blissful. 
 
    Breathtaking.  
 
    Never before had she felt such perfection, but she had no time to appreciate just how ideally he fit between her legs. When he rolled his hips and seated himself fully into her, every cell in her body exploded. It was the sweetest ecstasy the universe had ever known, an ecstasy she would never forget, an ecstasy she’d live and die trying to replicate. She couldn’t survive this amount of pleasure, but dear God, she sure as hell would spend the rest of her life chasing it again and again and be happy for the chance. 
 
    A heartbeat later it was his turn to cry out, the tendons in his strong neck popping out as his head flung back in a spasm of delight that she adored watching. And she kept on watching him, mesmerized, as he gave two more powerful thrusts before at last semi-collapsing onto her, catching himself at the last minute on his forearms while his cock stayed buried inside her. That was when she realized all her appendages were wrapped around him in a desperate kind of stranglehold, but she couldn’t seem to make herself give him up just yet. 
 
    Somehow, from this moment on, she suspected she’d feel incomplete without him inside her. 
 
    “Hate to say I told you so, but I told you so.” Breathless, he raised his head just far enough to look down at her, and the softness in his eyes made her soul melt. “Your body was made to take all of me.” 
 
    “That was life-altering.” The words blurted out of her, but she didn’t care. He needed to know that if she had an ounce of energy left, she would have given him a standing ovation. “Seriously, I’m such a fan of this sex stuff now. I had no idea it could be like… like…” 
 
    “Like getting a glimpse of heaven?” 
 
    Thank goodness he felt it, too. “Exactly.” 
 
    “It’s always going to be like this between you and me, you have my word on that.” Slowly he pulled out, and all the while his eyes never left hers. “Sex between a man and his woman should always be like glimpsing heaven.” 
 
    She grimaced. “Yeah, well, it’s not.” 
 
    “Don’t.” The harshness in his tone made her gaze snap back to his, and she could see the anger there. But there was no anger in the hand that smoothed the hair from her face, telling her without words that his fury wasn’t meant for her. “Listen to me good, ‘cause I’m only saying this once. You’ve never had sex before tonight. Don’t you forget that. You came to my bed a virgin in the truest sense of the word, and you freely gave that precious gift to me and no other man. Only me. That’s the truth of what just happened here, so you let that sink in until it’s the only truth you know.” 
 
    She took in a slow breath. “Okay.” 
 
    “I’m not mad at you.” As if to prove it, he bent and pressed his lips to her brow. “Just trying to get a point across. The hell you went through—fuck me, the hell any rape victim goes through—has nothing to do with what we just did. This was a perfect giving between you and me. An equal fucking and getting fucked. An open sharing of getting off, and a masterpiece that should go into the Hall of Fame of Perfect Fucks. And if you have any doubt left in your head, I’m going to be forced to spend the rest of the night with my head between your legs, making you come so hard you can’t do anything but scream. Any questions?” 
 
    She pressed a hand to her thundering heart and wondered how she could find a way to stay in this miraculous man’s life for the rest of hers. “Could we eat first? Clearly I’m going to have to keep my strength up, if those are your plans for me.”  
 
    His scowl vanished into a reluctant chuckle before he pulled her into a bone-cracking hug. “Yeah, I did promise you steak, didn’t I? But after that, your ass is back in my bed, and we spend the rest of the night tangled up in each other. Sound good to you?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” she responded so quickly he laughed again.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    The sun was all the way up when Winnie let herself into the main house and quietly shut the door behind her. Not that this was the legendary Walk of Shame, she scolded herself when she found herself tiptoeing toward the sweeping staircase. It wasn’t. First, she had nothing to be ashamed of. She was a grown woman, free to do what she pleased. 
 
    And it pleased the heck out of her to do Des. 
 
    Second, there was absolutely no reason to sneak around like she was some sketchy thief in the night. She was alone here. All the Brody brothers had houses of their own somewhere on the property that was approximately a gazillion times bigger than the town of Bitterthorn itself. The main house was strictly a place of business, with the odd guest or two thrown in to be pampered, Brody-style. Dallas was the office manager, of course, but she wouldn’t be in for another hour, so there was absolutely no one there to—  
 
    “’Morning, Winnie. Man, I still love that dress.” 
 
    It was a wonder she didn’t jump out of her skin as she whirled around. “Celia! Holy crap, you startled me.” 
 
    Sipping from a mug Winnie recognized as one of the main house’s, Celia’s dark brows rose. “I did? Sorry, I just sort of assumed you smelled the coffee and knew you weren’t alone in the house.” 
 
    “Coffee?” Winnie breathed in the unmistakable aroma, then sighed. This was the kind of moment where facepalms were born. “Right. Smells good.” 
 
    “It is good, and we’ve got Danishes and donuts to go along with it, fresh from Lucy’s Bakery in town. It used to belong to Pauline Padgett, but she retired a few years ago.” 
 
    That sounded yummy, except for one teeny problem. “Wait. Did you say we?” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re all here.” Celia gave her a funny look. “Didn’t anyone tell you we were coming over?” 
 
    “No.” Though that would have been nice. 
 
    “Oopsie. Well, we’re here. Us girls, I mean. The guys have already been up and out of our collective hair for well over an hour. Rancher’s hours are hell, girlfriend,” she added, heading back toward the kitchen. “Come on in and take a load off. We’ve been waiting for you.” 
 
    “I’m, uh, just going to run upstairs to change super-quick.” Hoping that sounded polite and not at all freaked out, Winnie waved her farewell and jetted upstairs. But as fast as she moved, her mind was speeding along even faster. Why were they all here? Her hope of getting some alone-time to digest the plot twists life had thrown at her went up in smoke, while her brain shot off in a thousand different directions. 
 
    Why were they all there waiting for her? 
 
    She wasn’t used to dealing with her own family that often, much less someone else’s. And no doubt about it, Des had lots of family. The family in Bitterthorn, at any rate. They were billionaires and jetsetters. A single word from them could send the stock market soaring or delving into a nail-biting recession. She had no doubt they spent more money in a single day on living expenses than she did in an entire month. They were top-tier, and she was…  
 
    What was she, exactly? 
 
    The kid who used to wear rags to school. 
 
    And now… 
 
    Now, all their women waited for her downstairs. 
 
    Why, though? 
 
    Why were they there? 
 
    Judgment, she thought, even as her skin iced over and her stomach knotted sickly. Of course they had to sense she was nowhere close to being good enough for Des. Maybe even a few of them remembered her from school and her painfully stitched-together clothes. Why else would they have gathered downstairs? The Brody wives were waiting to pounce on her the moment she came through the door to remind her of her place in the world. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    And damn them, too. 
 
    Her place was anywhere she wanted to be, Winnie decided, the old anger boiling just beneath the surface as she went to the closet to see what outfit would be right for running the gauntlet waiting for her. Middle school and high school had taught her how to play this game, and she hated it. But hate it or not, she’d be damned if she was going to meekly wait for them to wolfpack her without at least dressing for the occasion. 
 
    Tight-lipped, she gathered up her newest two-piece creation and headed for the bathroom for a quick change and makeup overhaul. She might be all on her own, but she’d make sure they understood she was a wolf, too. And the last thing she was going to do was show up in rags. 
 
    Ten minutes later, she walked into the kitchen, jaw locked, head high and strutting her best on the spangly espadrilles Des had lost his mind over. Half-expecting the conversation to come to a screeching halt when she entered, she was somewhat baffled when Celia, Dallas and Lilah barely looked up from an iPad propped up in a holder on the kitchen’s massive island. 
 
    “’Morning, glory.” Dallas waved a cheery hand while Lilah beamed at her, confusing her even more. So, their plan to wolfpack her started off with…being nice? “Want some coffee while you laugh at Celia’s never-ending attempts to teach us how to… wait, what’s that dance move called again, Cel?”  
 
    “Flossing,” Celia said with a long-suffering sigh while Lilah, in all her pregnant majesty, got up from her stool at the counter to snag a new mug from the glass-fronted cabinet. “Winnie, please tell me you can floss, and oh, my God, I love what you’re wearing. Can I get one of those outfits at Cleone’s Closet when Des is done being crazy and overhauling that entire freaking property that’s not even his?” 
 
    “This set is a prototype, but just tell me what colors you want, and, uh… I guess I’ll take care of it.” Winnie tried not to gape at the women, who were all so relaxed and happy to apparently just hang out without launching an immediate attack on her. That was weird. Why else were they all there, if not to make her life as uncomfortable as possible? “And I can floss fairly well if I start out nice and slow. Once I get a rhythm going, I’m off to the races.” 
 
    “Sounds like sex,” Dallas muttered to Lilah, who chuckled and headed for the coffeemaker. 
 
    “As far as I’m concerned,” the pregnant blonde drawled as she poured the steaming dark liquid, then allowed Celia to take it from her so she could deliver it to Winnie, “flossing is always going to mean a hygienic necessity you do with your teeth, or maybe on that rare occasion referring a bad-fitting thong. I’ll leave all the dance moves to you two cool kids. Or three, if Dallas ever figures it out.” 
 
    “No way, honey.” Dallas laughed, a rich, throaty sound that seemed to make the world brighter. “I’ve got more important things to do with my life.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Celia wanted to know as she handed the mug over to a paralyzed Winnie. “Like what?” 
 
    “Like,” Dallas said, glancing Winnie’s way, “being a total obnoxious nosey parker with my new bestie Winnie, who’s currently trying to be invisible over there. Grab a seat, Win,” she invited, nudging the stool next to her with her foot. “Come on, you might as well make yourself comfortable and tell us how your date went with Des last night.” 
 
    “Since she came in this morning wearing the same dress she had on last night, I think we can all guess how last night went. Ignore us, Winnie,” Lilah smiled, reaching over to hand her some napkins, then scooted a pink bakery box full of sugary goodness her way. “We’re all married ladies now with no excitement in our lives. Well,” she added fairly as she picked out a chocolate-glazed donut for herself, “except for when your husband bellows at you just because you let an unexpected newborn calf drop on your head.” 
 
    Winnie blinked, not sure if she was joking. “I’m sorry?” 
 
    Lilah rolled her eyes. “I’m a vet, specializing in farm animals. These things happen every now and again.” 
 
    “You mean they happen to you,” Dallas snickered. “I’ve never actually heard of any other vet getting bonked on the head by a baby calf falling straight out of the birth canal.” 
 
    “Hey, in my defense, that heifer had already given birth to one calf. Its twin was quite the surprise package, but at least it had a soft landing.” Lilah posed triumphantly with her donut. “Me.” 
 
     “You’re lucky Fin’s letting you go back to work today.” Celia gave her a look over the rim of her coffee before turning her attention back to Winnie. “But Lilah’s right, hon. We’re boring and married now, so I’m all for living vicariously through you and experiencing that first wild rush of starting up a new relationship.” 
 
    “Is it a relationship? Not that I’m meddling,” Dallas added hastily. “I’m totally not meddling. I was just wondering, all casual-like, about how serious you and my little brother are, and if you two might be seeing each other again in the near future. You know, kind of like an actual dating couple, which I think would be fabulous.” 
 
    “But she’s totally not meddling,” Lilah laughed while Celia just shook her head. “She. Would. Never.” 
 
    “Okay, so maybe I’m meddling a little, but can you blame me? According to Killian, Des has never brought a woman onto the property to stay longer than a party, and he absolutely never invites them over to his private sanctuary. I mean, you guys know where he lives.” 
 
    “Such a lonely place,” Lilah sighed and took a bite of chocolate-covered goodness. “Beautiful design, but it just might be the loneliest place I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Dallas nodded. “It’s so way the hell and gone, it’s like South Texas’s version of Superman’s Fortress of Solitude. Until now I thought he’d never allow anyone into his private little world.” 
 
    “Seriously?” That got Winnie’s attention in a big way, and for no reason at all the breath backed up in her lungs. “Are you sure about that, Dallas? He’s, uh, very worldly when it comes to women.” No way in hell was she going to tell Des’s doting big sister that he was a freaking animal in the sack. But it had to be said—the man knew his way around a woman better than most gynecologists. 
 
    “I’ve known Des pretty much my whole life, so I can guarantee that what Dallas says is true,” Lilah offered, daintily wiping at her mouth with a napkin. “He was a real player on the rodeo circuit, racking up the buckle-bunnies like he was on a mission to break all scoring records—” 
 
    “Buckle-bunnies?” 
 
    “I knew I liked you,” Celia remarked before anyone could answer. “You might have lived in Bitterthorn your whole life, but you’re like me—totally at a loss when it comes to rodeo terms and all that ranch-life stuff. Buckle-bunnies are basically girls who chase anything wearing a rodeo buckle—the equivalent of a trophy.” 
 
    “Think of boy-band groupies,” Lilah added. “That’s your basic buckle-bunny.” 
 
    “Got it.” So that’s where Des got his female anatomy lessons. Impressive. 
 
    “But that’s all in the past.” Dallas waved a dismissive hand, clearly on a protective big-sister kick. “We’re talking about the present, which includes you being driven out to Des’s house. What’d you think of it? Isn’t it gorgeous? He designed it himself. See? You have so much in common. You’re both so creative.” 
 
    Winnie’s jaw dropped. “He designed that house?” 
 
    “I’m not surprised he didn’t tell you. Getting my brother to open up about things can be…well, a bit difficult. After we were separated, Des and the rest of the Brody boys had what you would call a rough upbringing—” 
 
    “No kidding,” Lilah muttered into her mug. “I was there to witness a lot of the blow-ups, and it was about as bad as you can imagine.” 
 
    “So,” Dallas went on with a shrug, “it made them all a bit skittish about reaching out to people.” 
 
    “Reaching out to people can be a scary thing when you’ve had a bad upbringing,” Celia added. “Something like that could eventually mean closeness, and closeness means having to open up and trust someone not to hurt you. That’s a tough nut to crack when you’ve been hurt by someone, like family, during your growing-up years.” 
 
    Winnie thought about her reflexive need to run from Des only seconds after sharing her darkest secrets. She knew she had trust issues, of course. But with their perspective—from the outside looking in—she could see just how crippling those trust issues might become if she wasn’t careful. “I see.” 
 
    “He’s not irreparably broken, though,” Dallas went on, clearly misunderstanding Winnie’s reserved response. “That’s the point I’m trying to make. Des has wasted no time in getting you here so he can share his part of the world with you. In fact, he’s opening up in a way I’ve never seen him do before, and it’s great to see th—” 
 
    “Winsome?”  
 
    She jumped at the sound of Des calling her name a second or two before he appeared in the kitchen doorway. When he took in the scene before him, his gaze bouncing from face to face, a long sigh escaped him. “Well, shit. I can see I’m too late.” 
 
    Winnie blinked. “Too late? For what?” 
 
    “To warn you that every Tuesday and Thursday, the girls gather here at the home office for coffee and gossip, and whatever the hell else they do. I didn’t want you to freak out if you happened to hear someone moving around in the house before office hours.” 
 
    “Oh, I already managed to scare the crap out of her,” Celia volunteered brightly. “But we made up for it with coffee and donuts. Want one?” 
 
    “I’m good, thanks. You good?” He looked directly to Winnie, looking her over as if expecting to see fresh cuts and bruises. More ashamed than ever over her wild assumption that the friendly women around her had gathered there to attack her, she had to dig deep for a smile. 
 
    “I’m always okay. I thought you were on your way to work,” she added, hoping to change the subject. “Something about a water tower?” 
 
    “Fuck that headache of a tower. I’ve got something I want to show you anyway, so come on…” He stopped and stared at her footwear. “Winsome.” 
 
    Oy. “Desmond.” 
 
    “Didn’t we talk about those deathtraps?” 
 
    She also looked down at her shoes. “We did.” 
 
    “And you said you wouldn’t wear them again.” 
 
    “Revisionist,” she muttered. “What I said was that I promised not to go leaping off of things while wearing them.” 
 
    He lifted a shoulder. “Same difference.” 
 
    She stared at him while Lilah mumbled something about the Brody brain. “In what world are those two statements even remotely the same? Granted, they share the basic topic of footwear, but other than that—” 
 
    “Look, we’ll figure out some actual shoes for you later, but right now you’ve got to come with me. I’ve got a surprise for you, and you’re going to love it.” In a couple strides, he’d crossed to where she sat, grabbed up her hand and had her out the door before she could say another word. 
 
    “If you’re trying to convince me that wedge espadrilles aren’t a good substitute for running shoes, you don’t have to work quite so hard at it,” Winnie announced, half-running to keep up with his long-legged stride. They were making a beeline for one of the red and white barns, and if their speed was any indication, it was a life-and-death situation if they didn’t get there as fast as humanly possible. “Tomorrow, I promise I’ll wear my boots with jeans and a T-shirt, if you promise to slow the hell down.” 
 
    “If we’re going out on the town, you’re wearing those kind of shoes, because they make your legs look a mile long, and your ass a fuck-me-now masterpiece,” he announced, surprising her even as he slowed down to accommodate her much shorter steps. She hadn’t thought he’d noticed what those heels did for her posture. “But here at Green Rock, a ranch populated by a bunch of guys who haven’t seen anything but ugly-ass cattle for days on end, you’re going to wear dowdy shit unless you’re by my side. If you’re with me, you can be sexy as fuck, like you are now, and every horny cowhand from here to the Rio Grande can eat their damn hearts out.” 
 
    “The things you say,” she marveled, shaking her head while everything girly inside her went all aflutter. “I want to be mad at you for announcing what I can and cannot wear, but I’m too busy squeeing over how you think I’m sexy as fuck. How am I supposed to keep you in check when you’re so charming I can’t even breathe around you?” 
 
    “My advice? Just roll with it and forget all about that crazy talk of keeping me in check. That shit’s never going to happen. Now,” he went on as he at last brought them to a halt outside a barn door, “tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
    She blinked. “Wrong?” 
 
    “When I came into the kitchen, you looked like you needed saving. Did Dallas and the others bother you? I know they can be kind of a lot—” 
 
    “No, no, they’re fine. They’re great, actually. I’m the one who’s the problem.” 
 
    That earned her a scowl. “What the hell are you talking about? You’re fucking perfect. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise, not even my sister.” 
 
    “She didn’t,” Winnie hastened to say, while a part of her brain lingered over that one comment she’d often thought about him. You’re fucking perfect… “She and the others were so great—welcoming and friendly and fun. I was the one who was a total bitch.” 
 
    “You?” The shock in his expression was weirdly comforting, like he couldn’t imagine her being bitchy. “What’d you do?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she assured him, then grimaced. “I mean, at least outwardly I didn’t do anything. Outwardly I was nice to everyone there. But in my head, I wasn’t.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “When I discovered they’d all gathered there at the main house, I sort of jumped to the worst possible conclusion.” 
 
    “Which was?” 
 
    “That they’d shown up at the main house to let me know I didn’t belong there, like they were an older version of the mean girls I had to deal with back in school.” 
 
    “But they weren’t.” 
 
    “No, of course they weren’t.” She blew out a breath and tried to find the words to explain. “The thing is, it never occurred to me that they were there just to enjoy each other’s company. That’s what’s bothering me.” 
 
    “You’re upset that that they forgot to tell you about busting in on the house where you’re staying?” 
 
    “No, though I’ll admit a heads-up on that would’ve been nice.” Again she grimaced and looked down at the spangles on her sandals. “My point is that I did the same thing with them that I did with you. I assumed the worst of them without even considering there might be another, totally innocent explanation. And that says one hell of a lot about who I really am deep down, and I can’t tell you how much that upsets me. My father always believed the worst in people—never thought anything good about anyone his whole life. I guess that means I’m more like him than I ever imagined.” 
 
    “You’re nothing like that shitheel, woman, so stop that kind of crazy talk.” He pulled her into his arms and squeezed her so hard it was almost like he was trying to crush that thought out of her. “Listen to me. You were raised on cruelty, and I understand what that’s like. Because of that, part of you thinks cruelty’s the only thing the world is ever going to offer you. So yeah, your first instinct is to suspect someone’s out to get you, and it might take you a while to figure people out. But you always try to figure people out, Winsome,” he added, his lips brushing the top of her head. “That’s what I find so fucking impressive about you. You still believe there’s goodness in the world, so you’re constantly looking for it in the people around you. In the end, you never give up on looking for goodness, and that’s fucking beautiful, baby.” 
 
    She tried shaking her head, but she was held so tightly against his chest it was almost impossible to move. “You don’t know that about me. I don’t even know that about me.” 
 
    “I know you wanted to go out with me, even when you believed all I wanted from you was Smiley Lake,” came the surprising reply. “I know you were willing to get to know me even though you’d been raised to think the Brodys were rattlesnakes. You gave me the benefit of the doubt, even when you knew trusting the wrong person can destroy you.” 
 
    “Des—” 
 
    “And just now with Dallas and the others, you gave them a chance, even when you believed they’d gathered there to hassle you. That’s a huge risk you took joining them like you did, but you did it. You took that risk because you’re nothing like your father. In your heart you believe there’s goodness in people. And you believe in it because deep down, you know you’re a good person. That shitbird, Able Smiley, was never able to take that from you. He tried, but he couldn’t kill your goodness. He couldn’t kill your hope. I fucking love that about you.” 
 
    At last she was able to tilt her head up so she could look at him, all the while hating that he could see the tears in her eyes. “How do you know so much?” 
 
    For a moment, his eyes reflected an ocean of pain she instinctively knew he never shared with anyone. “Because I know what it’s like to have someone try to kill not just your body, but your soul. I know how hard it is to believe in anything like goodness when there’s nothing but evil in your world. I know what it is to be helpless and hopeless. And I know how hard it is to leave that darkness behind when it’s the only damn thing you’ve ever known. But you’ve got the strength to do it, baby girl,” he added, giving her another squeeze. “I know you don’t think you do, but I’m here now. Whenever you push past that darkness because you believe there’s good in the world, I’m going to point that shit out to you. Eventually you’re going to see what a miracle you are.” 
 
    Her throat tightened so much it made her nose tingle and her eyes burn. “I’m nowhere near as good as you think I am.” 
 
    “And you’re nowhere near as bad as you think you are. You’re sure as hell nothing like that piece of shit father you got saddled with. Now,” he pushed the barn door open in invitation, “it’s time for you to turn that frown upside down. I’m about to make your day.” 
 
    She immediately balked. “Uh, you want me to go into a barn? Like, with animals in it?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m not going to take you to see the bulls, I promise. Trust me?” 
 
    She loosed a low breath, and let go of the last of her defenses. “I do.” 
 
    His smile was more than worth it. “Then let’s go.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    The powerful scent of hay greeted Winnie as she went from bright sunshine to the relative cool interior of the barn, and she blinked several times to get her eyes adjusted. Once they did, she was surprised to find that instead of the basic wide aisle most barns had that separated large animal stalls, she found they were in a type of commercial reception space that looked very little like a typical barn.  
 
    A rough-hewn, wooden modular wall greeted them, with the top of the wall graced with a metal arch identical to the arch over the dirt road welcoming people to Green Rock Ranch. In addition to that sign, a trio of large photographic portraits of Black Angus bulls hung on the wall illuminated by pin spotlights. The names of the bulls were engraved on little gold plates under each portrait—Magnus, Dominus and Invictus—with the rolling, oak-studded hills of Green Rock Ranch as a majestic backdrop for each. The polished frames themselves were made up of the green malachite for which the ranch was named, and small cardholders holding information were bolted onto the wall beside each portrait. 
 
    “Welcome to the Stud Barn, though we like to call it the Bachelor Pad.” Des came up behind her and nodded to the portraits. “Magnus, Invictus and Dominus are basically Green Rock Ranch, and who we Brodys are. They’re all former champion bulls, of course, but more than that they’re famous within the cattle world for siring the next generation of world champions. We send out millions of dollars’ worth of straws—frozen Angus seed—all around the world, and every time another one of their progeny ultimately shows itself to be a record-breaking monster, we get orders from people clamoring for more.” 
 
    She looked to the portraits. “Impressive. Nothing lives forever, though. How long can these guys go until you retire them?” 
 
    He pointed to the first portrait. “Magnus just turned twelve and his motility rates are starting to drop, so he’s getting ready for the retirement home—which will be right here, where he can live out his life as a gentleman of leisure,” he added with a wry grin. “The Brody name was put on the international map thanks to Magnus around the time that Kill took over operation of the ranch, so we all love the big guy.” 
 
    “So, no Magnus hamburgers?” She was glad to hear it. 
 
    “Selling that old boy off to a slaughterhouse would be like murder, as far and my brothers and I see it. Dominus and Invictus are young yet, so no worries for them for at least five or six more years, and we’ve got a line on a yearling outside Colorado Springs that could be a winner. Good bloodlines and unrelated to our boys here, though I wouldn’t mind having an offspring of Magnus’s, in addition to the yearling. That’s why I’m happy with turning ol’ Magnus loose once we’ve got his replacement up and running,” he added with a grin. “I say just let nature take its course and see what happens once Magnus is sharing a nice, open pasture with a bunch of lovely lady cows and heifers to keep him company.” 
 
    “That’s some retirement.” 
 
    “We’ve got his harem all picked out, but we’re still working on pastureland big enough for him and his soon-to-be girlfriends, with a sustainable water source and shade to get everyone through this hellish drought.” 
 
    “Is that what all that water tower talk was about?” 
 
    He grimaced. “We’ve got several ideas cooking when it comes to water sources, and the water tower project is one of them. We’ve got hopes we’ll figure out how to keep all our livestock watered and cool until this damn drought breaks, so we’re already starting construction on a fourth wing of the Bachelor Pad, just in case Magnus manages to hit one more out of the park. And that’s the part of the Bachelor Pad I wanted to show you.” 
 
    “The new construction area?” That brought her gaze to his, her head tilting quizzically. “You want me to see your expansion?” 
 
    “Not exactly. I want you to see what’s taken up residence inside the expansion.” 
 
    That didn’t sound good. “Inside?” 
 
    “Come on.” With a grin that just didn’t seem to want to fade, he caught her hand and laced her fingers through his. “It’ll make sense in a minute.” 
 
    “Just so you know,” she felt obligated to say as they walked past the display of Angus portraits and entered what seemed to be a kind of hub within the enormous building that had several offshoots, “I might have been raised in the rural countryside, but I’m really girly. Like, intensely so.” 
 
    “Yeah, your shoes are a dead giveaway.” He shot her a glance over his shoulder as he took a left from the hub area and headed down a well-lit, concrete-floored hallway that smelled strongly of sawdust. “Why are you telling me this now?” 
 
    “Because I’ve got this weird feeling you want to show me some super-cool snake or an opossum that’s crawled into the construction site while no one was looking, and you want to share this super-cool thing with me. And while I think that’s sweet of you, I want to go on record by stating unequivocally that I hate snakes, and opossums. And most bugs, now that I think about it, though ladybugs are okay. They’re too adorable to hate.” 
 
    “You and Celia are going to be the best of friends, I can see that right now.” He shook his head before slowing down to help her over a stack of two-by-fours. “There are no snakes or opossums, or cougars or llamas, or whatever the hell else you might be worried about. Can’t swear about the bugs, though. But if there are any, we can have Lilah take care of that with whatever medication she deems necessary.” 
 
    “Lilah?” Baffled, she shook her head. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “What I’m talking about is right over here.” Sun streamed in through a section of wall that hadn’t yet been built beyond a closed stable half-door at the end of the hall. Des leaned a forearm on the stable door and pulled her over to stand beside him. “There, over by those haybales. Do you see her?” 
 
    Winnie looked toward the stacked bales of hay, dust motes dancing in the sunbeams slanting in through the open space in the wall, and for a moment she saw nothing. Then there was movement, an alert head popping up, and she caught her breath when she found herself staring into one brown eye, one blue. 
 
    “Her name’s Opal.” Des’s voice was close to her ear, and he put an arm around her shoulders as together they watched the black, white, and reddish-mottled dog prick ears their way, one pointed straight up and one flopping over. “She belonged to a cowhand we fired for being a total dipshit slacker a couple months ago, but he obviously neglected to take Opal with him. Unfortunately we didn’t know she’d been abandoned until Fin almost fell over her, hiding herself and her pups up in this area that we’ve been using as extra feed storage.” 
 
    That got her attention. “Puppies?” 
 
    “Four of them, and they’ve all got those gorgeous heterochromia eyes. She’s mostly Australian shepherd, with maybe some border collie thrown in, and her babies look a lot like her. Want to take a closer look?” 
 
    “Is it okay?” She just managed to stop herself from reaching for the stable door’s latch, so eager to see Opal and her puppies she all but danced in place. “I wouldn’t want to stress her out, after everything she’s been through.” 
 
    “Opal’s used to just about anyone and everyone trooping in here now that she’s been found out. We’re all a bunch of candy-ass pushovers,” he chuckled when she shot him a quizzical glance. “Like I said, she was abandoned on the property, and no one knew about her. By the time Fin found her, she was rail thin and basically letting her pups nurse her to death.” 
 
    “Oh, poor baby,” Winnie’s heart contracted, and she looked back to Opal, who had come to a sitting position. A little squirmy potato, with a mottled coat just like its mother, fumbled around her front paws, and her heart melted. “Oh my gosh, I’m in love.” 
 
    “We all are. Everyone’s been bringing in extra food for her, from hot dogs and ham sandwiches, to somebody’s leftover chili. That didn’t agree with her, by the way, so don’t ever feed her chili. You’ll regret it.” 
 
    “I only regret that no one’s thought to give her some actual dog food. I’ll bet there’s some great nutritious stuff on the market for nursing moms.” 
 
    “Oh, we’ve got a bowl of the best dog food money can buy over there with her water dish, but apparently we all think she needs extra treats. For instance, last week I came in here to give her some leftover meatloaf, only to find Ry and his three-year-old daughter Hannah feeding Opal a peanut butter and jelly sandwich that Hannah had made just for her.” 
 
    “What a sweet thing to do.” Unable to stand it any longer, she reached for the door latch. “Are you sure Opal won’t mind a stranger getting close to her and her babies?” 
 
    He shook his head. “There’s been a veritable parade coming in and out of here to make sure she’s okay. Hell, at this point, she probably equates people with getting extra snackies.” 
 
    “Too bad I didn’t bring along a donut.” She kept her eyes on the dog, who was now looking hopefully from her to Des, her plume of a tail wagging. “Hey there, little mama. Do you have your babies with you?” 
 
    “She should have four of them there, but there’s one that looks like a baby panda that’s got a bad case of wanderlust. If there are only three pups in the nest, it’s probably the little panda pup that’s gone walkabout.” 
 
    “I see four, so we’re good. Hi,” she whispered, cautiously holding out a hand for the dog to sniff. “Aren’t you gorgeous? And so sweet. How could anyone just leave this baby behind?” she demanded quietly, glancing back at Des, who’d hung back to lean a shoulder against the wall to watch. “I want to beat the crap out of the idiot who abandoned this poor baby.” 
 
    “As much as he sucked at being a ranch hand, he was obviously worse when it came to being a responsible pet owner. Though Opal isn’t really a pet,” he added. “Unlike her former owner, Opal is excellent at working cattle. As soon as the pups are fully weaned and Lilah gives the okay, Opal’s going to be heading back to work. Green Rock Ranch is lucky to have her on the payroll.” 
 
    “Work?” Winnie went to her knees and cooed when Opal put her head down and scooted closer, her tail a blur and clearly announcing that not only was it okay to give her pets, it was downright necessary. “This baby should get all the beds and all the couches and all the snacks she could ever want.” At that moment Opal rolled over, put her head on Winnie’s lap and sighed, her tail whapping the hay and sending a couple of her puppies flying in her excitement. “Oh, Des, look. Isn’t she perfect?” 
 
    “I’ve never seen her do that with anyone before. Obviously she likes women better than men.” He hunkered down as well, moving the puppies out of harm’s way. “As for beds and couches, that’s not Opal’s world, Winsome. Once you see her outside with the cattle, you’ll understand there’s a big difference between a dog that was trained to be an indoor family pet, and a dog that’s trained to work cattle.” 
 
    “There can’t be that much difference.” 
 
    “Trust me, there is. But I can guarantee you Miss Opal here will be the spoiled princess of the ranch barns. She’s already got a home waiting for her with our new ranch manager, Caleb Garrett, who’s been around working dogs all his life. He’s already building her a great dog run in his backyard.” 
 
    That wasn’t good enough. “She might be great with cattle, but what about playtime? What about having a family who’ll love her?” 
 
    “She can’t be around toddlers or children, baby.” 
 
    She looked down at the sweet doggo happily exposing her belly, her tongue lolling out one side of her mouth. “This is not a dangerous animal, Des. Look at her.” 
 
    “She’s not dangerous in the normal sense, but she is a trained herder. Kids running around playing and being noisy would be nothing more to her than weird-looking sheep or cattle that she has to keep in place. That means she’d herd them by nipping and barking and basically terrifying the shit out of them. I don’t know of any parent who’d want that, just like I don’t know how to undo Opal’s training.” He smiled when she made a disappointed sound. “But I also know her puppies can easily be trained to be family pets. What do you think about that?” 
 
    “Her puppies?” Winnie glanced over at the squirming potatoes, and had to smile when one of them did a barrel roll, little legs stiff in the air, then blinked bluish eyes at her, with one clearly darker than the other. “How old are they?” 
 
    “We think two weeks or so, since their eyes opened just a few days ago. Another week and they’re going to be all over the place. By five weeks, they’ll be weaned and devouring their weight in both soft food and kibble. At six weeks, they’ll be vaccinated, and by ten weeks we’ll have them fixed, microchipped and ready for their new homes.” 
 
    “So fast?” 
 
    “You might think that’s fast, but it’s not nearly fast enough for my niece, Hannah.” 
 
    “Why?” Then the light went on. “She’s been promised a puppy?” 
 
    “Yep. She was heartbroken when her daddy wouldn’t let her have Opal, so in desperation to stop her crying, Ry promised her she could have the pick of the litter. Hannah chose the only girl, which is oddly perfect. Hannah was the first girl in the Brody line to be born in over seventy years, so now that little white and buff-colored one that’s currently chewing on her own foot will grow up with Hannah as her constant companion.” 
 
    Awww. “I’m so glad Hannah’s going to get a puppy.” 
 
    “Fin’s also got an eye on that freckled one that seems to want to fight all his littermates even though he hasn’t fully figured out how to walk yet,” he added, pointing to one of the fuzzy potatoes with a set of whappy paws that wouldn’t quit. “Fin’s already calling him Bonkers and figures he’ll be the perfect companion for his son Donovan and the baby Lilah’s about to have. Then there’s the little explorer I was telling you about.” Reaching over, he scooped up the puppy with black ears and matching black circles around his eyes. “I’m telling you, this pup is part panda. Look at that face.” 
 
    “That should be his name. Panda.” Enchanted, Winnie reached over to give the wriggly little puppy gentle scritches while Opal gave her baby a sniff, just to make sure he was minding his manners. “Are you thinking of giving him a home?” 
 
    “He’s yours, Winsome. If you want him.” 
 
    Her pulse paused between beats. “What?” 
 
    “I can just see you as a little girl, all alone in a brutal world, wanting something in your life that you could love.” As he spoke he handed her the puppy, which squeaked at the new set of unfamiliar hands before snuffling her with enthusiasm. Her heart turned to goo as she stared, enraptured, at the adorable ball of tricolored fuzz with the panda-like face. “You should’ve been able to have that, but that heartless fuckwit took it away from you. Worse, he took your dream of having a dog and turned it into the kind of nightmare that makes you cry to this very day, and that just shits me. I know this won’t erase that memory, but I sure as hell hope it gives you some of that joy you should’ve had back then, and so richly deserve now.” 
 
    “You’re…” She had to swallow, because her throat was so clenched in a kind of joyous anguish, she could barely speak. “You’re giving me a puppy?” 
 
    “What I’m doing is making sure Panda, my favorite, finds the best home where he’ll be spoiled rotten. I can’t think of anyplace better than with you.” 
 
    “Des.” The sound of her breath hitching was what alerted her to the fact that she was crying, and for a second she couldn’t figure out why. Without a doubt, this was one of the happiest moments of her life; as far back as she could remember, no one had ever bothered to give her such a wonderful gift. At least, no one until Des had come along. Now, not only did she have Des to thank for the A/C he’d insisted on installing in a building that wasn’t even his so she would be more comfortable, she also had this sweet little ball of life. But more than having a childhood dream come true, she now had something even more precious to treasure—the knowledge that Des cared enough about her to learn what would make her happy, then giving it to her without hesitation.  
 
    No one had ever done that for her. No one. 
 
    How beautiful his soul was. How beautiful his heart. 
 
    No wonder she felt so much for him. 
 
    No. 
 
    It was more than that. 
 
    No wonder she… 
 
    Loved him. 
 
    “You keep crying like that, baby girl, you’re going to drown poor Panda.”  
 
    “It’s so weird that I’m crying.” She tried to mop up her face one-handed, because she wasn’t ready to part with little baby Panda just yet. He was too precious. “I’ve never been happier.” 
 
    “People cry happy tears all the time.” 
 
    “No. Not me.” She shook her head while tears dripped off her chin. “Never me. I’ve heard about people crying out of happiness before, but I’ve never done it. I’ve never even come close to it. I thought it was just some weird urban myth, but… oh, my God, it exists. You’ve given me happy tears, and now I just want to spin around the room like a crazy person. Thank you for that. I promise I’ll never forget this moment, this feeling. This…you.” 
 
    “Baby, this is just the beginning.” Allowing her one last cuddle, he took Panda from her and put him back with his littermates. Then he captured her hands in his and drew her to her feet. “I’m addicted to giving you happy memories you’ll carry with you for the rest of your life, you know that? I fuckin’ love that you want to carry them in your heart, so it makes me want to give you more. Every moment of every day, I want to make your life a dream come true.” 
 
    “You do.” She framed his face in her hands and kissed him, and once she started, she didn’t want to stop. “I want to do the same with you.” 
 
    “You do.” 
 
    That wasn’t good enough. “You’re a man who literally has everything, so there’s nothing I can give you to show you how happy you make me.” 
 
     “Woman, you don’t have to give me a damn thing.” 
 
    “I want to.” She kissed him again, growing drunk on the taste of him. “I want to give myself to you. I want to give you all the happiness inside me so you know just how wonderful you make me feel. I want to just…” At a loss for words, she gave up and pulled him down into another kiss to show him exactly what he made her feel. 
 
    Apparently he got the message, if the way his arms came around her was any indication. Her feet left the floor, and she had a sensation of movement, but she didn’t open her eyes until he set her back down on something softer than expected. Startled, she opened her eyes and found they were in some kind of maze of haybales, with Des grinning down at her. 
 
    “Time for your first roll in the hay,” he announced with no small amount of anticipation.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Des wasn’t sure when the world had become so brilliant and bright, but he sure as hell knew who was responsible for it. 
 
    Winsome. 
 
    “Love how I can feel how much you want me when you touch me.” Lust pounded through his veins like a drug. He was addicted to it, to her, but it was an addiction he was more than happy to take on. Never had he known just how goddamn fulfilling it could be to have another human being actually want him—to be with him, to have his touch. Her need for him radiated from her like the sun’s rays, and he couldn’t get enough of it. 
 
    “That’s how you affect me.” Her breath trembled, and he loved the sound of it. “You get within ten feet of me and I start to shake. I can’t explain it.” 
 
    “That’s arousal, baby girl, and you’re not alone in that feeling. Arousing you arouses me, until I can’t think of anything else but being inside you. Wrap your legs around me,” he instructed, and his breath shuddered when she did what she was told. “That’s my good girl. You want me, Winsome?” 
 
    “Yes.” Her response was gratifyingly immediate, though she threw an anxious glance toward the open doorway leading to where Opal and her puppies were. “I’m just not sure—” 
 
    “It’s okay.” He kissed her hard, unable to resist her made-for-sex mouth. Someday he’d have to teach her what else she could do with that mouth. “We’re back here in a maze of haybales and animal feed bags. No one’s going to come in.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Winsome, know this—I don’t share. That means I will never allow anyone’s eyes to light on you, ever. Every inch of your body, this wondrous perfection you’ve chosen to share with me, is mine and mine alone to enjoy with my eyes and hands and cock. You get me?” 
 
    A faint shudder moved through her. “So…I’m exclusively yours?” 
 
    Just hearing her say it made him so hard he almost moaned out load. “Damn straight. You don’t have a problem with that, do you?” 
 
    The silence that followed his question pissed him off no end. “I don’t have a problem with it if it works both ways. If you demand exclusive rights to me, then it’s fair that I get to do the same with you. No woman gets to see you or have their hands on you. Just me.” 
 
    Hell’s bells. This was a curve he hadn’t expected. “You saying you want to own me? Is that what you want?” 
 
    “All I want is what’s fair. I told you, I’ll never allow anyone to make me feel like a thing, especially someone else’s thing. You want to own something? Go buy it. You want to own me? Then there has to be an understanding that you’ll get owned by me in exchange. That’s the deal.” 
 
    “Damn, woman.” He dug his hands into her hair, wondering if he’d ever get tired of the feel of it. Probably not. “Look at you. Since when did you get to be such a hard-nosed negotiator?” 
 
    “I’m not negotiating.” Her voice was small but steady, showing that strength beneath the sweetness that had kept her alive during her time in hell. “Being owned… That’s never going to happen again. At least, not without knowing I can be on equal footing. I won’t give my own power away like it’s not precious. It is.” 
 
    That made him pause. “You think I wouldn’t take care of you?” 
 
    “I think I won’t put myself into the same category as little Panda—a coddled and pampered pet, but not truly thought of as an equal.” She shook her head until her curls bounced. “I’m not going to let that happen. It’s got to be a two-way street.” 
 
    “So you’re demanding to be on the same footing as me.” 
 
    Her chin inched up. Defiant. Proud. So fucking beautiful it made him ache. “I am.” 
 
    “And how you’re wanting that to happen is to insist on exclusivity, yeah? A for-real, monogamous relationship, with both of us allowed to be territorial and jealous and crazy-ass possessive about each other?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Because you want us to be a couple. Officially.” 
 
    He heard her swallow. “If you want to own me, then I’m going to have to insist on owning you. As of now I’m yours and you’re mine. I won’t settle for anything less.” 
 
    “Done deal.” With a grin, he sealed it with a kiss before backing up just enough to look down at her. “When I’m fucking you, look at me like you are now and tell me that you’re mine, understand? I want you fucking screaming it for all the world to hear.” 
 
    “Make me,” she breathed, and the excitement building in her tone nearly broke him in two. “Make me scream, my Des.” 
 
    My Des.  
 
    Damn. 
 
    Who knew just a couple of words could shake him to the core? 
 
    “I’m a big fan of this slit you put in this skirt.” Boldly he slid his hands beneath the soft material, curled around the wisp of underwear and pulled it off. Once it was gone, he wrapped her legs around his hips once more. When he cupped a hand over her sex, he watched her eyes darken with lust, her eyelids going to half-mast in a sultry, fuck-me-now expression that stole his breath. Holy hell, his woman was sexy. “The moment I saw you on that little baby stage thing wearing this outfit, I couldn’t wait to see if that skirt slit gave me easy access to fuck you.” 
 
    “That wasn’t what it was designed for.” 
 
    “Hell, yes it was, and every man who sees his woman in it is going to thank you for it. Now spread for me, baby girl,” he went on, smiling against her lips as the hand cupping her went to work on discovering just how wet she was for him. “I’m going to tease that sweet clit of yours so hard you’re going to be coming in less than two minutes. Time me.” 
 
    “I’m not going to—ooh.” The broken whimper that escaped her when he stroked the hard nub of nerves made his dick harden all the more. “Oh. Oh, Des. Right there. Yes.” 
 
    “Tell me you’re mine.” He bit at her lower lip while mercilessly keeping up with a hard, stroking rhythm. “Say it.” 
 
    “I’m yours.” Her eyes closed, and her hips began to pump like he was already inside her. “Oh, yes. God, yes. I’m yours.” 
 
    “Say the words, you’re mine.” 
 
    “You’re mine.” She was panting now, lost in bliss. Then, to his surprise, her eyes opened and she looked right at him. “You’re mine, Des. You’re mine. And I’m yours.”  
 
    A shudder went through him, and all at once he was close, so fucking close, to coming right there. Feverishly he kept at her with one hand, while with the other he wrestled with his belt and the fastenings of his jeans, his mind reeling at how completely helpless he was when it came to controlling himself when he was with this woman. Control was everything to him since he’d been robbed of it most of his fucked-up life. Control was what held him together. But with her, he didn’t even remember what control was. All he knew was that he had to be inside her. Now and always, he had to be inside her. 
 
    Her moans came sharp and fast with every breath, and it took all his concentration to keep himself from rubbing his rock-hard cock against her to alleviate some of the throbbing pressure. Instead, he managed to fish out his wallet, again one-handed, and dug out a condom. Using his teeth, he ripped the small packet open and got it in place just as her voice changed. Her sharp moans were rising through the octaves in tandem with the urgent moves of her writhing body, telling him she was more than ready.  
 
    Thank fuck. 
 
    Barely taking the time to shove his clothes out of the way, he entered her with a powerful thrust, adjusting his hand so he could keep working her clit. As the sensation of his body merging into the hot tightness of hers engulfed him, her breathing choked off on a squeak. Then her head flung back on a cry of ecstasy, and the blissed-out triumph of it shattered what little control he had. Wildly he thrust into the slick depths gloving him, gripping her hips hard to better seat himself as far as he could into her tight pussy. But no matter how fiercely he plunged into her, or how exquisite the building pleasure was, he couldn’t get close enough. 
 
    How was it possible to be inside her, and still not be close enough? It was like his brain had succumbed to a driven kind of madness to become a part of her, and he was too lost in that delirious quest to hold any part of himself back. He didn’t want to hold back—a definite first for him. His Winsome deserved all he had to give. 
 
    His Winsome.  
 
    His. 
 
    And she wanted him to be hers. 
 
    A wild shudder hit him, a powerful rumbling that threatened to shake his world apart. Then the tension in him snapped, and an explosion of excruciating pleasure swallowed him whole. For the first time in his life, he lost touch with where he was or even who he was. All that mattered was his woman. 
 
    Winsome.  
 
    Even after the euphoria of coming his goddamn brains had out ebbed, that world-shaking feeling lingered. He wasn’t sure what the hell to make of that, but it helped when her arms came around his shoulders to hold him like she had zero intention of ever letting go. 
 
    “I can never get enough of you.” Her voice was no louder than a whisper, with her mouth pressed against his ear, but the words reverberated through him in ways he couldn’t begin to comprehend. “No matter how close we are, or how often I have you inside me, I just can’t stop needing you. Is this normal?” 
 
    “Fuck normal. It’s what we are. It’s our normal.” For a moment he closed his eyes and let the rightness of the moment sink into every part of him. After a lifetime of knowing he hadn’t been wanted—first by his mother and the man he’d adored as his father, then by a biological father and his murderous lunatic of a wife—being wanted by Winnie was everything. 
 
    Everything. 
 
    “By the way, I think it took about three minutes. Maybe four.” 
 
    That brought his eyes open to look down into her flushed, glowing face, and wondered how the world didn’t fall at her feet every damn time she walked down the street. “What?” 
 
    “You said you could make me come in less than two minutes. I think it took longer than that. Not a complaint,” she added with a laugh that sounded as satiated as he felt. “Just an observation. In fact, three or four minutes isn’t bad.” 
 
    “Baby girl, that’s a challenge if I’ve ever heard one. I’m not going to be happy until I get you off in the first minute…then the fifth. And the tenth. And maybe even more.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Even more?” 
 
    He nodded, giving her hips a little nudge. “Mm-hm.” 
 
    “I’m totally in favor of even more,” she breathed so ardently he couldn’t help but grin. 
 
    What a woman. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Winnie’s legs were still wobbly by the time Des walked her back to the main house, which wasn’t surprising. Come to find out, Des was a conscientious soul who believed in being prepared, which meant he had two condoms in his wallet rather than just one. That seemed like an opportunity to find out if he could give her that “even more” he’d mentioned earlier.  
 
    Gotta love a man who knew how to take advantage of an opportunity whenever it arose. 
 
    Nearly an hour and several orgasms later, Winnie was profoundly grateful for such a goal-oriented man. She couldn’t seem to stop smiling as she walked with him into the main house’s office space, this time uncaring that Dallas watched them with a big smile as they walked in, with Des’s arm around her shoulders and her arm around his waist.  
 
    Hopefully this was a sight everyone would get used to. 
 
    What she didn’t expect, however, was to find Cleo curled up in one of the office guest chairs happily shooting the breeze with Dallas like they were lifelong friends. 
 
    “Win! There you are.” Cleo smiled brightly and bounced to her feet, her gaze ping-ponging back and forth between her and Des. “I was beginning to think you’d wandered off somewhere and got eaten by a cow.” 
 
    “Last I heard, our cows are famous for being range-fed vegetarians,” Des drawled before his eyes narrowed on her. “You’re Cleo, right? I saw you at your mom’s store the other day.” 
 
    Cleo all but glowed. “Good memory. And you’re Des.” 
 
    He did one of those manly chin-lifts. “You and your mom looked after Winsome when she was alone in the world and needed someone to give her shelter. I won’t forget that. I gotta get going, baby girl,” he added to Winnie, who felt as fluttery as her friend looked. He bent and kissed her, one big hand coming up to cup her cheek before he straightened to his full height and glanced at his sister. “Make sure these two behave themselves.” 
 
    “You know me—I’m all about good behavior. Whatever that is.” 
 
    “Right.” With a resigned sigh he headed for the archway, only to turn back at the last minute to lock gazes with Winnie. “Don’t go visiting Panda without me, understand? The Bachelor Pad’s got too many idiots around who might not know you’re untouchable, so if you want to see Panda, text me. I’ll get to you eventually.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Good.” With a wink, he was gone. Beside her, Cleo didn’t move until the sound of the front door closing reached them. 
 
    “Panda? Bachelor Pad? Untouchable? All of this must be explained to me immediately, or I’m going to explode.” 
 
    Never had Winnie wanted the Darth Vader ability to choke off her friend’s words like she did at that moment. “Um… later, Cleo.” 
 
    “Don’t mind me, I promise I won’t listen too much.” Dallas’s bright smile vanished when the phone rang, and she gave the offending instrument a dirty look. “Damn, just when we were getting to the good part. Cleo, ask her about why she has hay in her hair,” she added hurriedly before snatching up the phone. 
 
    “Wow, you do have hay in your hair.” Cleo lowered her voice even as Winnie ran frantic hands through the long ropes of curling hair to find it. “And I’ve got to say, that skirt’s looking a little, uh, worse for wear. What the heck did you sit in?” 
 
    Oh, man. “Come to find out, haybales have a lot more dirt in them than you might think.” 
 
    “So you’re saying you had a little roll in the hay?” her friend snickered, only to gasp when Winnie stared at her. “Oh, my God. You had sex with Des Brody? In hay?” 
 
    “On hay, actually. I need to change,” she muttered, sending a furtive glance Dallas’s way. When she saw Des’s older sister was immersed in the now-familiar wrestling match with the dreaded bull binder, she sent up silent thanks before making a beeline for the stairs. Great. Twice in one day, taking the proverbial Walk of Shame in front of her man’s sister. 
 
    Her man. 
 
    Even now, giddy happiness made her head spin until she felt drunk. 
 
    “You’re not getting away from me that easily.” Determinedly Cleo matched her step for step as she marched herself up the stairs. “Wow, will you look at that chandelier? It’s as big as my Beetle. And this staircase is like something out of a movie set. We should be wearing Scarlett O’Hara dresses to do it justice.” 
 
    “Thank God hoopskirts are out of fashion. It’s way too hot for that kind of crazy business.” Determinedly Winnie led the way into her bedroom, not stopping until she reached the closet and pulled out the ombre t-shirt dress. “Speaking of fashion, you should know that all the Brody brides have seen this outfit and they like it, so I guess that means I’ll be getting it into the shop once I can get back to all my equipment. Also, I don’t do a lot of maternity fashion, but one of them is pregnant, so my head is swimming with ideas. Do you think your mother would be willing to get into the maternity business? She doesn’t do a lot of a maternity stuff, does she?” 
 
    “I’m not sure about that, but I am sure you’re trying to avoid having the roll-in-the-hay conversation, and you’re not going to get away with it.” Closing the bedroom door behind them, her friend turned and nailed her with a hard stare. “Spill, girlfriend. You literally had sex with a Brody in a haystack?” 
 
    “Like I said, it was on a haybale, and only now am I realizing how uncomfortable that can be.” She went to the standing mirror by the closet and moved her dirty skirt just enough to look at the scratches on the backs of her legs. “Funny how the movies never talk about how rough that kind of activity is on the skin.” 
 
    “Winnie, focus.” Her friend bounced over and spun her around by the shoulders. “You had freaking sex with a freaking Brody.” 
 
    “Stop saying it like that.”  
 
    Cleo blinked. “Like what?” 
 
    “Like Des’s first name—his very identity—doesn’t matter, and that all you can see is the Brody name. That’s not like you, and it’s beneath both you and Des. He matters as a person, okay? He’s not just a Brody, and he sure as hell isn’t interchangeable with his brothers. He’s… special. And incredible. Strong as steel both inside and out, and so honorable and good he takes my breath away. But even more than that, he’s so sweet he actually made me cry out of sheer happiness, when I’ve never done that in my life. Des gave me that happiness, so I need you to look at him and respect him as Des, and not just any other Brody.” She took a deep breath and searched her friend’s vaguely stunned expression. “Okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” It came out faintly as her friend did some face-searching herself. “Wow. And here I thought a Smiley would never be able to see past the name Brody.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, things change.” 
 
    “And so have you. I totally get it.” 
 
    “Get what?” 
 
    “I get that you’re in love with him,” her friend said, staggering her even as Cleo’s hands gripped hers. “That’s so amazing, Winnie. I’m just sorry I didn’t realize your feelings went that deep. I promise I won’t ever again make it sound like you’re just trying to get with any of the Brody boys, because that’s obviously not it. You love Des, don’t you? So much that you don’t even care that he’s a Brody.” 
 
    Winnie took a calming breath before nodding. “I can’t stop thinking about him, and I’m at my happiest whenever he’s around. He’s the reason I can’t stop smiling, and I trust him with every last part of me. If that’s not love, I don’t know what is.” 
 
    “That’s definitely love, and I couldn’t be happier for you.” With a laugh, her friend threw her arms around her and squeezed tight, only to pull back with a gasp only a second later. “I might be happy for you, but I’m not sure that’s going to be the case with your grandma.” 
 
    “Granny?” Winnie stared at her, baffled. “What does she have to do with anything?” 
 
    “Your grandmother is actually the reason I’m here, girlfriend. Since Mom and I were already planning on closing up the shop on Friday for the trade show in Dallas next week, we decided to just close a few days early while all that ductwork installation is going on in the building.” 
 
    Winnie frowned. “Okay, thanks for letting me know I don’t have to show up for work any time soon. But what does that have to do with Granny?” 
 
    “I’m getting to that. So there we were bright and early this morning, figuring out what we wanted to pack up for the trade show, when your grandmother shows up to see you. But of course, all she found was us, and your empty apartment. I take it you haven’t told her you’re staying here at Green Rock Ranch while the A/C is being installed?” 
 
    She groaned and smacked her forehead. “In all the hullabaloo, I forgot to let her know where she could find me.” 
 
    “Forgot?” 
 
    “Maybe I sort of intentionally forgot. Whatever,” she added with an aggravated flail of her hand. “I called her yesterday to see how she was doing, and she never mentioned she was going to drop by.” 
 
    “I got the impression she was there to check on you. She was talking with my mom when I stumbled in on the conversation, but apparently your grandma was over at the diner with Rufus when someone told her you were staying at Green Rock.” 
 
    “So, naturally she zoomed right over to Cleone’s to see for herself,” Winnie groaned, shaking her head. “There are times when life in a small town really sucks.” 
 
    “Yeah, even if you don’t know what you’re doing, someone will be sure to tell you all about it,” Cleo sympathized before slanting a brow her way. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “The only thing I can do—look her in the eye and tell her the truth. But first, I need to change, and this T-shirt dress isn’t going to do it.” 
 
    “Armor when going into battle is always a good idea,” Cleo nodded wisely.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    A battalion of butterflies churned in Winnie’s stomach as she parked outside Rufus’s detached garage, where the property’s mother-in-law apartment had been put to excellent use by Granny.  
 
    As Winnie had begun to make more money at Cleone’s Closet as a designer and gained a devoted following for her online store Passion for Fashion, she’d made sure her grandmother’s place had all the upgrades, from a remodeled bathroom, complete with a walk-in tub that she adored, to a large HDTV with surround sound, to the adjustable bed she’d talked about wanting for literally decades.  
 
    As Winnie headed up the walkway, she reminded herself over and over that no matter how disappointed Granny would be in her, at least she knew she’d tried her best to be a good granddaughter. 
 
    “Winnie.” Her grandmother opened the door with a beaming smile, and the familiar scent of banana bread wafted to Winnie like a gentle hug. “Don’t you look adorable. Come on in.” 
 
    “Thanks, Granny.” Nervously she smoothed a hand over the white culottes with the zebra trim, grateful now that she’d taken the time to put her hair up in a high bun with a few curling tendrils to soften the look. At least she looked composed and put together, even if she didn’t feel it. “Is that banana bread I smell?” 
 
    “Of course. When you called, I wanted to make sure you had some to take home with you. I know how much you love it.” 
 
    “You’re the best.” She only hoped her grandmother would think she was worthy of such a gift by the time Winnie was ready to head home. Which reminded her… “Speaking of home, I’ve been told you know that home isn’t referring to my apartment at the moment, correct?” 
 
    “Silly rumors. You know how small towns are.” Tottering on her canes, Granny led the way into the small, sunny kitchenette, its bay window now almost completely taken over by the lush pots of countless, thriving herbs. “People hear one thing, and before you know it a scandal’s broken out. I’m not bothered because I know you. You’re a good girl.” 
 
    A good girl who had fading welts on the backs of her thighs because of how she’d spent the morning with Des. “I, uh… I honestly try to be, Granny.” 
 
    “Of course you do. Have a seat while I get the tea.” 
 
    Oh, boy. Granny had the Blue Willow out. This was setting up to be serious business. “That looks heavy, Granny. Please, let me do it, and then we can…” She gulped, then wondered if her grandmother heard it. “We can get down to business.” 
 
    “Thank you, Winnie. These old bones aren’t what they used to be. I’m lucky to have a granddaughter around who looks in on me from time to time.” 
 
    The guilt worsened, and she gnawed on her lower lip as she loaded the teapot, saucers, cups, sugar and creamer onto a tray, then added napkins and a plate of sliced banana bread before moving to the table. “You’ve seen me so much the past couple of weeks, you’re probably getting sick of me.” 
 
    “That could never happen. I just want to see you often enough to keep up with what’s happening in your life.” 
 
    How nice that Granny kept giving her openings to tackle the subject at hand. “The biggest thing happening in my life started with a temporary change of address.” She poured the tea and doctored it up the way she knew her grandmother liked. “Cleo told me you know about this, yes?” 
 
    Granny hesitated as she accepted the cup and saucer. “I don’t actually know anything. Birdie May Huntoon dropped by my breakfast table at Mabel’s Diner and wanted to know how I felt about my granddaughter living in sin with the youngest Brody boy, if you can believe her cheek. I set that old busybody straight in no uncertain terms that you lived over Cleone’s dress shop, but she pointed out all that construction going on up where you live. That’s when Rufus and I decided to go over to check things out.” 
 
    Winnie took a moment to pour her own tea. “That construction is a ductwork system, and it’s being installed for an air-conditioning unit for the building. There are also going to be solar panels that’ll apparently have that building running with green efficiency.” Stall, stall, stall… 
 
    Granny nodded, looking a bit confused as to why she was babbling about solar panels. “It certainly sounds like Cleone is doing quite well for herself, to pay for all that.” 
 
    Here we go. “It was paid for by Des Brody. He was worried I might die of heatstroke up in my apartment. I thought that was unbelievably sweet of him, if a little… unorthodox.” It was downright insane, but that was how the Brodys rolled; when they wanted something done, they just did it and didn’t bother to ask for permission along the way. 
 
    Granny stared at her a long moment before she picked up her spoon and stirred her tea. “I see. Are you able to stay in your apartment while all that construction is going on?” 
 
    “I could have, I suppose, but I’m glad I didn’t have to. Des offered the main house on Green Rock Ranch for me to stay in as his guest. All the Brody family have been wonderful to me, and I’ve been treated like a queen while under their roof.” 
 
    “How nice.” Granny’s mouth tightened before she took a sip. “Do you have your own room?” 
 
    “No one lives in the main house, Granny. All the Brody brothers have their own houses elsewhere, and the main house is used as the ranch’s business hub, as well as serving as a kind of upscale bed-and-breakfast for any important guests who come to stay at the ranch.” 
 
    Her grandmother seemed to relax. “That sounds lovely. You must have plenty of room all to yourself, then.” 
 
    Winnie took a breath, all the while telling herself to just let the subject go. But she couldn’t. No matter the outcome, she couldn’t hide the new reality of her life. She didn’t want to. “Granny, I know why you asked that question. You don’t really want to know if I have my own room while I’m staying at Green Rock Ranch. You want to know if I…” Just say it, coward. “If I’m having an intimate relationship with Des Brody.” 
 
    Granny took another sip. “I know it’s none of my business, and I know that times have changed, so I promise I’m not being judgmental. Young people these days have a much more… relaxed view when it comes to things like sex.” 
 
    Holy crap, her granny just said the word sex. Obviously, the apocalypse couldn’t be too far behind. “I’d like to think the young people of today and the young people from your day aren’t that different when it comes to that sort of thing.” 
 
    A surprisingly girly chuckle escaped her grandmother. “And I would like to think you’re right about that.” 
 
    “Which is why,” Winnie forged ahead, “I want you to know the whole truth. And the whole truth is, yes—I do have a room all to myself at the main house. But I didn’t sleep there last night. I chose to spend the night at Des’s house. Not on the couch, and not in a guest room. I spent the night with Des.” She paused long enough to wonder if the refrigerator had always been this loud. “So I guess Birdie May was right about that whole sin stuff. I’m sorry you had to suffer any embarrassment because of me.” 
 
    “Hm. Well, piffle to that.” To her absolute shock, her grandmother took another sip of tea, then reached over to place a piece of banana bread on a napkin so she could hand it to Winnie. “The day Birdie May Huntoon can upset me is the day you can put me in a home. I was simply worried about you, and I had no idea what the truth was. But you’ve told me what the truth is, and you seem happy enough with it. Are you?” 
 
    “I am.” She took another deep breath, heard it tremble, and let it out along with all her pent-up tension. “Des Brody makes me happy, Granny. Just today that man made me so happy I cried. I didn’t know anyone could be so happy they cried, but that’s what he did. I can’t tell you how precious that is to me. How precious he is to me.” 
 
    “Oh, my goodness.” With a tremulous smile, Granny reached over to cup her hand over Winnie’s. “My girl is in love, isn’t she?” 
 
    “I know it sounds crazy,” she laughed, while the flood of relief at her grandmother’s lack of reaction was so vast she nearly burst into tears. “Of all people, I never thought I would fall for a Brody. I never believed I could fall for anyone, especially considering my… well, my background.” 
 
    “You have no background to hang your head about, so don’t you ever forget that, little miss.” Granny squeezed her fingers, a gesture as comforting as a hug. “You are a heaven-sent gift, as far as I’m concerned, so you can do no wrong in my eyes. But wrong can be done to a sweet soul like you, Winnie. That’s my only worry.” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about me, Granny, not when it comes to Des,” she assured her, trying to find the right words. “Almost from the first moment, all he’s cared about is my welfare. Just look at that air-conditioning unit he’s putting in to make sure I’m comfortable. He doesn’t even own that property, but he doesn’t care about that. When he realized I was uncomfortable he just bulldozed ahead and found a way to make sure I was taken care of. Isn’t that amazing?” 
 
    “It is a grand gesture.” Granny pondered the contents of her teacup for a long moment, before looking up at her. “I’ve never really talked about how I fell in love with your grandfather, have I?” 
 
    She shook her head, surprised by the subject change. “Daddy never allowed talk about his father, or how you two got together. He never made it a secret that he didn’t approve of you two marrying.” 
 
    “That was because your father, even as a small boy, was filled with so much hate he couldn’t understand anything having to do with love. And I loved your grandfather very much when I decided to marry him,” she added with a crooked smile. “From the first moment we met at a Quaker-run farmer’s market, Earnest Smiley went out of his way to sweep me off my feet.” 
 
    “Sounds romantic.” 
 
    “Oh, it was. Earnest came from a solid family, too. Nothing famous like the Brody clan, of course, but nothing bad had ever been said about the Smiley family within the Quaker community. Even my parents approved of him, especially after Earnest made quite the sensation when he took me out picnicking and hired a string quartet to play for us while we ate. I was dazzled.” 
 
    “Wow,” she murmured, pressing a hand to her heart. No matter the era, bringing live music to a private picnic to woo your honey-bunny was a first-rate move. “What a player Granddad was.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. That’s the word for him, all right. A player.” Her grandmother’s smile twisted, a hint of a sour note in an otherwise-beautiful symphony. “I met Earnest Smiley the first day of June, and was married to him by the end of the month. I couldn’t wait to be his bride, Winnie, and to build upon the family I was walking into. I hadn’t really spent any time with little Able, but with such a wonderful father I’d assumed there wouldn’t be any problem with his son. I was wrong. On every count and in every way, I was wrong.” 
 
    Uneasily Winnie watched the light dim from her grandmother’s expression. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Your grandfather played the ultimate game with my life, Winnie. He won, and I lost. All his grand gestures while we were courting blinded me to the fact that Earnest had never actually said he loved me. Nor had he ever thought to show any sort of love in those small but important ways, like asking how I felt or if I was happy, or even finding out what my favorite color was. And, because I’d lived such a sheltered life and I’d never had a beau before, I didn’t know to look for those small cues that would’ve shown he cared. I was such a naïve fool.” 
 
    “Granny, no.” Frowning, Winnie set her tea and banana bread aside. “You’re the smartest, most loving woman I know. It’s not your fault you were taken advantage of.” 
 
    “I was taken advantage of, Winnie, which is why I’m sharing this with you now. You see, Earnest had been married once before, to Able’s mother. A good woman, by all accounts. And, by all accounts, Earnest had adored her. When she died in childbirth, it was like she’d taken his ability to love with her to the grave. As such, Earnest didn’t particularly care for the son he’d been left with. But as that son grew and clearly had the devil in him, Earnest thought the boy needed a mother to tame him. So he looked around, found a naïve girl who knew nothing about men or the world, and waged a calculated campaign to trap that girl into a life that was a barren, unloved hell.” 
 
    Winnie’s heart cracked down the middle, and it was her turn to reach for her grandmother’s hand so she could kiss it. “Granny. Oh, my sweet Granny, I’m sorry. I love you so much.” 
 
    “I love you, too, sweetheart. That’s why I’m so worried about you. You deserve a life filled with love and happiness, and God willing, a passel of children who think the world of you. We may not be blood-related, but you’re so much like me in your willingness to love that you might not see the truth when it’s right in front of you—that the man you love might be in your life for anything and everything except for reasons of love.” 
 
    “Granny, no.” Again she kissed her grandmother’s hand and smiled into her eyes. “If you’re talking about the homestead and Smiley Lake, you’ve got it all wrong.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I’ve already told Des that I didn’t inherit the property. In fact, the moment I told him I wasn’t the owner of Smiley Lake, the first thing he did was kiss me. It was our first kiss, and I’ll never forget how perfect it was.” 
 
    “Your first kiss.” With a weary sigh, Granny shook her head. “My darling girl, please think. Everyone knows you’re my only heir, just like everyone knows no one lives forever. What you feel for Des Brody is real, just like what I felt for Earnest when I married him was real. But the veil of love that man draped over my eyes vanished the moment his ring was on my finger. Too late, I realized he’d chained me to a cold and loveless marriage just so I could raise his demon of a child.” 
 
    Winnie winced. “Granny—” 
 
    “If Des Brody kissed you after discovering you didn’t inherit the Smiley property, it could have been passion without an ulterior motive. I hope it was. But sooner or later, the Smiley property is going to be in your possession, and Des Brody knows this. He knows it, Winnie.” 
 
    “Granny—” 
 
    “Earnest played the long game with me during our courtship, and I was too unworldly and in love to see it. I just don’t want you to be blind to the possibility that Des could be playing the long game with you, too. After all, he is a Brody, and the Brodys have always been rattlesnakes when it comes to making their ranch a success. Throughout the generations, it’s their one abiding obsession. They don’t care who they have to mow down in order to make sure Green Rock Ranch is the biggest and the best.” 
 
    “Des isn’t like that.” She shook her head, and all the while her heart hurt for the sweet, wounded woman before her. “In fact, he’s different even from his brothers. He started out as a Faircloth before he was dumped on the Brody family, so he’s definitely not like the typical Brody man you might be used to.” 
 
    “Or it could be that he’s even more determined to prove just how much of a true Brody he is by being the one who finally captures Smiley Lake for Green Rock Ranch,” came the sad reply. “Please understand that I don’t want that. I pray this young man loves you as deeply and fiercely as you’ve come to love him. You deserve it, Winnie, and so much more. The one and only thing I don’t want for you is to have your heart broken and your life wasted on a man who couldn’t care less for your suffering. I lived that life, my sweet girl, and I wouldn’t wish that torment on anyone. So please… please… just remember my words.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “Water tank’s in place and ready to roll.” Fin’s voice came through the truck’s speakers as Des drove down Main Street and parked in front of Cleone’s Closet. “It’s going to take approximately three days to pump enough water up from the new well to get it filled, so we’re using that time to shift as much hay as possible into the pasture, because everything that once grew there died off in the drought.” 
 
    “Fine.” Des looked at the darkened windows of the dress shop and hit the steering wheel with his fist. “Fuck.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Other than the fact that he’d been looking for Winsome for an hour now and had officially run out of places to go. 
 
    “I recognize that tone,” his brother drawled. “The last time I used it, Lilah let a damn calf drop on her head. It’s your woman, yeah?” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it.”  
 
    “Let me guess,” Fin said, clearly ignoring him. “You finally told Winnie about the Smiley Lake surveys and she shit a kitten.” 
 
    “There’s no need to tell her about those fucking surveys.” Tension crawled up his neck at the mention of those surveys of Smiley Lake. He’d just gotten her to trust him, for fuck’s sake. The last thing he was going to do now was put that in jeopardy. “Speaking of, I got the results back from that last water sample. Basically it’s pure enough to bottle and sell to newborns.” Or skinny-dip in. 
 
    “Nice. If we ever manage to get our hands on it, I’d like to keep it as pristine as possible, and use it only in times of great need. You know, like now.” 
 
    “I want to keep it clean, too. I was thinking maybe we could talk to our local land management officer to see what kind of native fish we could stock it with. We could even build a boathouse out there so we can actually take a day off once in a great while and go fishing.” 
 
    “Ry would go crazy for that. So would Lilah and I, for that matter.” There was a beat of silence. “You sure you don’t want to tell Winnie about those surveys you commissioned? Maybe she’d understand.” 
 
    “Yeah, and maybe she wouldn’t.” A shadow flickered way in the back of the store, snagging his attention. Without another thought he grabbed up his phone and turned the engine off. “I gotta go, Fin. Talk to you later.” 
 
    “Okay—” 
 
    Jaw locked in aggravation, Des shut the truck door none too gently and stalked down the blistering hot sidewalk outside the line of businesses fronting Main Street. The crew working on the second floor of Cleone’s Closet had already knocked off for the day. The sun slowly faded in the west, with its last rays making salmon and purple smears on the clouds rolling in from the Gulf, bringing the added misery of humidity into the mix. It had been months since the region had seen clouds of any kind, but Des didn’t even look up as he headed for Cleone’s Closet’s door, then swore out loud when he found it locked. Without a thought he banged on the glass bearing Cleone’s logo with one hand, while with the other he worked his phone’s screen and put it to his ear. Only when Winnie answered did he stop banging on the glass. 
 
    “Where are you?” he demanded the moment he heard her voice, while relief was almost instantly replaced by anger. “Before you answer, I can tell you where you’re not. You’re not at the main house. You’re not at my place, or anywhere else on the ranch. You’re not at Cleone’s, or your apartment, and I drove by your grandmother’s place and the Smiley homestead, and you’re not there, either. So, now you tell me—where the hell are you?” 
 
    “Right here.” The door to Cleone’s suddenly opened, and there Winnie was, looking cool and unruffled with her hair piled up on her head, her graceful neck bared, and looking as irritated as he felt. “What’s with all the commotion? Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Something wrong? Something wrong.” For a handful of seconds he battled the urge to simply grab her up and haul her into the truck, before he surged past her into the shop now shrouded in the gathering gloom. When it came right down to it, the only thing that was wrong was that she apparently hadn’t given him a thought over the past several hours. “Yeah, there’s something wrong, woman. I had no goddamn clue where you were, and when you refused to answer my texts I began to fucking panic that you’d wandered off somewhere on the property and maybe fell down an arroyo or got snake-bit, or a thousand other grisly deaths. In fact, I’m frigging shocked you answered the phone just now, you’ve been ghosting me so bad.” 
 
    “My phone.” She looked down at the offending instrument still in her hand like it had done her dirty. “I’m sorry. I had it on the console next to me while I was working, but I had it on mute so I wouldn’t be distracted. The only reason I answered your call was because I was about to phone the police when I saw you were calling me.” 
 
    “The police?” All at once his blood ran cold, and he looked around the retail space for some sign of danger. “Why were you about to call the police?” 
 
    “You were banging on the door so hard I thought you were some rando burglar trying to break in.” 
 
    Jesus. “News flash, Winsome—burglars are never that noisy, and they sure as hell don’t knock.” He loosed a sharp breath and looked around the front room, now silent and weirdly eerie with the lights off and the CLOSED sign in the window. That was when it clicked. “Wait, what do you mean, you’re working? The shop’s closed.” 
 
    “To customers, yes, and it’s going to remain that way until week after next, now that Cleo and Cleone are on their way to Dallas. With them gone to their trade show, I wanted to get a jump on the embroidery for the two-piece sets I’m going to make for the shop.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “The two-piece skirt and top sets. Like the one I was wearing earlier today, in the, um… barn.” 
 
    Shit, she was cute. Irritated as he was, he couldn’t help but drink in her blush that glowed even in the gloom. “Last I heard, you sent me a text that you couldn’t have lunch with me because you had to visit your grandmother.” 
 
    She nodded, her expression unreadable. “I did.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And what?” 
 
    Disquiet moved through him. “That was six hours ago, Winsome,”  
 
    She looked at him like he wasn’t speaking her native tongue. “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay?” It was a wonder his fury didn’t set fire to the damn place before a sudden, terrible thought slammed into him. “Are you here alone?” 
 
    She glanced back over her shoulder to the short hallway behind the counter. “I am now. Cleone and Cleo left around three, so—” 
 
    “You don’t mind if I make sure, right?” Without waiting for an answer—because he sure as hell wasn’t asking for permission—he barreled past the counter through the short hallway, and found himself in a good-sized room that had been turned into a makeshift workshop, with a fabric cutting table, a sewing machine and a weird machine that looked like it belonged in a craft room on a space station. A dozen spools of thread in a rainbow of colors sat on top of it like a multi-pointed crown, feeding down into machinery with a panel of complicated switches and dials and a small digital screen. Several embroidered pieces lay to one side of the machine, evidence of her work, but he only glanced at that as he prowled around the room, looking for any other sign of life. 
 
    “Des,” Winnie demanded, her usually soft voice hard as she joined him in the backroom. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “When a woman avoids her man, it’s a sign. I know how bad shit can get between a man and his woman, so I’m just reading the fucking signs.” He stuck his head back out into the hallway, listened for a long minute, then turned to face her. “You really are alone here.” 
 
    She made an exasperated gesture. “Of course I am. Why would I lie?” 
 
    “Because you’ve avoided me all day, and I haven’t been able to think of anything else but why you’ve been avoiding me. What I came up with is that you were with some fucking asshole who’s trying to steal my woman out from under me, when I only just got her where I want her.” He took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. Screaming was a new look for him, and it wasn’t a good one. “Just tell it to me straight, Winsome, and don’t lie, all right? I’m good with just about any damn thing you want to do, but do not lie to me. Are you seeing anyone besides me?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Her instant response and genuine look of horror mollified him, but only a little. “Were you avoiding me today?” 
 
    She hesitated. “Yes.” 
 
    Fuck. “Why?” 
 
    “I was upset, and I didn’t want you to see me upset. So I hung out in town until I was no longer upset.” She waved a hand at the space-age craft room gizmo. “And there were a bunch of embroidery insets that I needed to get done. As far as I know, that’s the only embroidery machine in town, so this is where that work has to get done.” 
 
    He ignored that for now. “Why were you upset?” 
 
    Again she waved a hand. “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Winsome.” 
 
    A short sigh burst from her. “Let me put it another way. I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “Too bad.” Totally ignoring the fact that he’d just said those very same words to Fin, he bulldozed right ahead. “You were fine when I last saw you, but now you’re not, so that’s got me thinking it’s your grandmother, yeah? She didn’t exactly keep it a secret that she’s not a Brody fan. Is she pissed that you’re staying at Green Rock Ranch?” 
 
    The grimace that crossed her face spoke volumes. “Let’s just say she’s not happy about it. She’s old enough to remember all the times the Brody family went after Smiley Lake, so there’s not a lot of trust there.” 
 
    “That was then. This is now. I get that she’s a big influence on your life,” he went on when she only shook her head. “But she doesn’t have the fucking right to come between us, Winsome. No one does. The only two people who count in this relationship are me and you, and that. Is. It. There’s no room for anyone else.” 
 
    “I agree,” she said, surprising him. “That’s why I didn’t even want you to know I’d gotten upset, because it doesn’t matter. I’ve made my choice, and my choice is you. Desmond Brody, the boy next door, the man I believe in, and the man who believes in me. The man who’s taught me that I can be more at home with a person than I ever could be in an actual physical place. I’m not going to jeopardize that by bringing outside opinions in, even if they do come from someone I love. But I am still human, and those things can upset me. You need to understand that and give me the space I need to come to terms with whatever’s upsetting me on my own.” 
 
    “No.” It didn’t matter that she was being reasonable, or that what she said made sense. What mattered was the last several hours when he’d been without her. Even now he was still reeling from what those hours had put him through. “You want space? Fine. You can have fucking acres of it, as long as I’m close enough to keep you in sight and make sure you’re staying out of trouble.” 
 
    Her sigh was a masterpiece of thinning patience. “Okay, you don’t seem to be grasping the concept of space.” 
 
    “I’m grasping what’s important, and that means making sure neither one of us fucks this up. If there’s a problem, and it involves the both of us, we don’t hide from that problem. We air that shit out right away, and cope with it together.” 
 
    “My grandmother doesn’t fall into that category. Just like I’m sure there are plenty of things going on in your life that you’ve decided I don’t need to know about.” 
 
    The survey of Smiley Lake slammed to the forefront of his brain so hard it was a wonder it didn’t make a sound. “Everything that has to do with us, I want to know about.” 
 
    “My Granny, my problem. It has nothing to do with you.” 
 
    “I decide that shit, not you.” In two strides he closed the distance and pulled her hard up against him, just in case he wasn’t making himself clear. “You being where I can’t reach you… That has everything to do with me, understand? From now on, if you have something that gets you upset, you will share it with me. What you won’t do is hide that shit from me by holing up someplace where I can’t find you.” 
 
    “I just didn’t want to upset you with all that ridiculous feud nonsense between the Brodys and the Smileys.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I did get upset, because I didn’t know where my woman was. But now that I do…” There was no better way to finish that sentence than with a kiss, so with his grinding anger evolving into hard-edged lust, that was exactly what he did.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Harder.”  
 
    “My baby girl likes it rough.” The hands gripping Winnie’s hips from behind were almost bruising as Des repeatedly slammed her back toward him to meet the savage thrust of his cock, yet she barely felt that as her world dissolved in a haze of pleasure. No longer was she aware of lying facedown on the cutting table, or even thinking about anyone walking in on them. That had been her main concern when he’d started taking her clothes off; then he’d bent her over the cutting table and put his hands between her thighs, and that was all that was needed to turn off every coherent thought she had. 
 
    All that mattered to her now was reveling in the powerful surge of his thick cock inside her, stretching her interior walls until she thought she’d die. Her breath shallowed out as the tingling began deep inside her to radiate to the base of her spine. Euphoria flooded her brain like a drug, and suddenly she was chasing wildly after more—more sensation, more agonized pleasure, more shuddering bliss that brought tears to her eyes. 
 
    God, this was good.  
 
    So good.  
 
    God. 
 
    “Yes,” she cried out while the marble-topped table squeaked across the floor in time with his increasingly brutal thrusts. His hips pounded her ass, the reverberations vibrating through to some hidden place inside her that made her see stars. Again and again he pounded into her, until little whimpering cries erupted from her as she flirted with that summit of pure sensation. 
 
    Almost there. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    “Touch yourself.” Des’s command came through harsh breaths, his voice rough. Unrecognizable. Glorious. “Winsome, make yourself come.” 
 
    “I…” She could barely make sense of his words, she was so lost in pleasure. 
 
    “Do it, Winsome. Put your hand between your legs and make yourself come all over your fingers and my cock. Do it now.” 
 
    Eyes closed and unable to do anything more than moan her response, she unglued one of her hands from the edge of the cutting table she was lying on and reached down. Everything that she was or ever would be was attuned to that perfect cock of his, sliding in and out of her slick depths like he’d been made to fit her, and each time he filled her a shooting star of ecstasy burst inside. 
 
    But he was right. 
 
    It wasn’t enough. 
 
    Panting as if starved for air, she slid her fingers down, and cried out loud when she felt where he was connected to her. It was so beautiful, the most perfect thing that had ever existed in her world. That plunging, retreating, filling and flowing rhythm was her everything. It was that rhythm she used as she slid her fingers into the wet, intimate folds of her channel, and touched herself. 
 
    Pure ecstasy shattered through her brain, her body, her soul. Mindless pleasure exploded in every cell with such force she all but screamed with it, with that explosion lasting in a way that she was sure would forever change her. Her feet lifted off the ground as she lay on the table, instinctively curling around the backs of his thighs to make sure that he, the source of her pleasure, never left her, even as he grunted out his own shattered climax. This was perfection. Beyond heaven. Her greatest addiction. 
 
    This was her Des. 
 
    Her heart broke a little when the last of the orgasmic heights slipped away, and she fought coming back down to earth with everything in her. Earth was where bad things happened, but sexing it up with Des? Rapture beyond all things. No way would she leave that sensation willingly. 
 
    “My God, Winsome. My angel.” Breathless, sounding wrung out and utterly satisfied, he leaned over her back to growl into her ear, “You fucking amaze me. I think I just had the best damn sex of my life.” 
 
    Considering all the buckle-bunnies he’d managed to score with, that had to be saying something. “So it’s not like… that… with just anyone?” 
 
    “Like that?” His deep chuckle sounded like a purr as he pulled out and brought her up to a standing position. A tricky place for her to be when her legs were still shaking. “Explain what you mean by that.” 
 
    “Like…” She struggled to find the right words, but that was impossible. There were no words adequate enough to describe what he gave her. “Like I become a completely different person every time you’re inside me. Like you have this amazing ability to make me into someone new. Better. More alive than I’ve ever been.” With a self-conscious laugh she gave up. “I just wondered if it was like that with everyone.” 
 
    “It’s like that only with us. No other man can give that to you, just as no other woman could even come close to giving that to me. Now,” he added, giving her a squeeze while his words glowed deep in her chest, “we’d better get dressed and get the hell out of here before someone calls the cops. We made enough racket to wake the dead.” 
 
    “I feel kind of bad for the rest of the world that they can’t see you naked,” she remarked as she searched around for her culottes. Honestly, the way the man had her running through changes of clothes was a remarkable thing. “I’ve always loved the grace and complexity of the human form—it’s part of what I do. But I swear, I just hate to see you covered up.” 
 
    Another chuckle escaped him as he found his boxer-briefs. “Right back atcha, baby girl.” 
 
    “I’m even fascinated by your scars. They’re beautiful to me, every last one of them, because they’re the proof that you were stronger than anything that tried to kill you. Like that bad old bull,” she added, moving close to give his right side a kiss. “And whatever got you under your chin.” She kissed that, too. “And that slice some terrible thing took out of you on your left chest.” She caressed the carved C-slice that went from the top knot of his collar bone down almost to his underarm. “And whatever it was that tried giving you a new part in your hair.” She had to go up on her toes and bring him down so she could kiss the scar at the ridge of his widow’s peak. “And that’s just for starters. I haven’t given you a complete examination yet, but that’s definitely on my agenda.” 
 
    “Something to look forward to.” He touched where her lips had brushed his hairline, and a faint, distracted frown clouded his expression. “Almost forgot about all these marks on me. Wish I could say the same for how I got them.” 
 
    That made her pause in her search for her shoes. “I assumed you won all those during your time on the rodeo circuit.” 
 
    “I got into rodeo to cover all the injuries. I was ashamed, and I didn’t want to explain how I’d gotten them to my brothers, so I got into rodeo.” 
 
    Winnie’s stomach slowly dropped to her feet as he spoke almost as if to himself, and for a moment she wondered if he even remembered that she was there. “What injuries are you talking about, Des? What injuries did you have to cover?” 
 
    “Della. I told you about the time she broke my nose when she tried drowning me in a bowl of cereal, yeah?” When she nodded, staying silent so she wouldn’t stop him from talking, he ran a thoughtful finger over the scar near his widow’s peak. “I got this a couple years later when she swung a horse crop at me. She said it was an accident, but she smiled when she said it, so I knew it wasn’t. My father knew it, too, because that was when he started making Killian stand guard over me whenever he was out of town.” 
 
    Anger at that long-dead woman bubbled to the surface. “So you got into rodeo way back then? At the age of… what? Eight or ten? I know there’s such a thing as Junior Rodeo, but that still seems young.” 
 
    He touched his C-shaped scar. “With Della around, rodeo explained away all my injuries. I needed that, if only for my brothers’ sake, especially Fin. He kept flying into rages whenever Della would threaten me or hurt me. Rodeo gave me the perfect excuse to explain away all the bumps and bruises. My father even used it as a cover story for that one memorable time when Della attacked me in the stables with a fucking knife.” 
 
    She gasped. “She attacked you?” 
 
    He nodded, absently rolling his left shoulder. “I think she had the same idea that your old man had when he killed your mom,” he went on while her heart stuttered to a near stand-still. “Only she clearly wanted to see my blood flowing up close and personal, so instead of knocking me out and throwing me under the hooves of some poor horse, she tried to stab me in the heart. I saw her coming at the last second and ducked, and she nearly cut my left arm off instead.” 
 
    “My God.” The genuine terror she had of horses, even the mere mention of them, paled in comparison to the picture his words painted. “Tell me you stopped that evil witch right in her tracks.” 
 
    “If she’d been anyone else, it wouldn’t have been a problem. But she’d been scaring the shit out of me since I was just out of fucking toddlerhood, so for a second all I could do was freeze up. That’s when she got me a second time under the chin. I got a hold of a horse’s bridle and whipped that around one-handed while screaming my head off for help, and luckily people were within earshot and came running. My old man paid off a lot of people to keep it quiet and flew me into San Antonio himself to get me put back together.” 
 
    “I can only imagine what that ride must’ve been like,” she thought, staring at the scar she’d assumed had been made by an animal. Then again, considering how he described his stepmother, she hadn’t been that far off. 
 
    He made a dismissive gesture. “The only thing I remember about that ride was how much pain I was in and freaking out over how much blood I was losing. My old man seemed pretty shaken about the whole thing too, which I thought was a good thing. Other than posting Kill as my guard whenever he wasn’t around, my dad didn’t seem to understand the threat his batshit crazy wife was to me.” 
 
    “Stupid,” she said, shaking her head. “He was so stupid, not taking care of you. You were his son. It was his responsibility to give you a safe environment to grow up in.” 
 
    “After she nearly cut my arm off, I thought he’d finally get it through his head just how fucked up his woman was, and that nearly drowning me in a cereal bowl hadn’t been a one-off thing. He seemed to finally grasp that no matter where I was on the ranch or how often he made Kill stand guard over me, I was going to be in danger. So, after my old man pulled a few strings, I was given a Cattleman’s Association apprenticeship, shipped off to Colorado for a few months to heal, and while I was away he was supposed to do something about getting his woman squared away.” 
 
    “Did he?” 
 
    “Of course not.” His mouth curled in the angriest smile she’d ever seen. “Looking back, I realize I was stupid to believe life would be different once I got back home. Not one fucking thing had changed. That crazy bitch Della was still here at the ranch instead of in a padded cell somewhere. The moment she saw me, she told me how much she wanted to welcome me home with a lynching party, with me as the guest of honor.” 
 
    Rage curled her hands into fists. “Damn her. Damn them both.” 
 
    He offered a humorless chuckle. “My sentiments exactly. My spineless excuse of a shit father hadn’t even told my brothers what had happened, if you can believe it, and then he had the balls to beg me not to tell them. That’s when I knew I’d never be able to count on him. Some part of me had always known that, but that was the moment I actually felt the last flicker of hope in me die.” 
 
    “Des,” she whispered, her heart breaking for him while at the same time wishing Keir Brody was still around so she could plant her usually pacifistic fist right in his weak face. “Oh, Des.” 
 
    “I can’t tell you what a relief it was at the time, having that last little flame snuff out,” he went on, surprising her. “Hope is warm and good and beautiful, but when it died out in me, I froze over from in the inside out. That might sound bad, but at that time in my life numbness was what I needed to just… heal. I may have turned into a cold, cold sonofabitch, but I liked not feeling anything. Until I didn’t.” 
 
    She understood all too well. “That’s reminds me of myself, telling people that I’m always okay, even when I’m not.” 
 
    He took her hand and brought it to his lips. “I know, baby girl.” 
 
    Of course he did. “What made you not want to be numb anymore?” 
 
    He cocked his head thoughtfully. “It started with Ry, I think. Before he got married, I never gave long-term relationships or family a thought. I mean, I lived in that nightmare of a house with an insane woman and my biological father constantly screaming at each other. I saw up close and personal how fucked up marriage and family life can get. That kind of hell wasn’t for me, or my brothers. Or so I thought.” 
 
    “Then along came Celia.” 
 
    “Yep.” He grinned at her. “Out of the blue Ry announced he’d made up his mind on marrying a woman he barely knew, and told us all to keep the fuck away from her while he set about convincing her that he wasn’t a total asshole.” 
 
    She snorted. What a way to put it. “Obviously it worked. Celia’s gaga for her husband.” 
 
    “That feeling’s mutual.” With a shake of his head, he shouldered his way into his shirt. “It’s weird, but Ry’s plunge into marriage and family life changed everything in the Brody world. It’s like everyone was waiting for someone to take the leap first, but now everyone’s diving into the pool.” 
 
    “So Ry was the brave one.” She ran her hands through her hair, trying to tame what had to look like a wild mess. “Or maybe just the least screwed-up one. People like us—people who took on damage from their demon parents—aren’t all that great when it comes to opening up to others. It’s like you said—you froze from the inside out when your father let you down that final time. You have no idea how familiar that sounds.” 
 
    “Yeah, I do.” He came over to pull her against him, with his mouth brushing her brow in a breathlessly tender gesture. “But what you don’t know is that I started thawing out around the time Dallas popped back into my life. I felt… I don’t know. Hopeful, I guess. I hadn’t felt like that in years, and it was because she was willing to risk her life to save mine because she loved me. That was when I found out my hope hadn’t died out all those years ago. It had just gone to sleep.” 
 
    He’d never know how thrilled she was to hear it. “Dallas did that for you?” 
 
    “And Kill,” he added so grudgingly she couldn’t help but smile. “I’ll admit, it really hit me in the feels when I found out my oldest brother had been so scared of losing me that he actually kidnapped D to help me out. If I ever manage to get out of my own damn way, I’m going to have to find a way to show him how much that meant to me.” 
 
    “From the sound of it, you’re already getting to that point. And,” she added when a memory struck so hard she snapped her fingers, “I think I might know of a nice ice-breaker for you to use that Killian would do cartwheels over.” 
 
    Des lifted a brow. “Ice-breaker?” 
 
    She nodded. “He mentioned that you’ve never invited him out to your place for a beer, so you might want to open with that, and take it from there.” 
 
    He scowled. “That fucking crybaby. He’s been over to my place for a beer.” 
 
    “Did you invite him?” 
 
    For a moment he looked uncomfortable “No. In fact, I almost didn’t let him in.” 
 
    “Try inviting him. He might keel over in shock, but at least that meeting will be on your terms, and on your own turf. Show him the man I know you are now—the wonderful man you’ve grown to be.” 
 
    “Maybe.” It wasn’t exactly a ringing endorsement, but at least he looked thoughtful as they finished getting dressed. “You’re going to have lunch with me tomorrow, yeah?” 
 
    Would he ever stop being adorable to her eyes? “You and your lunches.” 
 
    “Is that a yes or a no? And by the way, it better not be a no.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dare.” Laughing, she went on tiptoe to kiss him before allowing him to lead her toward the front. “I’ll be putting together a couple two-piece sets here in the shop tomorrow while I’ve got the place to myself, so I can pick up something for us in town. How about a BLT from Mabel’s Diner?” 
 
    “Make it a cheeseburger.” He slung an arm around her shoulders. “That takes care of lunch, but what about breakfast? Can you cook?” 
 
    “I’m not completely awful.” She smiled up at him. “Does this mean you’re going to spend the night with me at the main house?” 
 
    “Fuck no, I wish that shithole of a house had burned down all those years ago when Fin said he wanted to take a match to it. You’re coming home with me.” 
 
    “Then I’m grabbing an outfit and some makeup from upstairs,” she announced, doing a quick U-turn. “No way in hell am I going to show up at the main house in clothes I wore the day before, just so your sister and the other Brody wives can tease me about it.” 
 
    “Grab more than just one outfit then, if it bothers you so much,” he called after her, and she could hear the shrug in his voice. “Hell, grab your whole damn closet, for all I care. You’re going to be spending all your free time over at my place anyway, so you might as well go all in.” 
 
    She turned to look back at him, her heart stuck between beats. “I am?” 
 
    “You are.” He kept his gaze steady on hers, and his words sounded more like an order than a response. “Now hurry up and get your shit packed. I can’t wait to get us home.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said softly, while her heart took wing at that one word. 
 
    Home.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    The deep reverberation of thunder brought Des’s eyes open to find his bedroom cloaked in predawn gloom. Beside him, Winnie lay on her side, her back curled against his chest, her hair spilled out all around her. 
 
    No storybook princess had ever looked more beautiful. 
 
    Or more fuckable. 
 
    Another rumble that was more felt than heard brought his attention to the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Lone Sentinel Butte. For a moment he couldn’t figure out why it seemed so damn dark, and he reached over for his phone charging beside the bed to check the time. 
 
    Quarter to seven. 
 
    Holy hell. He’d overslept. 
 
    No surprise there. He and Winnie had stayed up way past midnight as she did exactly what she’d promised to do, and had explored every damn inch of him, first with her eyes. Then her hands. Then her mouth. 
 
    Best. Night. Ever. 
 
    But why was it so dark? 
 
    He glanced out the window again, and this time noted that the top of Lone Sentinel Butte was engulfed in low clouds. 
 
    Clouds? 
 
    It had been so long since he’d seen them he’d almost forgotten what they looked like. 
 
    The phone he held vibrated, and with a regretful sigh he carefully rolled out of bed, making sure not to disturb Winnie, before hitting the right button. “Hold on a sec,” he whispered to his brother Fin, grabbed up the pants he’d worn the night before, and headed down the stairs. “Okay, I can talk now. I know I’m running late but it’s like fucking nighttime outside. You can’t blame me.” 
 
    “Yeah, and you’ve got someone keeping your ass in bed, which is way more fun than bringing the herd in closer to home. Unfortunately, that’s what we need to do, pronto.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Though all he had to do was look out the window to get a good idea. 
 
    “Storm’s coming, and it’s not a good one. Worse yet, we’ve got a shit-ton of cattle out there that have no idea what the hell a storm is.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean we should freak out over a little rain.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about rain here, dumbass. In fact, according to the latest weather report, we might not get too much rain at all, if any.” 
 
    His stomach dropped. “Please tell me you’re not talking about a dry thunderstorm.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Fuck.” A dry thunderstorm, also known as dry lightning, brought all sorts of hell, from great walls of dust, tornadoes, and the worst thing of all—fire through lightning strikes. Normally their area experienced one or two dry thunderstorms every summer, but not when it hadn’t rained since last year. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” 
 
    “Glad you’re getting the picture. So far the majority of the storm’s still in Mexico, but Laredo’s already reporting straight-line winds of over seventy miles per hour with lots of lightning.” 
 
    Again he glanced out the nearest window to the yellowed, sunbaked world beyond. It was a tinderbox for as far as the eye could see. “How bad?” 
 
    “Laredo’s been going through the same shit we’ve been dealing with drought-wise, so basically everything’s on fire. Out of an abundance of caution, they’ve shut the airport down due to all the blowing dust and smoke in the air. Visibility’s in the crapper.” 
 
    “And there’s no rain coming in behind it? Dust storms and lightning strikes wouldn’t be a problem if we just got some goddamn rain.” 
 
    “Supposedly there’s rain coming, but so far no reports of a single drop in Laredo. Just wind, walls of dust, and lots of lightning.” 
 
    “Fuck.” That summed it up perfectly. 
 
    “Listen, I didn’t call you just to play weatherman,” Fin added flatly. “If we get that kind of shit going on in this neck of the woods, we’re going to have a helluva problem on our hands. We’ve got a young herd that’s never experienced any type of crazy weather, thanks to the drought. Do you know what’s going to happen when one cow freaks out over a single clap of thunder?” 
 
    He closed his eyes for a second. Just when he thought the morning couldn’t get any worse. “Stampede.” 
 
    “Yep. And cattle being cattle, they’re going to blast headlong into whatever barbed-wire fencing they come across, or run themselves right over cliffs, or just fucking vanish into the wilderness never to be seen alive again.” 
 
    Quickly Des worked through all contingencies. “We’ve got one helluva lot of cattle to move, brother. We need a game plan, preferably one where we clone ourselves several times over and get going on this yesterday.” 
 
    “Yeah, Mother Nature’s a real bitch, kicking up like this from outta nowhere. And as for a game plan, Killian’s thinking we should split the property into a grid, with each of us taking a section, including Lawrence Ledbetter in a Jeep and Caleb Garrett, along with a couple hands who know how to wrangle.” 
 
    “Lawrence?” That made him smile, if only for a moment. “How’s Lilah taking that? I’m assuming she’s not going to be a part of this roundup.” 
 
    “Nine months pregnant, and my crazy wife wants to at least ride shotgun with her brother Lawrence. Almost died in the last emergency roundup, and yet here she is still wanting to go out there and pitch in. Fuck my life.” 
 
    “Lilah grew up with us along with Lawrence, Fin. She knows how bad ranch life can get out there.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, she can stay planted at the main house where everyone’s gathering so they can tuck the kids safely down in the basement and watch movies and build blanket forts while we try to save our damn livestock. Killian and Dallas are calling in every cowhand they know of to make up the numbers that each team is going to need out there. Considering what we’re willing to pay per head, we should have a small army to get shit done within the next couple of hours. We damn well don’t need pregnant women who’re about to pop with my first-born daughter trying to pitch the fuck in.” 
 
    Ohh-kay. Time for a change of subject. “I’m glad to hear help’s on the way, but it still won’t be enough to get every head of cattle in. A roundup like that takes at least a week.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about getting every single head in, and besides, we have ranch hands to deal with the outlying areas of the property already. Our biggest concern is the most at-risk stock, primarily the yearlings. They’re the ones we need to get moved into pastures with shelters and fences that they can fucking see, even in full-on stampede mode.” 
 
    Again Des went down the mental checklist of potential problems. “If we’re bringing in as much stock as possible to wait out this storm, that means we’re going to have cattle numbering in the thousands. We can’t put them all in the river pastures when we don’t know what this storm’s going to do with the waterways. We put all our eggs in one basket like that, and one flash flood would wipe us out for at least a couple years when it comes to beef cattle.” 
 
    “You’re not telling me shit I don’t already know.” 
 
    “We’ve got wells sunk in the pastures nearest to the main buildings,” he went on, ignoring Fin as he thought it through. “But we don’t get nearly enough water from those wells to accommodate that many cattle all at once. The water tower’s practically empty, so where the hell are we going to get the water to accommodate them all?” 
 
    He heard Fin curse. “Look, one problem at a time, all right? Just get your ass over to the main house so we can figure out who’s doing what.” 
 
    “Lack of water is the first priority we have to deal with,” Des shot back, heading for the laundry room to snag up a clean shirt. “I’ve got an idea on how to handle a good portion of that, but I need to tackle that right away. You guys go on with whatever it is you need to do, and I’ll catch up. Get your all-weather phones out and keep them on you just in case, yeah?” 
 
    He heard Fin sigh. “Fine. I’ll let everyone know you’ll get here when you get here. Just make damn sure you get here before the storm hits.” 
 
    “When is that, exactly?” 
 
    “Radar models all say around midnight tonight. Naturally,” Fin added with a flash of dark humor. “Because everything is so much more fun to manage in the fucking dark.” 
 
    Jesus. “Yeah. Fun. See you.” 
 
    “Des?”  
 
    As he hung up with his brother, Des looked over his shoulder and found Winnie standing on the bottom stair, draped in his shirt from the night before and sleepily trying to smother a yawn. Never had she looked more desirable, just when he didn’t have the time to do anything about it. 
 
    “Hate to say it, baby girl, but I’ve got to hustle us into the shower, then get us dressed and transported over to the main house. Think you can be out the door in less than an hour?” 
 
    In a blink, all vestiges of sleepiness vanished. “If you don’t mind me heading out the door with a head of wet hair. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Ranch life. It’s never dull.” Taking her by the hand, he headed back up the stairs, his mind churning because time was not on their side. But… “You know, we could save time if we showered together.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “You think showering together wouldn’t, um, slow things down?” 
 
    “I can be quick, and I know you can, too—as long as I finger-bang you first.” With a hot grin, he pulled her up the stairs. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Wow. 
 
    Standing up. 
 
    Against a wall. 
 
    One foot on the built-in shower bench. 
 
    The other leg wrapped around Des’s waist.  
 
    And it was… 
 
    Wow. 
 
    Just when Winnie was fairly confident she knew all there was to know about sex, Des changed things up and made her see that at least with him, sex was never going to be same old, same old. 
 
    Lucky, lucky her. 
 
    “Oh, God.” Hot water streamed from the rain showerhead above them, and she held on to his wet shoulders and clamped her thighs more tightly. The pleasure was ballooning, and it was so hot, so intense, it was a wonder it didn’t make the water falling on them evaporate. “Des, I’m coming. Oh God, I’m coming…!” 
 
    “I love how noisy you get.” Des pumped his hips harder, making sure that each impact reverberated to that one magical place that sent her soaring. “Always dreamed of fucking you good and proper, but I never imagined all those sweet noises you make when I’m inside you. You could make me come just with a moan.” 
 
    That was enough to push Winnie over the edge, spiraling headlong into sweet shudders of pleasure that had her cries bouncing off the tiled walls. His growls of completion joined hers, his powerful body thrusting hard into her once, twice, three times before at last coming to a breathless halt. 
 
    “That has to be some kind of record.” Smiling, he kissed her deeply before letting her slide back down to earth, her body losing his as she went. He dealt with the condom while she managed to get her legs to work right, then after a quick rinse-off, turned the taps off. “Think we can get out of here in ten minutes?” 
 
    “Not a problem.” It was totally a problem, since she no doubt looked like a drowned rat and it would take at least a couple hours for her hair to dry. But beggars couldn’t be choosers. “As long as you promise not to look my way with those bedroom eyes or touch me with your magic hands, I can pretty much guarantee I’ll be ready. Just don’t distract me.” 
 
    He laughed and gathered her up in a hug that was so sweet, her heart found new levels of happiness. “You’re the one who’s guilty of being a top-level distraction. I don’t think you know how often I have sex with you in my mind.” 
 
    That made her remember what he’d said. “Did you really dream about having sex with me before we got together?” 
 
    In the process of handing her a towel, he raised a brow. “’Course I meant it. I remember as a teenager, I’d go out of my way trying to cross your path to get you to notice me. Should’ve been easy, since you were literally the girl next door, but your fuckwit father guarded you like a junkyard dog. If I’d known what was going on, I would’ve taken you away from that monster, and to hell with everything else.” 
 
    “I should have had the courage to follow you home.” Smiling a little sadly, she wrapped herself up in the towel, then leaned into him when he tried towel-drying her hair. It would make that mess even worse, but it didn’t matter. His touch was so gentle and attentive, all she could do was wallow in the sheer bliss of it. “I wanted to be with you so bad even then, yet I’d never spoken a word to you. I know that sounds weird, but it’s the truth.” 
 
    “It doesn’t sound weird. Not to me.” He pushed the towel down to let it drape around her neck and pulled her so close the only thing she could see was him. “From that first moment I caught sight of you on that school bus so long ago, that Smiley neighbor girl I’d been told to not talk to, it was like a feeling of destiny hit me right between the eyes.” 
 
    “Destiny?” 
 
    “Yeah. Yours and mine, intertwined and locked into place like it was planned for us all along. When I’m inside you, that’s where I belong.” 
 
    The sincerity in his words made her eyes sting. “Des.” 
 
    “I never had a place where I truly belonged, being brought up the way I was. But I do have a place where I belong now.” He caught his hand in the tangle of her hair and pressed his brow to hers in a breathlessly sweet gesture. “You’re my home, baby girl. Tell me you feel it, too.” 
 
    “I do.” That feeling was so immense it threatened to burst her apart from the inside out, and it was so beautiful she couldn’t stop her breath from hitching. “No other man could ever touch me like you do. Your hands have ruined me for anyone but you.” 
 
    “Not ruined.” He swatted her booty oh so lightly in punishment, then grinned against her lips when she gasped. “Spoiled. I love spoiling you, woman. Making you the center of my attention was the best damn decision I’ve ever made.” 
 
    Oh, this perfect, perfect man. “I’m almost scared to be this happy, my Des. Nothing in the world has ever made me as happy as you do. I swear I’ll die if this happiness ever gets taken away from me.” 
 
    “Destiny, remember? Nothing in this world’s going to take away what we’ve got going on. We’re the only ones who can fuck this up, so that’s the one thing we’re never going to do.” He kissed her once more before pulling away. “We now have nine minutes to get dressed and get out of here. Doable?” 
 
    “I have a change of clothes in the overnight bag, so all I need to do is grab it. Where did you put it last night?” 
 
    “Dropped it on my desk. You don’t need makeup or any of that shit,” he added, grabbing the clothes he’d left on the bathroom floor to climb back into them. “You’re perfect as is.” 
 
    Aw, that was sweet. But, since she wasn’t a complete idiot, she heard exactly what he was trying to say. “Don’t worry, I won’t hold you up by doing my makeup here. I’ll try to do my best while we’re in the truck. Hopefully I won’t put my eye out.” 
 
    “That’s my baby girl.” He brushed her temple with his lips and headed out the door. “Gotta go find my damn boots. Eight minutes, by the way.” 
 
    “Thanks, Big Ben.” Nevertheless she hustled to retrieve the bag of clothes and makeup she’d gathered from her apartment, which he’d deposited on his desk in the work area of his loft-style bedroom. Pulling the bag off the desk, a couple photos drifted to the floor. Automatically she bent to gather them back up, only to have her stomach drop when she recognized the overhead shot of Smiley Lake and the surrounding area. 
 
    What…? 
 
    The second photo was from another angle, with a printout paperclipped to it. 
 
    Seven acres in size.  
 
    Natural spring-fed body of water of exceptional quality.  
 
    No Escherichia coli or other microbes or chemical pollutants.  
 
    Approximately ninety million gallons, with a depth of forty feet at its center.  
 
    Several shallow access points including one dock of approximately seventy-years of age. 
 
    What. 
 
    The. 
 
    Hell. 
 
    She glanced at the top of the page for the date. Five days after her father’s funeral. Five days after Des had caught her swimming in the buff. 
 
    Five days. 
 
    Had he been there out at the lake… to collect a water sample? 
 
    At the very bottom of the readout was a note, written in blue ink and in Des’s precise block lettering—Great to skinny-dip in. 
 
    Oh, God. 
 
    Oh, no. No, please, no… 
 
    All this time he’d been methodically compiling facts on Smiley Lake while trying to charm his way into her life. 
 
    Trying, and succeeding. 
 
    What the hell was she supposed to do now? 
 
    “Winsome? You getting dressed, or what?” 
 
    In a single heartbeat in time, Winnie’s fate hung by a thread. It would be so damn easy to pretend she hadn’t seen the photos of Smiley Lake, or the notes clipped to them. She could slip them back onto the desk and tell herself that it had nothing to do with her. With them. She trusted him, in ways she’d never trusted anyone before. They could just go on as if nothing had happened. 
 
    But… 
 
    Something had happened. 
 
    She couldn’t unsee those aerial photos of a property that didn’t belong to Des, any more than she could unhear her grandmother’s words. 
 
    Des could be playing the long game with you. 
 
    That wasn’t what this was, she told herself fiercely, only to see the photos she held start to shake while her stomach cramped with dread. There had to be a logical explanation for those photos to be here, as well as all the research he’d obviously done on Smiley Lake. 
 
    You always think the worst of people, or is it just me? 
 
    She didn’t want to think the worst of him. God, no. He was her hero, the man who’d shown her that crying with happiness was real. She probably just didn’t understand what she was looking at, she thought desperately. This was probably like that moment when he’d bought a huge air conditioning unit with all the accoutrements for Cleone’s property. That building hadn’t belonged to him, either, but he’d gone ahead and done what he’d felt was needed. 
 
    So… 
 
    What was it he needed when it came to Smiley Lake? 
 
    “Winsome?” 
 
    She could ignore it, she thought again, her heart thudding in her tightening throat. Just bury it deep down inside and never mention it. She was good at burying things, God knew. Everything would go on without upset or turmoil. 
 
    But…  
 
    It would be a lie. 
 
    Would that be so bad? 
 
    Yes. 
 
    She’d had enough turmoil in her life to know she was strong enough to look it straight in the eye and not blink. She had to say something. Never again would she allow herself to live the lie that she was okay, when she really, really wasn’t. 
 
    “Des.” Slowly she rose to her full height as he came back up the stairs carrying his boots, her bag at her feet and the photos in her trembling hands. “Why do you have research on Smiley Lake?” 
 
    He stopped like he’d hit a wall. “What the fuck, woman. Who the hell do you think you are, going through my shit?” 
 
    “Your shit fell off the desk when I picked up my bag.” Anger spiked bright and dangerous, because an attack wasn’t the response she needed to make this better. “If you didn’t want me to see it, maybe you shouldn’t have put my bag on top of your sketchy 007 spy pics of my family’s private property. What in the world is this?” 
 
    “Research, though that’s none of your fucking business. I had it done before your shitbird of a father kicked off, which means long before you and I got together.” 
 
    The offhand lie hit her like a blow to the chest. “The results of the lake’s water purity have a date on them. A date that’s almost a week after my father’s funeral. And you mentioned skinny-dipping. That also happened after my father’s death.” 
 
    “So what? I wrote that stupid comment on there when I couldn’t fucking sleep for thinking of you.” In a handful of strides he was there to yank the photos and papers out of her hands to toss them without looking back onto the desk. “Use that accusatory tone with me again, woman, and I’m really not going to like it.” 
 
    “But it’s okay for you to accuse me of going through your shit? I don’t tolerate hypocrisy, and I sure as hell won’t tolerate being lied to.” 
 
    His already scowling expression darkened ominously. “When the fuck did I ever lie to you?” 
 
    “You mean besides just now? Right after you kissed me for the first time. You told me you didn’t give a fuck about Smiley Lake, but the evidence of how much you do care is right here. Why didn’t you at least tell me about how you’ve been researching my family’s property, and how great Smiley Lake’s water was to skinny-dip in?” 
 
    “I do not have time for this bullshit.” His tone was downright arctic as he bent to pull his boots on. “Know this—if I don’t tell you about something, it’s because it wasn’t any of your damn business. It’s Brody business.” 
 
    She flinched, because that was one nerve she hadn’t expected him to hit with her—the almighty Brody superiority that the Smileys had grappled with for decades. “It has everything to do with me, Des. This is my family’s property.” 
 
    “Your grandmother’s, actually. Not yours. In fact, none of this shit has anything to do with you. Now,” he went on, straightening to pin her to the spot with eyes that were so cold she almost didn’t recognize him, “In three minutes I’m in my truck and heading out for the main house, because I’ve got a ton of shit to do and no time to do it in. If you can get dressed in three minutes, great. If not, your ass is stuck here in this house until I get back from whatever hell is about to be unleashed on us. Decide what you’re going to do.” 
 
    Without a word, she grabbed up her bag and headed for the bathroom, determined to be in that truck in three minutes’ time.  
 
    No way was she going to be the prisoner of a man who’d just ripped her heart out.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    In the fifteen-minute drive from Des’s house to the main house, Winnie didn’t say a word. Neither did Des. It wasn’t because she hoped to punish him with some childish version of the silent treatment. Lord, no. There was simply nothing left for her to say. It was as if all her words had withered up and died. 
 
    There was no coming back from this. Not that she could see. Granny had been right. Des had been playing the long game with her. From their first meeting in the cemetery—an appropriate starting place for their relationship, she thought darkly—to this very moment, she had been busy falling in love, while Des had been busy scheming to increase the greatness of the Brody stronghold. 
 
    In a way it was commendable, how laser-locked the Brodys were when it came to building their empire generation after generation. If she weren’t so busy dying inside, she would have complimented him on a job well done. 
 
    The main house’s spires came into view at long last, but just as she was ready to breathe a sigh of relief that this interminable ride was almost over, Des abruptly hit the brakes and put the truck in Park. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have accused you of going through my shit.” The words dragged out of him grudgingly, like they’d left bloody gouges on the way out. “I didn’t tell you about the survey I’d had commissioned for Smiley Lake and the surrounding area because you’ve got a history of jumping to the wrong conclusion and thinking the worst about people. Not your fault,” he added when he seemed to realize that sounded like an accusation. “I know you’re working hard to overcome that. I just didn’t want to give you the wrong idea.” 
 
    “But because you did keep it from me, you’ve got to know it looks suspicious as hell. Were you ever going to tell me?” she wanted to know, at last looking at him, and her heart turned itself inside out at the sight of his beautiful, deceitful face. 
 
    His eyes were the darkest she’d ever seen them. “Probably not.” 
 
    Now that she could believe.  
 
    “I wish I could give you that lake. Just give it to you and get this whole stupid song and dance over with.” The words came out of her without any life, which made sense. At some point the person she’d been when she awoke this morning had died, and there was nothing left but a shell. This was what she’d been afraid of; when she’d been at her happiest, she’d been so afraid something would come along and destroy it. Deep down, she’d known that such a destruction would kill her inside. 
 
    We’re the only ones who can fuck this up. 
 
    Boy, wasn’t that the truth. 
 
    “Listen to me very carefully.” He clipped out each word like it was all he could do not to bellow them out. “That property means fucking nothing to me, do you understand? I’m going to go over to your grandmother’s after I drop you off at the main house and ask her to lease it out at quadruple the rate to get us through this crisis. Beyond that, I don’t give a shit about it.” 
 
    “Just drive, Desmond.” All she wanted to do was get in her car, stomp on the gas, and never look back. 
 
    He hit the steering wheel. “You’re not even hearing a goddamn word I’m saying, are you?” 
 
    “My granny might not lease that property to you right off the bat, but I’ll bet if you promise to get out of my life, that’ll probably do the trick,” she went on, not answering him. Because he was right. The part that listened to him—believed in him—was still struggling to reboot after the hit it took. “It’s up to you if you want to play it what way.” 
 
    The silence in the truck’s cab crushed even the air out of the atmosphere. “You saying that’s what you want, woman? You want me out of your life?” 
 
    Never before had she been so torn between the words yes and no. “I’m saying that’s the way to go if you want to get your hands on Smiley Lake. Yesterday she upset me because she believed you were like that user of a man she married—my grandfather, Earnest Smiley. Good old Earnest was a romantic sweetheart until he had her good and trapped in a hellish marriage. Come to find out, Grandpa Earnest never loved her. He’d just wanted a mother-figure for his demon of a son and, I suspect, someone to blame when inevitably that demon son went wrong. I insisted you weren’t a user like Earnest, so you might have trouble convincing her of your true motives. But if you want access to that lake, maybe you can figure out how to use this personal information to get what you want.” Heaven knew that wasn’t her. 
 
    “I know all about hellish marriages,” he said after a moment, surprising her. Now that she’d handed him the keys to getting what he wanted, she’d assumed he’d put the truck back into gear and go. But here he was, still trying to reach her like he genuinely cared. “So do you. We were both raised in that hell, and it left its mark on us. I’ve got my scars—you’ve seen the physical ones, and I’ll be the first to admit the psychological ones go all the deeper. The older I get, and the more I see my brothers moving on with their lives and finding happiness, the more I realize my past has fucked me up so much it now holds me back.” 
 
    She nodded, a shiver of pain slicing through her at the memory of everything he’d been through. Maybe he couldn’t be fully blamed for being unloving. Like her, he had been utterly unloved. 
 
    “Thing is, you have your scars, too, Winsome.” 
 
    That made her breath catch. “No, I don’t.” 
 
    “Remember when you got pissed at yourself because you automatically believed the worst of the Brody wives? You jumped to the wrong conclusion because almost every person in your life has betrayed you one way or another. From the cradle, you were raised to expect it, and that’s what this is now. But I’m not out to betray you, and I sure as fuck hope you’re not going to betray me.” 
 
    “Betray you?” Not sure if she could believe her ears, she turned to look at him at last, only to find that he’d turned in his seat to face her. “If anything, I just betrayed the trust of my grandmother by telling you her private history. I did it so you would have the tools to get what you want.” 
 
    A bitter scoff escaped him. “Which you think is the lake.” 
 
    “I know that’s what you want. And I hope you get it,” she added when he cursed and hit the steering wheel again. “I really do. I just hope to God I never see that stupid lake ever again.” 
 
    “Unless you’re skinny-dipping in it, that makes two of us. That fucking thing is cursed.” He scowled at her a few seconds more, but behind those intense eyes she had a feeling all the wheels were turning. Then he nodded once as if coming to a decision and put the truck back in gear. “But you’re right. You did just give me the keys to get what I want, so you can’t blame me for going after it with everything I’ve got. Just remember you wanted me to do that. When it comes right down to it I’m a Brody, and a Brody always gets what he wants.” 
 
     “I know,” she said tonelessly, keeping her eyes glued to the sight of her car in the distance, parked out front of the main house. Getting the hell out of there wouldn’t solve the ache in whatever was left of her heart, but it was better than nothing. “I’ve always known. It’s the Brody way.” 
 
    “Damn straight.” He pulled up right behind her car, shut the engine off and was out of the truck before she’d gotten her seatbelt unlocked. By the time she’d climbed out and was shutting the passenger door behind her, he had her car door open and was leaning into it to pop open the hood. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Baffled, she stared at him as he hauled the hood up. “Wait, Des, stop. There’s nothing wrong with my car.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. I get that.” 
 
    “So what are you—” The sound of the front door to the main house opening made her glance up to see Fin, Ry and Killian come out onto the verandah. Great. More Brodys. Just what this day needed. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Nothing for you to worry about, baby girl. Just making sure your car isn’t fine. There we go.” With an efficiency of movement he shut the hood, tossed some little gizmo in the air and caught it with a look of grim satisfaction. “You are going to stay here at the main house while I take care of business. I won’t be back until late—well after midnight, anyway. We’ll hash this out then.” 
 
    Her rage was so immense it was a wonder her head didn’t explode. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Of course I’m serious. I’d hash this out with you now, but I literally don’t have the time. Don’t take that personally though, yeah? You still have top priority in my world, no doubt about it.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” she snapped, and flailed a hand at her car. “Did you just disable my car?” 
 
    “Yeah, I did.” Again he tossed the doohickey he’d pulled from her car before pocketing it. “I’ll buy you a new one when all this is over.” 
 
    “I don’t want a new one, I want the one you just put in your damn pocket. Put it back where it belongs.” 
 
    “I was talking about a car. That’s probably what it’s going to take to get me out of this hole I keep digging for myself, but I’m willing to take that risk. Killian.” He lifted his chin to his oldest brother while Winnie fumed and considered whether it would be better to kick Des in the ass or simply just start walking. “We need to talk.” 
 
    With an unvarnished look of surprise, Killian nodded and descended the verandah stairs to walk down the drive with Des and out of earshot. She glared pure hellfire after them for a hot second before marching to her car and getting in behind the wheel. Maybe it wasn’t that bad. After all, Des was a rodeo star and a rancher, not a mechanic. Maybe her car wasn’t that disabled. 
 
    Digging her keys out of her purse, she cranked the engine, her hope skyrocketing when it sounded like it wanted to turn over… but wouldn’t. 
 
    “You’re going to blow up your engine if you keep doing that.” Fin was outside her open car door, looking at her with an expression torn between impatience and compassion. “We can’t have so much as a spark out here, especially this close to the house with all our kids inside. Unless you’re so mad right now you want to kill all the Brodys?” 
 
    “Not all. Just one.” But that was enough to pull the key out, hating how helpless she now was. “I don’t suppose I could get a ride out of here?” 
 
    “Sorry, but we need every truck onsite hauling horse trailers out to the four corners of the property to bring the yearling herds in. My brothers and I even brought in our own personal trucks just for that. I’m afraid you’re stuck here until the herd is in and the storm is over.” 
 
    “Perfect,” she muttered, slamming the car door with so much force she doubted she’d ever be able to get it open again. 
 
    Not that it mattered. 
 
    Her car was now nothing more than an oversized paperweight. 
 
    But that didn’t necessarily mean she was stuck there, she thought suddenly. With the wind sifting through her hair drying in super-tight corkscrews, she looked to the east and tried measuring the distance between where she stood and the Smiley homestead. As the crow flew it was about a mile through rough South Texas terrain. Or, she could play it safe and take the longer route along the paved road, which was about three or four miles.  
 
    She glanced down at her shoes and growled in frustration. Kitten-heeled, flip-flop-styled sandals were beyond adorable, especially matched with her nautical-themed walking shorts and blue and white-striped light-knit summer sweater. But when it came to hiking, they were probably worse than going barefoot. 
 
    No wonder Des laughed at her footwear. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    Winnie jumped a half-second before a wave of embarrassment hit. She’d been so embroiled in hatching highly improbable escape plans that she’d forgotten all about Fin. “What did Des just take out of my car?”  
 
    “Spark plug.” 
 
    What a very Brody answer. When communication was needed the most, a clipped response was all she got. “What a total dick move.” 
 
    “Look, obviously something’s happened between you two. I don’t wanna know, because it’s none of my damn business,” he added when she opened her mouth to tell him exactly that. “Ordinarily I wouldn’t say anything to you now, because if our roles were reversed I wouldn’t appreciate someone sticking their oar into my personal waters. But right now you’ve got the look of someone on the verge of doing something stupid, like running off into the wilderness just so you can have the satisfaction of getting lots of breathing space between you and Des.” 
 
    “What are you, a mind reader?” 
 
    “What I am is under pressure. We all are. We’ve got approximately fifteen hours to do two days’ worth of backbreaking work, and we can’t afford to fail. The last thing we need now is you wandering off and getting yourself lost. You do that, and we’ll have to spend precious time hunting you down and making sure you’re safe. So here I am sticking my oar into your personal waters, and I’m asking you to just stay put. Once all this is over, I’ll hold Des down if you want me to so you can beat the dogshit out of him, you have my word on that. But please, don’t be a distraction now. If not for Des, then for the rest of us, and our wives who worry about our safety and don’t want us out there in a storm that could kill us half a dozen different ways.” 
 
    The fury raging inside cooled as the thought of Des dying out there hit her like a brick between the eyes. “Fine. But understand I’m going to ask one of the Brody wives to run me into town, or barring that, ask to borrow one of their cars.” 
 
    “And put them in that position? Don’t forget, they’re part of this family.” 
 
    Damn it. “Then I’ll call for a taxi.” 
 
    “You’re a native of Bitterthorn, Winnie. You damn well know there’s not a single taxi or rideshare service within thirty miles of where we’re standing. You know this, but you’re just too pissed off to give up the fight.” 
 
    Damn it! “Is this what you Brodys do? Keep women trapped where you want them until the woman has no choice but to just… give up?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say give up, exactly. In the end, I prefer to look at it as a mutual surrender of both parties to each other.” 
 
    Great. Now he was blowing pure smoke. Just what she didn’t need. “I don’t know where the hell you get that whole mutual part. There is no mutual surrender when it comes Des and me. He’s the one with all the power, because he’s the one who took my damn spark plug.” She yelled the final word Des’s way, but neither he nor Killian bothered to look her way. 
 
    Assholes. 
 
    For some reason, Fin’s serious expression lifted with a chuckle. “Trust me, you’re the one who’s got all the power right now, Win. I’m just asking you to hold off on wielding it until all our asses are safely back home. Think you can do that?” 
 
    “By staying put?” 
 
    “By staying put. Your word of honor.” 
 
    Unable to stop herself, she glanced back at her now-useless car, longing to get behind the wheel and leave all this crazy-making turmoil behind. But that wasn’t possible, and no matter how infuriated she was with Des, she didn’t want to put him or any of his brothers in peril.  
 
    A few hours, she consoled herself, trying to calm her mind that was still trying—and failing—to figure a way out. She could sit tight for a few more hours. It wasn’t like anything could change the reality of the situation. Whether she stayed there or managed to go somewhere else, Des, the man she’d been stupid enough to fall in love with, would still be the man that had gone after her like a vulnerable-woman-seeking missile to get to Smiley Lake.  
 
    How had she gotten herself into this hopeless mess? 
 
    I’m pretty damn proud of myself for finding the backbone to grab for what I wanted. And what I wanted was to spend time with you. 
 
    God, she was the stupidest woman in the world. 
 
    “Winnie?” 
 
    “You have my word,” she gritted out, still furious that Des had disabled her car, but the rest of her fire abruptly snuffed out. In the end, she only had herself to blame for forgetting that from the start, Des had never lied to her. Not really. She was the one who had lied to herself. “I promise I won’t leave Green Rock Ranch until Des gets back.” 
 
    “Not good enough,” came the flat reply. “Green Rock is bigger than Rhode Island, so saying you won’t leave Green Rock Ranch doesn’t mean dick to me. I need your word that you’re going to stay at the main house and out of trouble until Des gets back.” 
 
    “I’ll stay at the main house, or visiting Opal and her babies, until Des gets back.” 
 
    “And nowhere else?” 
 
    “Man, you’re a real trusting soul, aren’t you?” She gave him a look designed to wither him into nothing, then wanted to scream when that didn’t happen. “Fine. And nowhere else.” 
 
    “Great. Lilah’s in the same mood as you, by the way, because I’m not letting her help in the roundup,” he added on a sigh, glancing back at the house with an expression that seemed almost mournful. “Swear to Christ, we’re not trying to be the bad guys here, Win. We just need the people we love to be in a safe place while we turn ourselves inside out trying to make sure our world holds together. I hope you can understand that.” 
 
    Her throat closed up on the gush of words that wanted to spew forth, so that all she could do was nod mutely before walking toward the Bachelor Pad stud barn. Of course she understood that was how Fin saw it. He and his wife loved each other. Lilah wanted to pitch in and carry some of her man’s burden, and Fin wanted the woman he loved to be safe. That was the emotion that drove their actions—love. 
 
    And that was the difference. 
 
    Fin assumed Des loved her. 
 
    Joke was on the both of them, apparently. 
 
    The Bachelor Pad was much more daunting on her own than when she was with Des, but once Winnie found her way to the hub-like anteroom, she was able to navigate her way to the correct hall that led to Opal and her puppies. 
 
    “You’re going to think I’m an awful human,” she murmured to Opal after slipping through the heavy stable door and approaching the dog that watched her with those bright, mismatched eyes. “I still didn’t bring you any treats, I’m afraid. How about a belly rub instead?” 
 
    For an answer, Opal’s tail went into overdrive. She left her puppies to meet Winnie halfway, clearly eager for all the attention she could soak up.  
 
    “Awww, you’re such a sweetheart. I wish I could take you home with me.” Then, when she heard her words come back to her, she sighed and slid down the nearest wall until she was sitting on the concrete floor. “Then again, I’m not sure where home is. Or what it’s supposed to be.” 
 
    Opal burrowed her head into her chest, then flopped down, half on and half off her. 
 
    “Obviously you don’t have the same problem with making yourself at home wherever you are.” A half-laugh escaped her as she petted the dog, glad to note that while still on the skinny side, Opal didn’t seem to have that fragile feel to her anymore. “Maybe I should take a page out of your book and just live in the moment, happy for whatever attention that comes my way.” When Opal stretched her snout up so she could lick Winnie’s chin, she couldn’t help but laugh. “Are you agreeing with me? I think you are.” 
 
    Opal offered a little grumbling noise, like she had opinions to share and needed Winnie to hear them. Then Panda trundled out of the nest, tail up and round little belly off the ground, and instantly began heading in the wrong direction. 
 
    “Wow, look at you no longer crawling around, Mr. Fast Learner.” Shifting Opal, Winnie managed to snag up the puppy before he went too far afield. “I can’t believe how quickly you’re getting the hang of walking. You’re going to be a lot of trouble, aren’t you?” She nuzzled the top of the puppy’s fuzzy little head with her lips. In turn, Panda couldn’t seem to decide what he wanted more—his mother, who gave him a sniff, or to chew on Winnie’s face. “Yeah, you’re going to be trouble, but that’s okay with me. I promise I’ll do everything I can to make sure you have the best possible life, baby Panda. At least with you, I know I’m safe enough to give you my whole heart.” 
 
    “Lucky Panda.” 
 
    Winnie’s head snapped around at the sound of Des’s voice and found him standing by the stable door. “I thought you were in a hurry to leave.” 
 
    He made a sound of impatience. “Can’t wait to see the back of me?” 
 
    “I… No.” She looked down at the wriggling puppy in her hands and knew she would always think of Des whenever she saw Panda. “I actually wish we had time to talk this out, but I know we don’t. I just want you to know that I don’t have any regrets about… about reaching for what I wanted. Which was you,” she added, trying to smile though it nearly killed her. “I told you that once before, and it still holds true. I’m never going to have any regrets about reaching for you. You were the best thing that ever happened in my life, so I’m always going to be grateful to you.” 
 
    “Stop that whole goodbye shit right there,” he grated, the words pushing past the barrier of his teeth. “We’re nowhere near done, Winsome, you hear me? I say when we’re done, and that’s never going to happen. Understand that now. Never.” 
 
    She frowned as confusion went to war with what she knew were the facts. Why did it sound like he actually gave a damn about her, when she was nothing more than a tool to get what he wanted? “That’s not how this works.” 
 
    “It is if I say it is.” 
 
    “What a Brody thing to say.” 
 
    “Do you want to be done with me? Think before you answer,” he warned as she opened her mouth to do just that. “Everything’s riding on it.” 
 
    “I…” Doubts pushed in on her from all sides, but they couldn’t smother that one unbearably beautiful feeling inside. She loved him. Even when he wanted to expand the Brody empire by using her, that would never change. She loved him with everything she had. “You might not like the answer.” 
 
    “If it’s the truth, I’ll take it no matter what.” 
 
    “It’s like… you’ve become a part of me. Even when that part of me hurts so bad I can’t breathe.” She swallowed hard and pushed the rest of the painfully weak-willed confession out. “I hate myself for it, but I couldn’t be done with you if I tried.” 
 
    “Don’t try.” Before she knew what he was going to do, he was suddenly down on one knee, cupping her face in his hands and kissing her hard enough to blot out the world. The scent and taste of him filled her senses even as he broke off the kiss to stare down at her, his eyes burning with an emotion so fierce it was all she could see. “And don’t you hate yourself for fighting like hell to believe in me. I love it when you do that. I know life has taught you to expect pain and betrayal from those who are closest to you, but that’s not me. That’s not us. There’s isn’t a second when I’m not thinking about you. I’d tear this goddamn world apart just to give you five seconds of happiness. Think about that, baby girl. Think about what that means.” 
 
    That could have been a description of how she felt about him, but that was because she loved him. More than anything, she wanted to believe he felt like that for the same reason, but life never worked out that way. Not for her. “Maybe I’m nothing more than an embarrassing cliché—a former abused child clinging to an unhealthy relationship because I’m so screwed up I can’t tell the difference between happiness and pain. I never thought my life would be like the crap you’d see on a daytime talk show, because I never believed I was that broken. But here we are.” 
 
     “Most people are broken in some way, Winsome. The way we grew up, there was no avoiding that. But I’m not afraid of how sharp your broken pieces are,” he went on, surprising her. “They fit my broken pieces better than they ever did all on their own. Don’t pretend you don’t know that.” 
 
    She couldn’t keep her head clear while looking into his eyes, so she turned away to rub her cheek against the puppy’s soft fur. “I don’t know anything right now.” 
 
    “Except that Panda is safe enough for you to love.” 
 
    “Last I heard, puppies aren’t big on surveys of Smiley Lake.” 
 
    “Smartass.” Someone called his name, and he looked over his shoulder with a curse. “I don’t know when I’ll be back, so don’t wait up for me, yeah? This storm will blow over, Winsome. And when it does, you and I are going to straighten our shit out once and for all.” 
 
    His name was called again, and with a rough sigh he rose to his full height and headed out of the barn without looking back.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    As much as Winnie would have liked to have holed up in the barn for all eternity, her stomach began to rumble, while the oppressively humid air made her clothes stick to her skin. With one last cuddle for Panda and a belly rub for Opal, she headed for the main house, glancing up at the overcast skies as she went.  
 
    It didn’t look all that menacing at the moment, but the entire ranch clearly thought otherwise. The stables—a massive building with a fussy little cupola on top of it—had a seemingly endless stream of horses being led out into trailers that were hooked up to the familiar Green Rock Ranch heavy-duty pickup trucks, all of which she was more than happy to give a wide berth. Farther off in the distance, a metallic building that looked more like a hangar for passenger airplanes also had its doors open, and streams of all-terrain vehicles were on the move past a neatly parked tractor that looked bereft as the faster vehicles roared past. Overhead, a small plane circled before seeming to lead the vehicles out toward the west. 
 
    All hands on deck, Brody-style. 
 
    Controlled chaos permeated the atmosphere when Winnie entered the main house, hastily sidestepping a pair of exiting cowhands so she wouldn’t get run over by them. Because it was polite—and because there was no other way to get to the kitchen—she headed into the office area and spied both Celia and Dallas working the phones. Celia saw her and waved but didn’t pause in her conversation, but Dallas held up a hand the moment she made eye-contact with Winnie 
 
    “That’s right, we supply all transportation, plus hazard pay on top of how many cattle you bring in, and it is a twenty-four-hour shift starting at noon. Trick is, you have to be here and ready to go by then, so let’s cut to the chase—yes or no? Terrific, bring as many friends who know how to round up cattle as you can, and we’ll see you at noon. Oh, and don’t forget—wear your all-weather gear.” She hung up and took a breath before looking at Winnie. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m always okay. How can I help?” Guilt swamped her when she saw how busy they were, and she’d been off pouting like a toddler in the barn. 
 
    “You might check on Lilah, who’s lying down in the back bedroom behind the kitchen, and then maybe hit the phones with the rest of us. Luckily we’re almost at our goal of getting a hundred cowhands out there to help bring in the herd. God, listen to me,” she muttered looking heavenward. “I was raised in Houston, a city of six million, and here I am talking about bringing in the fucking herd. I’d laugh if I weren’t so freaked out.” 
 
    Anxiety crept in to sit like a block of ice in the pit of her stomach. “This storm really is that bad?” 
 
    “The bulk of it is still in the Mexican mountains, but once it hits the plains on this side of the border and doesn’t have anything to keep it from building strength, and National Weather Service says it’s like a perfect tornado-maker.” 
 
    “Yikes.” 
 
    “But before the tornadoes hit, we get the typical dry thunderstorm—all the lightning, wind and dust you can shake a stick at.” Dallas grimaced and made a few checks on her list. “Before he left, Killian told me he wouldn’t be surprised if we had a significant amount of acreage go up in smoke. I’m just hoping to God the rains come before that happens.” 
 
    Holy crap. “That explains why you mentioned hazard pay. Did your husband say what he and his brothers are supposed to do if they run into a freaking tornado, or a wildfire, or both out there?” 
 
    “Find a low-lying area and hope for the best. As for the rest of us, we all brought our kids up to the main house because it has a fully decked-out basement with a couple emergency exit points,” she added, waving a vague hand toward the kitchen, where Winnie knew the door to the basement was located. “One of us is running down there every few minutes to make sure they’re good, even though we set up a nanny cam to keep an eye on them. Now, are you sure you’re okay? Kill mentioned you and Des are going through some kind of a thing?” 
 
    “It’s not important.” Suddenly nothing seemed important in the face of possible tornadoes, blinding dust storms and out-of-control fires. Funny how that worked. 
 
    “Ry told me Des straight-up disabled your car right before he left, just to make sure you couldn’t escape.” Celia hung up the phone and dropped into the conversation feet-first, looking thoroughly aggravated. “That was a dick move on his part.” 
 
    Winnie’s mouth tightened. “Won’t argue with that.” 
 
    “They have a habit of pulling crap like that, these Brody brothers,” she went on with a spectacular eyeroll. “Don’t take it personally, hon. Once you realize their social skills are beyond awful, you begin to see that in their weird, totally caveman way, they’re trying to express how much they care.” 
 
    “Killian sold my car out from under me when I had the twins,” Dallas grumbled, still looking salty about the matter. “A classic T-bird, Winnie. He sold my beautiful muscle car T-bird that I bought with my hard-earned money, and gave me a hybrid minivan without even asking me about it. When they’re feeling pressured, every Brody man suddenly becomes blind to any and all boundaries.” 
 
    “Speaking of boundaries, you should know that locked doors don’t do a whole lot of good when a Brody gets it into his head that it’s time for a chat,” Celia added, scrunching her nose. “I had a screen door and an entire doorframe that needed to be replaced early on in our relationship. But not before Ry and his idiot brothers turned the town against me so that Ry could have me all to himself—literally.” 
 
    Dallas arched a brow at Celia. “Did I mention my kidnapping?” 
 
    “Ry stole my car away from me when I started having kids, too, you know. Except he did that because he wanted to drive it for himself.” 
 
    “Ladies, enough.” Appalled, Winnie held up her hands to stop the tide of horror stories. “This isn’t a competition about how crazy your men are, all right? They’re all completely insane, entitled, bulldozing…” Helplessly she groped around for the right word. “Jerks.” 
 
    “I’m going to have to teach you how to swear better than that,” Dallas remarked, picking up the phone once more and began dialing. “There are times when you don’t have any access to wine, so cussing is the one thing that helps in a pinch.” 
 
    Not sure whether she should laugh or cry at what was clearly a pattern of behavior when it came to the Brody mindset, Winnie left the office area and made a beeline for the set of rooms behind the kitchen. She’d noticed the small suite during her explorations of the main house earlier and had assumed it had once been where housekeepers or nannies from generations past had lived. Gently she knocked on the closed door and cracked it open when she heard an affirmative murmur. 
 
    “Lilah, it’s Winnie. Is it all right if I come in?” 
 
    “Sure, Winnie.” Lilah remained curled up on her side on a narrow twin bed, the bedclothes utilitarian and far from the sumptuous trappings of the suites on the second floor. “You don’t mind if I don’t get up, do you? My back is killing me.” 
 
    “Please, stay right where you are. I’m just looking in to see if you need anything.” 
 
    “I’d love it if you could get me my husband so he could give me one of his killer back massages. Other than that, I’m good.” 
 
    “Okay.” Winnie thought about a quick retreat since the other woman probably didn’t want her peace disturbed any more than it already was, but she couldn’t help but hesitate. “You know, I remember my mother once told me that when she went into labor with me, her lower back was where she felt it the most—something about the way I was positioned. Have you ever heard of anything like that?” 
 
    A corner of Lilah’s mouth curled. “Hush, you. I’m not about to let dinky little labor pains be a distraction when my man has to get things done in the next few hours.” 
 
    Oh, boy. “I can drive you to the hospital while D and Celia work the phones.” Then she hit herself in the forehead. “Scratch that, I can’t. Des disabled my car, and Fin made me swear I wouldn’t try to leave the ranch while Des is at work, but I think he’d be okay with this exception. Did you come here in your own vehicle, or were you dropped off by Fin?” 
 
    “Dropped off, because Fin needed the truck to haul horses out to the jump-off point some fifteen miles out,” she murmured, rising up on her elbow to frown at her. “Why did Des disable your car?” 
 
    “Because I found out he’s been having my family’s lake professionally surveyed during the time we’ve been getting together, even though he swore he didn’t give a damn about that lake. Like an idiot, I believed him when he said that I was the only thing that mattered to him.” Then she rolled her lips between her teeth and bit down. Now was not the time to gush out her wounds. A dry thunderstorm was bearing down on them and Lilah was about to drop the newest Brody into the world. “There’s got to be some sort of vehicle around here that we can borrow. I can ask around—” 
 
    “This is my second pregnancy, Win. I’ve been through this before, so calm down. I was in back labor with my son Donovan for thirty hours before my water finally broke, so this baby’s not going to be coming any time soon.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Believe me, this is like the first inning in a long, long ballgame. Now,” she went on, pushing to a sitting position so she could search Winnie’s face. “Why don’t you tell me exactly what happened.” 
 
    Not sure if she should trust a Brody wife—but not seeing any logical reason why she shouldn’t—Winnie told her everything. Airing out the facts wouldn’t change them, after all. When she was done, Lilah was frowning, but that could have been because of the spasming muscles she was trying to awkwardly massage.  
 
    “Getting a survey of your family’s land without your permission is a very Brody thing to do,” Lilah said, shaking her head. “When they’re interested in something, they make sure they do their homework. I know what it might look like from the outside—that he was playing you. But that methodical thoroughness is how they win everything they’ve set their sights on.” 
 
    Winnie’s mouth flattened. “I’m a Smiley, remember? The feud between the Smileys and the Brodys go all the way back to the 1850s. You’re not telling me something I don’t already know.” 
 
    “Actually, that’s my point. I think I am telling you something you don’t know.” 
 
    Winnie frowned. “Sorry, you’ve lost me.” 
 
    “Des disabled your car because he wanted you to stick around, no matter what.” With a stifled groan, Lilah bent forward over her lap filled with her massive baby bump, and again tried to rub her back. “I’ve known the Brody brothers my whole life. Des is like a brother to me, so believe me when I say that I know him like I know myself. If he really does want that lake, pissing you off by disabling your car isn’t the methodical way to go. More to the point, you even gave him the tools to get the lake from your Granny just to get him out of your hair. So if all he wants is Smiley Lake and nothing more, why was he so intent on trapping you here?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Compassion got Winnie moving, and she sank down onto the edge of the bed beside Lilah so she could try to help work out the muscles in the other woman’s lower back. “Honestly, Lilah, you should be pissed off at Des just as much as I am. He’s effectively trapped us here without a working car. Normally I doubt that would be much of a problem here at Green Rock, but I think just about every vehicle is gone, with everyone running around trying to batten down the hatches.” 
 
    “Now’s not the time to worry about that.” The blonde woman took in a slow breath and let it out through her mouth, before glancing back at her. “Not yet, anyway.” 
 
    Oh, man. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’d forgotten how much I hate these things.” Ry made a face as he choked down one of the energy bars that had been packed in all their saddlebags. “Tastes like a peanut butter-covered dog turd, if you ask me.” 
 
    “So you know what a dog turd tastes like, do you? This is my not-surprised face.” Reins in hand, Des watched the herd Ry had brought in from the western grid to join the herd he and about a dozen ranch hands had gathered from the southern grid. It was after three in the afternoon, and it had taken this long just to get their two sections together, with Killian flying overhead to coordinate all the teams on the ground. “Man, I wish you hadn’t mentioned food.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’d just about give my left nut for some real food right about now.” Des’s stomach growled, souring his already crappy mood. “Skipped breakfast, now lunch. Dinner’s looking like it’s going to be more beef jerky, dog-turd protein bars and piss-warm Gatorade, so don’t mention fucking food.” 
 
    “Celia got me going this morning with the best damn chorizo and egg breakfast tacos you’ve ever tasted, along with her homemade roasted-pepper salsa,” Ry announced so smugly Des considered shoving him out of his saddle. “She was taught how to cook by Pauline Padgett and an abuela who knew that top-notch cooking was a surefire way to win a man’s heart. She could give Winnie cooking tips, if you want.” 
 
    “I have no idea if Winsome can cook, because unlike you, you human garbage disposal, food isn’t the way to get to my heart.” At the mention of Winsome, he scowled out at the gathering sea of lowing cattle as they moved roughly east across the yellowed terrain. God, he didn’t want to be there, where the sun kept trying to cut through the heavy gray clouds, heating the atmosphere just enough to make the dust-filled air downright oppressive. He didn’t want to be where sweat and dust stuck to his skin while the scent of warm horse, cow and man rose up to clog his senses. 
 
    He wanted to be where Winnie was, breathing in her sweetly floral scent and finding a way to make her not want to murder him. 
 
    “What exactly is the way to your heart, little brother?” Ry wanted to know, his attention split between him and the ragged edge of the herd ahead of them. “Has Winnie figured that shit out, or what?” 
 
    Jesus. “What the fuck does that even mean?” 
 
    “I’m asking point-blank if she’s the one, or if she’s just the one for now. And before you say it’s none of my fucking business, I know that, but I don’t give a shit. You’re my brother and I love you, and I want you to be happy like me and Cel. But I also don’t want you to settle into a serious relationship just because you need a replacement for the life you once had on the rodeo circuit. So if that’s what this is—” 
 
    “I was getting tired of the circuit before I got injured, Ry,” he interrupted, nudging his mount to pick up the pace to get a meandering bulge in the herd back in line. “Tired of the grind, tired of not having any point to whatever it was I was doing. Even when I won, I felt like I was failing at life because I was alone. I didn’t even have you guys to share my triumphs with, because you and Fin were doing what I wasn’t—getting yourselves a life that was something other than Green Rock Ranch. When you married Celia, I’ll straight-up admit it—I envied you.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” A faint scoff escaped his brother before he unhooked a length of rope and spun it in a vertical circle, a visual deterrent for a handful of cows looking to make their own way in the world. “This, from the man who’s knocked boots with more buckle-bunnies than there are buckles? It’s hard to believe you’ve been nursing a secret hankering for the family way of life.” 
 
    “Every man’s got a need to belong somewhere, Ry. That’s what family is—belonging to the people you choose to have in your life. Buckle-bunnies aren’t that.” 
 
    “Is Winnie Smiley?” 
 
    He didn’t even have to think about it. “Winsome is the only person on this earth who’s made me feel like I’m completely home. She understands me, even the bad parts, just as I understand her, because we’ve had to endure a lot of the same shit as we’ve moved through life. I never knew how important that was, that soul-deep understanding, until she came along. Though,” he added with a quick grin, “she didn’t exactly come along. I’ve had my eye on her for a while—probably since I was a senior in high school.” 
 
    “Sounds like me and Celia,” came the laconic answer. “I remember her when she was the captain of the cheerleading squad. There I was, coming home from grad school on winter break just hoping to get a glimpse of her in her kickass little uniform with the short-short skirt and her hair up in a high ponytail… shit.” He chuckled and shook his head. “I do not give any fucks if that makes me a dirty old man. I knew she was the one for me, just like you know Winnie’s the one for you. All you have to do now is convince her of it. Still have her spark plug?” 
 
    Her touched his shirt’s chest pocket. “Yep. Here’s hoping she doesn’t get Dallas to fix it for her before we get back.” 
 
    “Dallas is like Celia—she likes Winnie for you. We all do, so just tell Win to get over whatever the hell’s got her back up and get busy with the making-up part. That’s where the fun begins.” 
 
    How well he knew. “You’re saying you can just order Celia to get over being pissed at you? And it works?” 
 
    “Hell, no, it doesn’t work. Doesn’t stop me from trying, though.” 
 
    Des shook his head. “That woman must love you something fierce, to put up with all your shit.” 
 
    “I love her back, so thankfully that seems to get counted in my favor. What about you and Winnie? Are you there yet?” 
 
    Des grimaced, because talking about his feelings was about as familiar to him as the surface of Mars. “I am not having this conversation with you.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. So in other words you’re both pussyfooting around and not talking to each other. Been there, done that, and it was a fucking waste of time. Just jump to the part where you tell her you love her and that she’d damn well better love you back, and that’ll be that. Problem solved.” 
 
    Again, Des had to admire his sister-in-law’s fortitude in dealing with Ry. “She’s got demons in her, Ry. Thing is, they’re my demons too. I know firsthand how hard they are to overcome. And as for trust…” He grimaced and glanced up as a small fixed wing plane buzzed overhead. “Let me put it this way—when you grow up surrounded by people who’re supposed to love you but instead do nothing but fuck you up, you never fully learn how to relax. To trust. At least I had you and Fin, and even Killian to keep me from closing myself off completely, which is great. You balanced the bad shit out. Winsome was all on her own. It’s harder for her to believe that anyone would want to be in her life without some shady ulterior shit behind it.” 
 
    “Trust can be a bitch even when it comes to rock-solid couples. The best advice I can give—and feel free to ignore it, because I hate assholes who give advice—is just show her time and again that you’re not going anywhere. It may take a while, and you might feel pretty fucking unappreciated from time to time, but proving that you’re someone she can depend on when shit gets real is where that trust gets built. You build that, you have the world by the shorthairs.” 
 
    Des nodded and opened his mouth to respond just as their all-weather phones sounded. Ry exchanged surprised glances with Des before he plucked it from its holder on his belt. “What the fuck. It’s Kill on Facetime.”  
 
    “On the computer while flying a fucking plane.” Des plucked up his phone, hit the right button, and watched as his oldest brother’s headset-wearing image popped up onscreen. “What the hell, asshole. You’re going to wind up just like Dad, doing a header straight into the damn ground trying to work a fucking laptop and flying all at the same time.” 
 
    “Don’t get your panties in a bunch,” came the irritated response, with Killian’s voice sounding tinny over the headset’s microphone. “I’ve got everything on voice command, and Facetiming was the quickest way I could reach all of you simultaneously. Besides, Des, it’s not like you’d fucking miss me, so pipe the hell down.” 
 
    “Fuck you, you’re the heart of our family. I wouldn’t even be alive if it weren’t for you standing guard over me all those years while we were growing up, so you bet your ass I’d miss you.” Des heard the angry words come out of his mouth and wondered if everyone else was as stunned as he was to hear them. Probably. “We all have to live through this shit so I can invite you over to my place for a beer and a cookout. Apparently you have a thing about that, so do me a favor and don’t be a total fucking dipshit and crash, okay? Just stay focused on what you’re supposed to be doing, you moron. Jesus.” 
 
    Fin’s image, one of four blocks, came to the fore as he laughed out loud. “Damn, son, tell us how you really feel.” 
 
    “About fucking time you said something like that, little brother,” Ry remarked to him, not bothering to talk into the phone he held, and instead locking his smirking gaze right on him. “Winnie must be working her magic big-time on those demons you were talking about.” 
 
    “Demons?” Fin wanted to know, frowning into the camera. “What demons?” 
 
    “Ladies, if we could keep the gossip down to a minimum while I’m trying to get our fucking work done, that’d be greeeeeeat,” Killian said, and Des wasn’t sure if he was near-yelling because of the roar of the plane’s engine, or because when all four of them got together yelling was simply a thing that happened. “I’m calling you guys to let you know the storm’s moving a helluva lot faster than first reported. New ETA for our area is around nine o’clock tonight, and we’ve still got about ten miles to go.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Ry muttered, looking grimly into his phone. “So much for midnight. I thought we could just stroll in on this.” 
 
    “There’s no strolling in ranching, just like there’s no crying in baseball,” Kill drawled. “Fin, your herd’s only about half a mile northeast from Lawrence’s, so keep pushing southwest—you can probably see the dust cloud they’re making as they head your way.” 
 
    “Yep. I’ve already been in touch with him and his crew. He’s hating the rough terrain, but he’ll make it.” 
 
    “Good deal. Once you get the two herds together, push ‘em hard for the Nueces River pasture, then get your asses home. Ry, you and Des already have your herds combined, so drive hard to the nearest body of water, which is Smiley Lake. Rufus Wright and Gus Anders have spent the day cutting down the barbed wire all around that area, and they’re doing what they can now to bolster the wooden fencing around the property line. It’s going to be close, but I think you can get your herd there around the time the storm hits. Maybe.” 
 
    “Did I hear you right?” Fin demanded, while Ry stared first at the screen, then at Des, his shock evident. “Did you say Smiley Lake?” 
 
    Killian nodded. “Wonder-boy Des sealed the Smiley Lake deal before his ass hit the saddle this morning.” 
 
    “That’s what I wanted to talk to Kill about right after I stole Winsome’s spark plug,” Des explained with a shrug. “I had to ask for that time away from you all in order to have a little chinwag with Winsome’s granny.” 
 
    “So you did it,” Fin said, and he looked like he sounded—stunned, with a side helping of unhappiness. “You really fucking did it. You got the lake through Winnie.” 
 
    Asshole. “If you weren’t my best friend and brother—not to mention twenty fucking miles away from me—I’d deck your sorry ass right the hell now.” 
 
    He heard Ry’s teeth click together. “Now’s not the time, you two.” 
 
    “Damn straight it isn’t,” Des gritted out, then glanced up at the ominous sky when the faint rumble of thunder rolled across the plain. “Fact is, I had to have a serious face-to-face with Heavenly Smiley anyway, all right? To get the lake, yeah, but there were several other things I needed to straighten out with that lady, and I needed to do it right away.” 
 
    “Like what?” both Ry and Fin wanted to know. 
 
    “Shit, Kill, you’re right,” Des muttered, pissed off and not caring who knew it. “They really are a bunch of old busybody gossips, aren’t they? They’ll probably start doing each other’s hair next.” 
 
    “Kiss my ass,” Ry said promptly. 
 
    “What he said,” Fin added, looking disgusted. “Besides, my hair’s fucking perfect, yo.” 
 
    “Like I said, you idiots,” Killian griped at them, “focus on getting the job done and we’ll all get done that much sooner. Unless y’all are happy with the thought of getting caught out here in the middle of fucking nowhere when the storm finally hits.” 
 
    “We’re on it,” Des assured him and nudged his mount into a trot. 
 
    The sooner he got home to Winsome, the better. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “Thanks a lot, Winnie.” Pacing the length of the kitchen darkening with the setting sun, Lilah had her hands on her hips and back, looking like she wanted to take a bite out of the world. “The one thing I didn’t want was to make a big deal of things.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Winnie shot back without missing a beat. Finally making the choice to go over Lilah’s head by reaching out for medical help was just what she needed to lower the anxiety level that had been creeping up throughout the day. No way was she apologizing for it now. “And if you think my calling for a doctor to check you over now is a big deal, just wait. If your water breaks while I’m on baby-watch, I’m calling in the freaking Coast Guard to deal with that situation.” 
 
    “Calling me in for a wellness check was the smartest thing you could have done.” Dr. Payton Pruitt-Sharpe packed up her doctor’s kit and clicked it shut. “Lilah, you’re definitely in prodromal labor—pre-labor, but so far, your dilation is less than three centimeters. Braxton-Hicks contractions are hit-or-miss right now, with as much as an hour separating them. Your blood pressure is perfect, and the baby’s heartbeat is strong and steady. There’s not much to do at this point but try to remain calm and wait.” 
 
    “So,” Lilah said, still looking pissy, “in other words, I’m exactly as I said I was—perfectly fine.” 
 
    “You’re on the verge of becoming a new mom out here in the middle of nowhere, without transportation, thirty minutes away from any major medical facilities, and a vicious storm is bearing down on you.” Dr. Sharpe picked up her bag and nailed Lilah with a stern look. “If I were you, I’d be thanking your friend for calling me in to check you over. It’s nice to know you have people around you who care about you so much.” 
 
    Lilah grimaced and sent Winnie a sheepish glance. “Sorry, Winnie.” 
 
    “As of now, you’re the one and only person in this house who can practically get away with murder,” Winnie assured her, though she was relieved to no longer be in the doghouse. “Being grumpy is no big deal.” 
 
    “What is a big deal is whether or not we call an ambulance to transport Lilah into San Antonio now, while the weather’s still goodish.” Dallas crossed her arms and studied Lilah like she was an interesting piece of art. “I vote yes.” 
 
    “Same,” Celia said from her position by the fridge. 
 
    Winnie held up a hand. “Me, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, this isn’t a democracy,” Lilah snarled at them. “I’m not leaving Green Rock until Fin and the others are safely back where they belong. Then, and only then will I leave this ranch.” 
 
    “I’m only a phone call away, unless I’m embroiled in another emergency,” Dr. Sharpe said with a nod. “Just know that emergencies are pretty much a given during bad storms. Don’t be surprised if I’m not immediately available.” 
 
    Lilah gave her a thumbs-up. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “You’d better be, lady,” Celia announced after the doctor had left, opening the fridge to retrieve a pitcher of sweet tea. “I may have had two babies now, but I have no clue how to actually deliver one. I’ll be happy to hold your hand and tell you to breathe until you want to bite my face off, but you seriously don’t want me in charge of the icky parts. I’d puke all over you.” 
 
    Lilah paused in her pacing long enough to snort. “You’d make a terrible veterinarian.” 
 
    Celia scoffed. “That’s probably why I’m not one.” 
 
    “Tell me I shouldn’t text Killian about this,” Dallas said, placing glasses on a tray and placing it on the island near Celia. “If he knew what was going on, maybe he could kick the roundup into high gear and get everyone home faster.”  
 
    “They’ve already had to kick things up into high gear now that the storm’s blowing in sooner than expected,” Lilah said, shaking her head. “They push themselves any faster, they’re going to make mistakes. Mistakes out there can be deadly. Don’t text him, Dallas, please. Just let them concentrate on the job at hand.” 
 
    “Which is exactly what we should do,” Winnie decided, hating the sense of helplessness creeping in. “Lilah, you’re a veterinarian. That means you’re the closest thing we have to a human doctor. If our roles were reversed and I was about to give birth but chose to make everyone crazy with stress by refusing to call an ambulance, what would you want to have here on hand to help me with an unexpected home birth?” 
 
    “Way to lay on the guilt trip while still getting things done, Win,” Celia said admiringly. “Nicely done.” 
 
    “Funnily enough, I’m not as appreciative,” Lilah remarked, pacing again. “But I’ll admit, getting prepared for any possibility is always a good idea. I can give you a list of what I’d like to have in a birthing room, no worries there. But at the same time, we should also think about how we need to secure the house for the storm. Do we still have the hanging baskets out on the verandah?” 
 
    “I can take care of that, and whatever outdoor furniture we’ve got scattered around.” Winnie headed for the door, happy to be moving. “Go ahead and get that birthing room list ready. That’ll be my next project.” 
 
    “I’ll help.” Dallas fell into step with her, and together they marched out the front door. “Gotta say, Winsome Smiley, I like the cut of your jib.” 
 
    That startled Winnie enough to glance at her. “Pardon?” 
 
    “Whether you’re dealing with an aggravated pregnant woman or an oncoming storm, you don’t get ruffled, and you don’t get pushed around. You’re amazing, so please do me a favor. Please, please, please, whatever Des did, don’t give up on him.” 
 
    “I’m… not,” Winnie admitted softly, heading out onto the porch. Immediately her hair whipped around in the wind, and she was shocked that she actually had to brace herself against the force of the gusts. “This morning I wanted nothing to do with him. But as the situation’s deteriorated throughout the day, all I can think about is how exposed he is out there in the middle of nowhere. I just want to get him back safe and sound. That’s the only thing that matters to me now.” 
 
    “Good.” Dealing with some hair issues herself, Dallas nevertheless headed toward the nearest hanging basket. “Funny how a crisis can put things into perspective.” 
 
    “No kidding.” She reached for a hanging basket, unhooking it as she glanced out at the horizon. Her blood ran cold as she stared at the unnatural darkness rising from the earth, darker even than the vicious sky above. “Hey, Dallas?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Do you know where the keys are to that tractor that was left behind?” 
 
    In the process of setting the baskets she’d gathered just inside the front door, Dallas looked over at her. “I think so. Why?” 
 
    “Because I’m good with a tractor, and I want to till the ground all around the ranch buildings to create a natural firebreak.” 
 
    Dallas went still. “Firebreak?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. I think we’re going to need it.” She pointed out toward the blackness beyond Green Rock’s working structures. “Unless I’m wrong, of course, and all that darkness on the horizon are storm clouds that are somehow coming from the ground up.” 
 
    In a heartbeat, Dallas was beside her, her peridot eyes glued to the horizon. “I’ll find you those keys.”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    “Storm’s definitely here.” Stripping off the borrowed cowgirl hat, Winnie set it on the office desk and tugged the red bandana down from her face. Earlier that morning while trying to figure out how to escape the ranch, she’d been so upset she completely forgot that she had much more practical clothes up in the guest room. Once she’d calmed down, she’d wasted no time in trading out her walking shorts and impractical kitten-heeled sandals for jeans and boots. “Wind’s blowing the dust so bad out there I could hardly see what I was doing. But I think I got a fifty-foot cushion of tilled dirt between the ranch buildings and any organic groundcover. Unfortunately, that won’t spare us from embers that blow our way.” 
 
    “Celia’s hosing down the house’s exterior right now to combat that possibility,” Lilah said, her expression torn between stress and pain as she rubbed at her back. “Dallas went to the garage to see if there are any spark plugs that’ll fit your car in case we need to evacuate the kids, and I’ve called the fire department to let them know about the smoke.” 
 
    In the process to trying to twist her tangled hair into a braid, Winnie looked up. “What’d they say?” 
 
    “They already knew about it.” Lilah grimaced, whether from pain or the situation Winnie couldn’t tell. “It’s the Spitzer farm, about three miles from where we are.” 
 
    Winnie caught her breath. “Oh, no. I went to school with Liam Spitzer. Do they know what happened?” 
 
    “Apparently lightning struck a garage, and it was like throwing a match into a vat of gasoline. I was just out there about a month ago to deal with a rambunctious miniature horse named Ramona. Man, I hope everyone over there is all right.” 
 
    That made two of them. “Hopefully they were able to evacuate in time.” 
 
    “That’s just it, Winnie. Farmers and ranchers… They view things differently than they do in the city. It’s like they feel they are an inextricable part of their land. Evacuating isn’t something they can just do.” 
 
    A small snort escaped her. “I think at this point I need to remind you that I grew up out here in the boonies, right next door to Green Rock Ranch, yet I had no problem with, shall we say, evacuating when I was seventeen. Then again,” she added fairly, “my father was never a real rancher or farmer, and he didn’t give a lick about the Smiley homestead. He just held on to that property because he didn’t want the Brodys to have it.” 
 
    “Thank God you were enough of a rancher’s daughter to know how to run a tractor. I know we’re not safe, but I feel a whole lot better with all that land you tilled between us and everything else.” Lilah hissed in a sharp breath, then let it out in a groan as she doubled over. 
 
    “Lilah!” Winnie leaped forward to half-carry, half-force the other woman into the nearest chair. “Okay, enough of this. I’m calling for an ambulance now.” 
 
    “I already tried,” she said between breaths, shocking Winnie. “When I called the fire department, actually. There’s exactly one ambulance in Bitterthorn, and it’s over at the Spitzer place right now. Then I called Dr. Sharpe. She’s out at Abel’s Market dealing with someone’s kid who’s having such a bad asthma attack from all the dust, the kid’s barely breathing. Then she has to get to someone else who got blown off a ladder while putting up storm shutters, hit their head and is currently unresponsive. I’m far down on her list.” 
 
    Winnie didn’t even bother to swear. “I’m seriously not going to mention that you should’ve gone when you had the chance, because I’m awesome like that.” 
 
    Lilah breathed out a rocky laugh. “Like I said, ranchers have trouble evacuating off their land.” 
 
    “Apparently that goes for their wives as well.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong.” Lilah interrupted herself with some deep breathing before glancing up at her. “By the way, remember that list you wanted me to make of everything I’d like to have in a birthing room?” 
 
    “If you say a table with stirrups and bottles of trippy knockout drugs, I’m going to have to disappoint you on that score. I was thinking more along the lines of boiling water and clean towels.” 
 
    “I did a little better than that. When I realized we’re on our own out here, I called a vet friend—my partner down at the clinic, Casey. He’s a total klutz, so he might fall over a nonexistent pebble and die before he even gets here. But if he doesn’t, he’s bringing everything we might need, from a fetal heart monitor to those trippy knockout drugs you talked about.” 
 
    Like magic, a weight lifted off Winnie’s shoulders. “He does know you’re not a cow or a horse, right?” 
 
    “That’s my hope.” 
 
    “Cool. And I can still provide boiling water if you need it. I won’t let you down on that score.” 
 
    Lilah’s laugh was part-groan. “You’ve been perfect from the get-go, Win. In fact, on my list of things to have in a birthing room, you’re right up there with Casey. At least you’re not such a klutz that you might drop my baby as soon as it’s born.” 
 
    Aw. “Now you’ve gone and cursed me to be all thumbs—" 
 
    “Welp, our men know we’re in trouble.” Celia swept in, looking like she’d been covered in a fine coat of reddish brown-tinted confectioner’s sugar. When she pulled down the yellow bandana that covered her mouth and nose to reveal the dirt encrusted on the upper half of her face, Winnie realized that was how she must look as well. “Killian apparently saw the smoke from the air and thought it was us, so he called D. She couldn’t figure out how to tell him we’re fine when we’re not, so she had no choice but to spill the beans on everything.” 
 
    Lilah came halfway out of her chair. “Including me?” 
 
    “Including you, though D swears she played it down. The upside is that Killian thinks they can be here within the hour, and a few ranch hands might be able to get here with trucks for us even sooner, so within the hour we’re no longer going to be stranded. By the way, we’re all in the doghouse for keeping quiet on that,” Celia added with a disgusted shake of her head. “Can you frigging believe it? You’d think they would realize they’re the ones who had stupid attacks and left us here without transportation, but no. It’s our fault for not telling them they had stupid attacks and left us here without transportation.” 
 
    “I tried jamming a spark plug from a commercial-grade, heavy-duty pickup into your Camry, Winnie,” Dallas said as she came in, peeling off work gloves and similarly coated in reddish brown dust. “Maybe someone with more muscle could get that sucker in there, but that someone isn’t me.” She glanced at Celia. “Did you tell them?” 
 
    Celia nodded. “I just hope those idiots out there are careful. It’s not even seven o’clock, but it’s as dark as midnight out there. With the drought as bad as it’s been, there are cracks and fissures all over the ground that they might not be able to see. And if they’re running their horses—” 
 
    “They’re Brodys,” Lilah said, though the way she reached out to grip Winnie’s hand spoke more truth than anything. “They grew up in the saddle, and they know every inch of this land. They know what they’re doing—” She interrupted herself with a sharp gasp, and the faint sound of a splash hit Winnie’s ears. “Oh, damn. My water just broke.” 
 
    While everyone went into motion to get Lilah into the bedroom behind the kitchen, it was all Winnie could do to keep from grabbing her phone to send a text to Des imploring him to be careful. She couldn’t do that to him now. She needed all his attention to be focused on getting back in one piece. That was all that mattered. 
 
    Well, that, and getting Lilah and her baby through this madness healthy and happy. 
 
    And making sure Green Rock Ranch didn’t burn down to the ground with every Brody inside. 
 
    Great. 
 
    No pressure. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “There it is, Smiley Lake.” Des squinted through the blowing dust, grateful that the wind had died down a bit now that the sun had finally set. Or, he assumed it had. It was pitch black out there with only moments of lightning to give him a picture of where they were going. Luckily the herd seemed to now be able to sense the water, because they were heading toward it without much help from them. Des only knew where it was because Rufus and Gus Anders had told them they’d leave the homestead’s floodlights on for them to find in the darkness.  
 
    As far as he was concerned, those two old codgers had earned themselves a damn fine vacation after all this. 
 
    “Remind me,” he yelled out to Ry, who was no more than three feet away from him. “Why the fuck did our ancestors think Black Angus was the breed to go with? Herding black cattle at nighttime is fucking ridiculous.” 
 
    “Usually you don’t herd at night, but desperate times, yeah? As long as we’ve got the bulk of them into a somewhat controlled environment, I’m not even going to worry about any strays we can’t fucking see in the dark. There’s Gus at the gate.” Ry stood up in his stirrups and waved, though Des doubted their former ranch manager saw him through the dust and dark. “Thank fucking Christ. I’ve never been happier to see that old fart.” 
 
    “The Spitzer place burned down to the ground,” Gus said by way of greeting as the endless sea of cattle poured through to get to the lake beyond. Gus had always been on the gloomy side, but in an emergency he could be counted on to be downright morbid. “Grassfires are popping up everywhere, from Cotulla all the way to San Antonio, thanks to the lightning strikes. And then there’s a report of a possible tornado north of Poteet.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Ry muttered. “Don’t you have anything good to report?” 
 
    Gus gave him a sour look. “Nope.” 
 
    “Of course you don’t,” Des muttered and looked toward the ranch just as a sizzling white vein of lightning struck beyond the tree line. 
 
    Beyond the tree line was Green Rock Ranch. 
 
    And Winnie. 
 
    Without another word, he wheeled his horse around and galloped all-out toward the faint orange glow in the distance. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “What was hit?” Huffing and puffing, with shoulders supported by Dallas, Lilah looked to Winnie in the doorway, her face bathed in sweat. Her friend and colleague, Casey Waller, adjusted the fetal heart monitor strapped to Lilah’s belly, tripped on his unlaced shoe and semi-crashed into the side of the bed, all of which Lilah ignored as if it were completely normal. “That sounded like it was right on top of us.” 
 
    “All I know is that it wasn’t this house, and that’s what’s important.” Winnie was already sliding the bandana back over her face and heading back out the door. “I’ll go check real quick and see what’s up, okay? Just relax and focus on your breathing.” 
 
    “I can go with you,” Celia offered, rising to her feet. 
 
    “I’d be willing to bet the kids downstairs need you after that big boomer more than anything.” When she saw Celia waver, she popped a thumb’s up. “Remember, I was born a farm girl. I’ve got this.” 
 
    Her confident swagger vanished the moment she was out of sight, but she barely even noticed as she grabbed up her borrowed hat, slammed it in place and almost ran for the foyer. She couldn’t help but run; that clap of thunder sounded like it happened right outside. She wouldn’t have been at all surprised to open the door only to find the wraparound verandah was now nothing more than a smoldering ruin.  
 
    Maybe it wasn’t that bad, she thought, hating that her hand shook as she reached for the door. It was probably just lightning that was right overhead and hadn’t actually reached the ground. 
 
    Please, please, please, please… 
 
    The smell of dust was so overpowering she almost missed the dual scents of smoke and a hint of rain. Her heart pounded as she left the verandah, searching wildly for the source of that burning scent. Maybe it was just one of the pecan trees behind the house, she tried to tell herself so she wouldn’t completely lose her shit. That was still too close to the house for comfort, but a tree strike would be fine. She could handle a tree strike… 
 
    The scream of an animal yanked her head around to stare, horrified, at the Bachelor Pad a hundred yards or so away. 
 
    It was on fire. 
 
    “Fire!” She took the time to sprint back to the verandah to yell into the foyer. “Fire at the Bachelor Pad! Call the fire department while I get the animals out! Move!” 
 
    Move. 
 
    Winnie had never run so fast in her life, her soul shivering at the sound of the animals trapped in the massive structure where flames licked up one side of it. She didn’t stop to think of the dangers of running into a burning building, or about her crippling phobia of large animals. All she could hear was their terror and knew without a doubt that if they weren’t released from their pens, they would die. 
 
    Magnus, Invictus and Dominus are basically Green Rock Ranch, and who we Brodys are. 
 
    She could do this.  
 
    She could save them. 
 
    She hadn’t been able to save her mother. 
 
    But she could save those bulls. 
 
    For Des. 
 
    Her momentum slowed only when she hit the human-sized office door, terrified it would be locked, and she nearly cried in relief when it swung open easily. She suffered the same anxiety when it came to the larger barn doors, but breathed easy once more when she discovered it had a normal plank latch with a padlock that was left undone. In less than a minute she had the whole front of the barn open before turning to race down an unfamiliar hall toward the sound of the animal that was clearly in the most distress.  
 
    The orange glow and heat within the unfamiliar hall told her just how close she was to the fire. Then she turned a corner, and there it was—a nightmare of flames roaring through a wall of stacked hay. A gleaming Black Angus bull rammed against the wooden wall on the opposite side of the pen, trotted to the five-foot-high industrial-gauge pipe gate and rammed it, then bounced back to the wall, in a blind panic to get out. 
 
    Oh, God. 
 
    This animal was the stuff her nightmares were made of. 
 
    But he was going to die if she didn’t move. 
 
    Move, Winnie. 
 
    Choking on the smoke billowing from the hay that was now just a roaring wall of fire, she grabbed at the gate’s latch, not surprised to find it was hot, and swung it open wide. The bull continued to smash itself against the wall, oblivious that it was free. 
 
    He needed to be herded out. 
 
    “Shit,” she choked weakly, frantically looking around for something, anything to wave. A half-empty feed bag sat nearby, so she kicked it over to empty it out, grabbed up the empty bag and jumped into the bull’s enclosure. 
 
    “Go, bull! Go, go, go, go!” Wildly flailing the empty feed bag and screaming at the top of her lungs, she stayed as close as she could to the nearby fencing, ready to jump onto it if the animal wheeled around to attack her. Thankfully the bull shied away from her and half-ran, half-stumbled through the open gate and charged toward the light at the end of the hall. 
 
    If she managed to get both herself and Green Rock’s three prized bulls out alive, she only hoped she wouldn’t be in too much trouble in letting them out. 
 
    The second bull, once she found him, was much easier than the first. He seemed to understand exactly what she wanted him to do the moment she opened his pen, trotting casually right on by her to make his escape. The third one, however, was much harder. Not because of the animal itself, but because the fire had made it to the barn’s roof, and being inside that structure had become almost too hot for her to bear. The smoke was much worse, too, growing into a dense cloud that made her eyes stream and her lungs quiver with each breath. As she approached the pen, she had to get on her hands and knees in a desperate search to find air, taking precious seconds to slide her phone out to activate the flashlight just so she could see.  
 
    One more bull, she thought, coughing so hard her eyes streamed even more. Just one more… 
 
    The phone buzzed in her hand. Dimly she glanced at the screen, half-fearing the call would knock out her flashlight. When she saw Des’s selfie appear, a sobbing little cry escaped her, something she immediately choked on, but that didn’t stop her from hitting the right button and putting it to her ear. 
 
    “Winsome? Where are you?” 
 
    “B-Bachelor Pad.” She had no idea if he could understand her, she was choking so much on the smoke. She lowered her head almost all the way to the floor, looking for any breath of fresh air. “Fire. Trying… to get last bull… farthest from fire.” She could do it. She just had to keep going and find that poor trapped animal. If she could get the final bull’s gate open, she’d have it made. 
 
    “Get out.” Des was screaming into the phone, so loud it was like he was right there with her. “Get out of there now!” 
 
    “Almost there.” God, it was hot. It hurt to breathe, like trying to suck in air while inside an oven, but she was right at the gate now. Inside the pen the bull was maddened, with white foam dripping from its muzzle and eyes rolling in terror. Struggling to her feet, she reached for the gate’s latch, only to yelp when the heat of it burned her hand. The sound brought the bull’s attention swinging her way before the animal rushed at her in a panic to escape. As fast as she tried to get out of the way, it wasn’t fast enough. The bull smashed through the unlatched gate, and an instant later the gate smashed into her hard enough to send her flying into the wall.  
 
    Darkness swam before her eyes as she hit the concrete floor, and she couldn’t breathe, couldn’t breathe… 
 
    As if in slow motion, swimmy movement came toward her through the darkness. There was a high-pitched ringing in her ears, so loud it muffled whatever was being yelled at her. Then she was suddenly lifted, floating, and it was so hot she’d rather never breathe in that heat again… 
 
    Blessed coolness caressed her scorched flesh, almost freezing compared to the hell she’d been in. She tried breathing it in, but the coolness hurt too much. Her lungs spasmed, and she coughed so hard it was almost impossible to get air back into her lungs. 
 
    “Oh God, God, she’s not breathing right,” someone shouted, sounding frantic. 
 
    “Get her to the first-aid hut where the oxygen tanks are,” someone else said. “Doc’s already on her way for Lilah, so I’ll make sure she gets to Winnie first.” 
 
    Then she was floating once more, tight bands around her as she struggled for breath.  
 
    “You’ll be okay, Winsome. I’m here, you got that? I’m here. I’m going to make everything okay.” 
 
    Des, she tried to say, but only a strangled croak came out. This kicked off another coughing fit, but when she tried to breathe her throat refused to let the air in. She struggled, panicked, and all at once she could feel it—the end of life. 
 
    No! 
 
    Everything narrowed to one pinpoint speck. As the world faded, all she knew was one word. It meant love and light and joy and belonging, and she was only sorry she hadn’t been able to tell him so. 
 
    Des. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “Winsome. Baby girl. You gonna open your eyes for me?” 
 
    Slowly Winnie dragged her eyes open. The plain white wall of the ranch’s fully equipped first-aid hut—which to her eyes looked like any trauma bay found in a big-city emergency room—was the first thing she saw. The second thing was Des’s face, dirty from both dust and soot, with pale creases radiating out from the corners of his eyes when he’d obviously been squinting through the worst of whatever hell he’d gone through. That alone made him look ten years older, but then she doubted she had any room to judge. Even without an oxygen mask in place, she could only imagine what she looked like. 
 
    Death, probably.  
 
    But she wasn’t dead. She couldn’t be. She was too thirsty. 
 
    “Water,” she croaked feebly, looking around. Maybe she could get to a sink…  
 
    “I got you.” In a handful of seconds he had a cup up near her mouth, slid a straw beneath the mask, then held her head up to drink. “Not too fast, okay? Doc said you sucked in a lot of smoke, so I don’t want you to choke on a swallow and put your lungs through any more coughing.” 
 
    She was too busy drinking to tell him she doubted they’d seen the last of her cough any time soon. “Lilah?” she managed when she was done. 
 
    He smiled as he set the cup aside. “Little Rose Elizabeth Brody was born a few minutes ago, according to the text Kill just sent. As soon as Doc Sharpe wraps up with Lilah and makes sure everything’s good there, she’s going to run back here to look in on you.” 
 
    She sagged in relief. “So much for Lilah insisting it would be thirty hours of labor before her baby was born. She thought she had plenty of time.” 
 
    “You’d think as a vet, she would’ve known that babies come when they come.” 
 
    “You’d think.” 
 
    “You all did so well here at home,” he went on, gently holding her bandaged hand in both of his and bringing it to his mouth. Beneath the bandages her hands felt raw, but thanks to the IV in her arm, the discomfort was oddly disconnected from her. “Someone told me it was you who plowed around all the buildings here to create a firebreak before the worst of the storm hit. That was some quick thinking, baby girl. That alone probably saved the birthing barn and the stables from catching fire as well. Fire department’s out there now, hosing down all the other buildings while trying to knock down the Bachelor Pad fire. Rain’s finally starting to roll in as well, so hopefully it’ll all just be a bad memory by the time the sun rises in the morning.” 
 
    Thank goodness. “And the bulls? You’re not mad I let them out?” 
 
    “You kidding?” A half-laugh escaped him. “I’m fucking furious with you, woman. You ran into a burning building to save fucking livestock and almost died. I don’t know how the hell I’m ever going to forgive you for that.” 
 
    “But…” Confused and not sure if he was serious or not, she rested a bandaged hand on his forearm. “I had to, Des. You said they were who you were. I had to save them for you.” 
 
    “They’re nothing compared to you. I can’t fucking believe I have to point that out.” His voice, always so powerful, shook with the intensity of his emotions, and it shocked her to her core. “Then again, maybe I shouldn’t be surprised. I have fucked up with you right from the get-go, and I know it. Trust is hard for you, and now I’ve gone and made it damn near impossible for you to believe anything I say because I wasn’t honest with you. No wonder you thought a stupid-ass bull was more important to me than you.” 
 
    She tried to not feel anything, to tell herself that she was okay because she was always okay, but it didn’t work. The pain in his words still sliced at her in ways she hadn’t known was possible. “Are… are you saying the bulls aren’t more important to you than me?” 
 
    “They’re nothing, Winsome, and damn my ass for making you feel so uncertain about your place in my life. I can’t fucking believe you’d even have to ask such a thing.” 
 
    “I think it’s a perfectly reasonable question.” She had to reach up to press the oxygen mask closer, because the way he was talking made her suspect she might be hallucinating. “If you think about it, we haven’t known each other that long. Do I really even have a place in your life?” 
 
    “Woman, you’re the center that holds everything together. That holds me together. I know I have an uphill battle when it comes to making you believe that,” he added grimly, his hand diving under her smoke-scented hair to curl around the side of her neck. “Trust has to be earned, and I’ve been going about it all wrong—demanding you trust me while holding shit back from you. That wasn’t fair, and I fucking hate that I wasn’t fair to you.” 
 
    “The surveys on Smiley Lake.” Funny, how little that meant now that she’d actually faced a moment when she thought she was actually dying. “Tell me the truth, Des. Did you commission them before or after we got together?” 
 
    “Before,” came the immediate response. “Within an hour of hearing that Able Smiley was dead, to be precise. I wanted to buy the homestead from whoever inherited, but I needed to know what it was that I wanted to purchase. That meant collecting as much information as I could to understand its value.” 
 
    She could live with that, and it matched up with what Lilah had told her; the Brodys collected information to achieve whatever goals they had. But… “Why didn’t you just tell me that?” 
 
    A rough sigh escaped him. “The moment I saw you again in the cemetery, my focus shifted. Who the hell cared about a fucking lake when a curly-haired goddess was getting sassy with me? But you were so suspicious already, I thought that if I told you about the surveys, I’d lose my shot with you. I get that not being completely honest is an ass-backward way to win trust, but I didn’t give a shit. I had to have you. Nothing else mattered.” 
 
    “So, you got me.” She searched his face, looking for any hope of getting out of this. “Where do we go from here?” 
 
    “I’m not giving back your spark plug,” he announced, surprising her. She’d completely forgotten about that. “And I’m letting everyone know that you’re not to leave Green Rock unless you’re with me. You’ll recuperate here, which means spending twenty-four seven with me, and in that time I’m going to convince you that you can believe in me. It fucking guts me that you actually believed I would care more about a goddamn bull than you, but that’s okay. I now know where I stand. It’s my new mission in life to make you see, beyond any doubt, that you are the one place on earth where I belong. You are my home, and nothing else matters to me. Nothing.” 
 
    “Des.” She tried sitting up straighter. This had the feel of being a life-altering moment, and she wasn’t about to slouch her way through it. “You can’t just hold me here indefinitely.” 
 
    “Watch me,” came the grim reply. “I can and will do exactly that, and you’re going to love it. You’re going to love it because you ran into a burning barn to save animals that terrify you, and you did all that because you were thinking of me.” 
 
    His tone was fierce, but there was a softness in his eyes she couldn’t look away from. “So? What’s your point?” 
 
    “You defied death for me, woman. Believe me, I know what motivates a person to do that, because I chose to do the very same thing when I ran into a fully engulfed barn to save you. I know exactly what my motivation was. Even if you can’t believe my words, you can damn well believe my actions.” 
 
    A flicker of that thing that was so hard to kill—hope—stirred in her chest. “Tell me what your motivation was, Des.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you that when I saw you lying on the floor I thought for one terrible moment that you were dead. Honest to God, in that moment I wanted to die, too.” He squeezed his eyes shut a few moments before he opened them again to lock his gaze on her once more, his eyes so intense it was almost frightening. “You can’t ever put me through anything like this ever again, do you understand me? You have to live forever, because I can’t live without you, so just find a way to make that shit happen. And definitely no more running into burning buildings to save fucking bulls. They’re replaceable. You’re not.” 
 
    Oxygen deprivation, she thought numbly as his words took their time sinking in. That had to be the explanation. “Are you trying to say you care about me, Des?” 
 
    “Care about you? Nothing so bland could ever describe what you make me feel. I know you’re not going to believe me because I’ve fucked things up so bad, but you’re my heart, Winsome Smiley. Before you, I didn’t know why I’d been born. Hell, I spent a good portion of my life cursing the fact that I’d been born at all. But now I know why I exist. I was born for you. To love you. To be with you forever. I know I’ve let you down, and I know you believe the worst of me—maybe I even deserve that. But I love you, Winsome. I love you, and I’ll fucking keep you here forever if I have to, if that is what it’s going to take to convince you.” 
 
    Dizzy joy shot through her, though she had to wonder if she hadn’t died in the fire and this was some kind of sweet slice of heaven. “Love, with a side of kidnapping. That’s so Brody.” 
 
    “It is what it is.” Though he still sounded fierce, his touch was exquisitely gentle as he brought her bandaged hand to his mouth. “I just hope that one day you’ll be able to get past my last name and see me, the real me. The man who’d do anything for you, including running into a burning building. Think of that when you’re trying to find your way to forgiving me.” 
 
    She doubted she’d be able to think of anything else. “Don’t forget that I went into that barn because of you, too. You were my only thought when I went in to save those bulls—Opal!” The realization that the sweet mama dog and her babies had also been in the Bachelor Pad slammed through her, instantly followed by a wave of grief. “Oh no, Des, I forgot Opal. Her babies, oh God, her babies—” 
 
    “Are fine. They’re perfectly fine. She carried her babies out through that unfinished gap in the wall. Ry found them cowering by a water trough near the stables. They’re up at the main house now, closed off in the butler’s pantry and away from all the hullabaloo. If you’re feeling better tomorrow, I’ll ask the doc if your lungs can handle a quick visit from Panda. I’m hoping she’ll give the okay for you to stay here at Green Rock, rather than run you up to a hospital in San Antonio, but we’ll do whatever she says.” 
 
    “Oh, thank God they’re okay.” She didn’t even care if she landed her booty in the hospital. All that mattered was that somehow everyone had gotten out alive, and she couldn’t stop a shaky sob to save her soul. “Some dog-mom I am. I didn’t even think about poor Panda until now. I think fate’s trying to tell me that I should never, ever have a dog, because I’d be a terrible mom.” 
 
    “You’re not going to be a terrible mom.” Sounding like he didn’t know if it was okay to laugh at her, he pulled her into his arms and rocked her. “You’re going to be an amazing mom, trust me on this.” 
 
    “I don’t even know how to be a good girlfriend.” Exhausted tears leaked out of the corners of her eyes as the madness of the past twenty-four hours caught up with her. “Just look at what happened earlier. My instinct was to shut you out over a stupid lake that I have nothing to do with and have never wanted. But I can’t shut you out,” she added with a feeble shake of her head. “When I thought I was dying, all I could think about was how I hadn’t told you that I love you, and that loving you has given me the greatest joy I’ve ever known. If you got close to me because your goal was to somehow romance Smiley Lake out from under me, then fine. I don’t care. Even if you never loved me, I’m still so grateful you’ve given me the chance to love you. I had no idea I was capable of feeling so much. Loving you is such a gift, you don’t even know. I swear I’ll always treasure it.” 
 
    “Winsome. Baby.” His arms tightened around her, but still managed to hold her with such fierce gentleness it was as though he feared she might break. “Look at me. I need your eyes on mine.” 
 
    She lifted her face to his. “What? If you don’t want to hear that you made me fall in love with you, you probably shouldn’t have worked so hard to make it happen.” 
 
    “There you go again, jumping to the wrong conclusion and making me out to be the bad guy.” With a shake of his head, he caught her hair in his hand. “You’re damn right I worked hard to make you fall in love with me. From the time I crossed your path again at your old man’s funeral, getting you to love me was my only plan. Getting you to trust me is something I’ll work on for the rest of my life. I swear it.” 
 
    She shook her head, searching his eyes for the truth. “I don’t know why, but all of this… it’s just so hard to believe. Is this really happening?” 
 
    “It’s really happening.” Kissing her temple, he brushed the curls from her brow. “I know what your life was like growing up, and I know it gave you scars that no one can see. But do you really think no one could ever love you? Love you the way the earth loves the rain? It’s like you have zero expectations of anyone even giving a damn about you, much less loving you.” 
 
    Dazedly she shook her head. “Uh, pretty much.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, that’s bullshit right there, and you need to get rid of it, ASAP. Everyone who meets you loves you, but that’s not even close to what I feel for you. But you can’t see it because you’ve got one helluva blind spot when it comes to me. All this time you haven’t been able to see me standing right the fuck in front of you, showing you that I’m the man who’d do just about anything to be the place where you belong.” 
 
    Not even the oxygen could make her lungs work when he talked like that. “I want to believe you. I want to believe…” 
 
    “That I love you? Come on, woman,” he said, giving her a little shake. “You were brave enough to run into a burning building to free up animals that terrify you, so I know you’ve got enough courage to take that final step. Ask me the question, and I swear I’ll answer truthfully.” 
 
    She swallowed hard and opened her heart. “You really love me? You weren’t just after Smiley Lake?” 
 
    “I really love you, and I don’t give a shit about that lake.” He smiled, so smug and confident he was lucky she was too weak to smack him. “I can’t believe it took me running into that burning building to rescue you for you to figure out that I’d literally walk through fire for you, but here we are. You’re every good possibility I’ve ever had in my life, Winsome. I’ll be damned if I’m ever going to let you go.” 
 
    All at once, her heart was lighter than air and all her aches and pains became utterly insignificant. “Every good possibility? You’ll have to explain that one.” 
 
    “It’s simple.” Still smiling, he pressed his lips to her brow, though she sensed he was frustrated by the oxygen mask. “I look at you and I see so much. My best friend who knows me as well as I know myself. My lover, who trusts me more deeply than anyone’s ever trusted me, which is a gift more precious than gold. My wife—” 
 
    “Your wife?” Holy crap. 
 
    “My wife,” he went on, giving her a hard look as if daring her to say otherwise, “who’s going to share her life with me until the end of our time together on this earth. And the mother of my children, who’d better inherit this amazing hair of yours,” he added, tightening his fingers on it as if fascinated by its texture. “That’s what I mean when I say good possibilities. When I look at you, good possibilities are all I see. When you’re looking at me the way you are now, I know those possibilities are going to someday be a reality.” 
 
    “Wow,” she whispered while the tears continued to fall, only to be caught in the lining of the oxygen mask. “That’s one heck of a marriage proposal.” 
 
    “You don’t have to give me an answer right away, because I know in the end I’m going to get what I want. You, with my ring on your finger, and my baby in your belly. Take all the time you need to get used to it.” 
 
    Oh my God. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to the things you say.” 
 
    “I’m just telling you the truth as I know it. And the truth is you love me just as much as I love you. Doesn’t get any simpler than that.” 
 
    “I need to talk to my grandmother before I do anything,” she said, dazed, but that had nothing to do with smoke inhalation. Time and again, her man always managed to bowl her over in the most delicious way. “She needs to understand that you’re so much more than your last name. You’re the man I love more than my next breath, so she needs to get used to us being together.” 
 
    “I think you’re going to find that your granny is just fine with us being together.” With a satisfied smirk, he fished into his pocket and held up a battered-looking envelope. “She gave me the deed to the Smiley homestead.” 
 
    And she thought this day couldn’t get any crazier. “What?” 
 
    He nodded and carefully pressed it into her bandaged hand. “Remember before I left this morning—though, holy hell, it feels like a lifetime ago—I had to talk to Killian? I told him I was headed for your grandmother’s to lease Smiley Lake for whatever price she wanted, and he okayed that. Once I got there, though, the price was exactly what you thought it was going to be—me, leaving you alone.” He lifted a shoulder. “No way in hell was I going to do that.” 
 
    “Yeah?” A happy little laugh escaped her, and she couldn’t help but snuggle closer. “Not even for Smiley Lake?” 
 
    “Not even for all the lakes in the world. Before you came along, I had no fixed point in my life. I was drifting aimlessly and not even giving a fuck about it. Then that asshole father of yours up and died. That was when I remembered there was a time in my life when I couldn’t get you out of my mind, and I knew I had to see you again. It was my idea to talk to you the day of your father’s funeral,” he added, surprising her. “Once I’d remembered you, I couldn’t forget you. That’s what I told your grandmother, so offering me the lake in exchange for getting out of your life was never going to happen. If she wasn’t going to lease the land to us at whatever price she wanted, I told her we’d use the lake without her permission in this time of emergency, and she could sue us for damages later. I was getting into my truck when she called me back and handed me the deed.” 
 
    “Just like that?” 
 
    “Just like that. Well,” he amended, thinking about it, “she also told me to take good care of you. Like I need someone to tell me that. You’re my world. Of course I’m going take care of you with everything I’ve got.” 
 
    Her poor abused throat knotted so much she had to consciously will the muscles there to relax. “She knows you’re my everything. I told her that. I’m just so sorry I didn’t remember that when I saw those stupid photos of Lake Smiley.” 
 
    “I should’ve told you about that survey, so the blame’s solidly on me, not you.” 
 
    A man who took responsibility for his bad behavior was worth his weight in diamonds. “Guess I’m not the only one who’s still got trust issues, huh?” 
 
    “You could say that.” He sighed, grimacing. “I didn’t trust you enough to stay if I told you about it, and I sure as hell didn’t want to lose you, so I just kept it to myself.” 
 
    “Idiot,” she murmured, and hoped he saw the smile behind the mask. “As if I could ever leave my heart.” 
 
    “We’ve got to promise each other that no matter how much we get in our own way, we never forget how much we love each other, baby girl,” he said, as serious as she’d ever seen him. “I can’t bear the thought of losing you, so when I fuck up—and it’s me, so it’s gonna happen—don’t give up on me, yeah?” 
 
    Damn, her eyes were stinging again. “As if I ever could.” 
 
    “We just have to remember that this love we’ve got is everything good and beautiful, and nothing can tear us apart because when we’re together, we’re home. Think you can do that?” 
 
    “Watch me,” she whispered, and pulled her mask down long enough to kiss him.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    Seven months later 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m so glad you could share this day with me, Granny.” Setting her bouquet of white roses and a rainbow of Texas wildflowers on the round banquet table where her grandmother sat, Winnie took the older woman’s hand in both of hers. The space behind Green Rock Ranch’s main house had historically been the party space for the Brody family, and all the stops had been pulled out for her and Des’s wedding reception. Wooden panels of a dance floor had been laid down near the bandstand, where a five-member country-western band played all the favorites. The scent of roasting meat perfumed the air from the caterers’ tables on the wide verandah, while wait staff cruised the crowd with champagne and appetizers—Green Rock Ranch’s organically-raised filet mignon and horseradish crostini, shrimp and avocado wonton bites, and beef and bleu cheese stuffed mushrooms. Thankfully the weather had cooperated, with the sun beaming down from a cloudless sky. But as brilliant as it was, it was nothing compared to what Winnie felt inside.  
 
    A dream she’d never dared to dream as a child had come true. The most perfect man in the world was now her husband, and today was the beginning of the rest of their life together. 
 
    Together. 
 
    In her opinion, there wasn’t a better word in the English language. 
 
    Granny chuckled and squeezed her hand. “Where else would I be, silly girl? You’re my treasure. I couldn’t miss my girl’s happiest day, now could I? And I got to roll down the aisle with you, too. That was a dream come true for me.” 
 
    Nothing could have made Winnie happier. “I was so proud to be with you. I did have a moment when the pastor asked who gave this woman to Des, and you hesitated,” she added dryly. “For a second I thought you were going to give the whole shebang a solid ‘nope.’” 
 
    “As if I’d ever do that,” came the tongue-clicking reply. “I’ll have you know that I was trying not to cry out of happiness. Just looking at the two of you standing there, at the very beginning of your life, so much in love that a person can see it glowing around you… Oh, Winnie. You don’t know how happy it makes me to see you happy.” 
 
    “I am.” She raised her grandmother’s hand to her mouth for a kiss. “Des makes me happier than I ever knew I could be.” 
 
    “You do the same for him. When I saw how much that man loved you—choosing you over Smiley Lake—I knew he was the one for you. You’re his whole world, child.” 
 
    The very thought made her throat tighten. “That’s good, because he’s mine.” 
 
    It was true. Over the past several months, her life had undergone a vast transformation. She still designed fashion for Cleone’s Closet, but she no longer worked within the shop. Nor did she live in the apartment on the second floor. After she’d recovered from the fire and could once again thread a needle with her newly healed hands, she and Des had had a long heart-to-heart about their future. To her delight, he was adamant that they live together while she planned their wedding. He was fine with her working at whatever she wanted to do, just as long as she was there at night to greet him when he came home. 
 
    Nothing pleased her more than to do just that. 
 
    She’d never been great in the kitchen, but Celia was an excellent teacher and was just a phone call away if things suddenly got smoky. When Winnie had pulled off her first business dinner party for Des—an old rodeo friend who was interested in partnering with Green Rock to provide bull-riding stock for all of North America—she’d been thrilled beyond belief. 
 
    But as thrilled as she’d been by that, the greatest accomplishment she quietly took the bow for was Des’s invitation to Killian to come over for a beer. Of course, he’d wrangled his oldest brother into helping him move furniture around to make way for her cutting table, sewing and embroidery machines, but still. 
 
    Progress. 
 
    And it was beautiful. 
 
    Des wasn’t the only one who had done a lot of personal evolution. Little by little she’d learned how to share not just her space, but herself, with the man she loved. Her online store, Passion for Fashion, was going gangbusters, thanks to Celia’s marketing genius. But rather than allow herself to be run off her feet trying to create every order all by herself, she now had a handful of seamstresses on the payroll to fill the orders. She still did quality control herself, inspecting every item personally to make sure it was up to her standards, but handing off the production time to employees meant she now had more time to spend with Des. 
 
    Best. Decision. Ever. 
 
    She no longer had any question about Des or her place in his world. They belonged together, and they both knew it.  
 
    Moving into his lonely house out by Lone Sentinel Butte had been a breeze since he’d hired movers to box up everything in her apartment while she’d still been recovering from the fire. She hadn’t had to lift a finger. Then he’d made room for her in his house like he’d been waiting to do it his whole life, and soon began trying to figure out how to renovate his personally designed house built for one, to add more rooms for their future children. 
 
    Just the thought made her heart flip-flop. Early on, they’d discussed whether or not to start a family right away, but with the thought of Granny in the forefront of her mind—who was scandalized enough that Winnie had moved in with Des before marriage—she’d wanted to wait. 
 
    As of tonight, the wait was over. 
 
    “Ladies.” Des appeared, looking too hot for words in his tux, though the formal tie was gone and the first third of the studs were undone. Smiling, he bent to kiss Winnie before resting a quietly possessive hand on her shoulder. “I’m in the mood to dance. Which one of you is willing to cut a rug with me? Miss Heavenly?” 
 
    Her grandmother gave a startlingly girlish giggle. “Oh, my goodness, you two lovebirds go on and enjoy yourselves. I’m just going to sit here and dream of holding my first great-grandchild. Y’all might want to think about that, by the way. I’m not going to live forever, you know.” 
 
    “I like the way your granny thinks.” Once Des had Winnie out on the dance floor, he held her close and nuzzled his nose against hers. “In fact, I like her, period. I know we started out kind of rough, but we’re at a point now where I know she’s good people.” 
 
    Aw. “She feels the same way about you.” 
 
    “Good. I’m a fan of anyone who’s in full support of you getting in the family way ASAP.” He gave her a little spin and polished the move off with a dip. “Sound good to you, Mrs. Brody?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, it does, Mr. Brody.” Laughing up at him, she slid her fingers into his dark hair and brought him mouth down to hers. “It does, indeed.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Oh God, yes.” 
 
    “That’s it.” Des deep-breathed and tried to hold back until his woman was at her peak. To make sure she got there, he pulled her ass up higher until her head and chest were flat on the mattress and his penetration was complete. “Gonna bury my seed in you so deep, baby girl. Feel me giving you my baby. Feel me giving it to you.” The base of his spine began to tingle, and he groaned as the bliss began to overtake him. Every time, he marveled. He touched heaven when he was inside his Winsome. Every fucking time. 
 
    God, how he loved knowing this was where he belonged. 
 
    Eyes closing, he slid a hand over her hip and down to her pussy, searching by feel for that sweet little nub. The moment the stroked her clit, she lost her mind, gasping out a semi-scream that was his name, and it was so beautiful he gave himself over to the explosion of pleasure, riding that crest of ecstasy until he couldn’t go anymore. With one final thrust he emptied himself into her, wishing all the while that he never had to leave her. 
 
    “I know you’re a rancher who knows all about hormones and baby-making,” Winnie said minutes later after they’d managed to get their breath back. “But I literally stopped taking the pill as of this morning. It’s going to take a while for my hormones to get themselves regulated, so I don’t want you to be disappointed if I don’t get pregnant right away.” 
 
    “If you think I’m fucking you for the sole purpose of making babies, you’re out of your damn mind.” Well and truly satisfied, he settled back into the pillows and pulled her to his side. It was his favorite sleeping position, on his back with her head on his chest, his arm around her, their legs a tangled mess and her arm holding on to him like he was her favorite teddy bear. “Being inside you is where I belong, because you’re my home. It’d be great if a baby came from that, but trust me on this, Winsome. I’m never going to be disappointed, because I’m fucking the woman of my dreams, who also happens to be my wife and best friend. Nothing gets better than that.” 
 
    A soft sound escaped her. “How is it you always know exactly what I need to hear?” 
 
    “Magic. And I’m just telling it like it is.” His arm tightened around her, and he turned his head to press his lips against the crown of her head. “Like how I’m going to really enjoy the hell out of our honeymoon.” 
 
    That had her glancing up at him. “What honeymoon? I thought we’d decided not to have one since we’re coming into calving season and you didn’t want to let your brothers down.” 
 
    “I also don’t want to let my wife down. My brothers are fine with us taking off for a couple weeks,” he went on when she continued to stare at him. “We’ll be back in time to help with the end of calving season.” 
 
    “Back from where?” 
 
    “A place I’m told is on your bucket list.” Giving her one last squeeze he rolled over, opened the nightstand’s drawer and took out an envelope. “I told you I wanted you to get a passport so you could accompany me whenever I had to take business trips, right? I’m cool with that, but I wanted you to get a passport so I could take you… here.” 
 
    With her eyes growing bigger by the second, she sat up, modestly clutching the sheet to her chest in a way that still delighted the hell out of him, and took the envelope. The next second she gasped and clutched the envelope to her heart while staring at him with huge eyes. “Paris? You’re taking me to Paris?” 
 
    “First week’s in Paris. Second week’s in Monaco. Not exactly my thing, Europe,” he admitted with a shrug. “But Cleo told me you’ve always wanted to go to Paris, and since I’m going to be doing some business in Monaco, I thought we should go ahead and make the most of it. Sound good to you?” 
 
    “Oh, Des.” Envelope still in hand, she flung herself into his arms with a happy whoop and held on tight. “You miracle of a man, of course it sounds good to me. I can’t believe how easily you make even the smallest of my dreams come true.” 
 
    “That’s kinda what I live for.” Rolling onto his back, he tugged the sheet from between them and couldn’t help but smile when her curtain of hair fell over them to shroud them in their own private world. “Just wait until we get back. I’ve got another surprise in mind for you. Unfortunately on this one I’m going to need your input, so I can’t keep it hidden from you.” 
 
    Her brows went up as she settled her legs more comfortably into a straddling position. “What’s the surprise?” 
 
    “If we’ve got kids, we can’t be all the way the hell and gone out here in the middle of nowhere. Shit happens, so if and when it does, it’s nice to have help within shouting distance, yeah?” 
 
    She went still. “But… are you saying you want to move? From this house? You designed this house personally, Des. Every inch of it is you.” 
 
    “Yeah, but now I’m in the process of designing our next house. I didn’t build this place with anyone in mind except myself, baby girl,” he went on when she didn’t look convinced. “That was what my existence was—just me and no one else. This place is a monument to my aloneness, and that’s why I built it way out here. But I’m not living that lone-wolf life anymore, and I sure as hell don’t want to raise my kids way out here where they can’t connect with their own family. I want them to be surrounded by my brothers’ kids and know they’re never alone.” 
 
    “Des.” she cupped his cheek in the warmth of her hand before leaning down to kiss him. It was crazy, how the whole world could be packed into her kisses, but she managed to do it every time. “Thank you for letting me into your world. I promise you’ll never be alone in it again. In fact, between me and the kids we’re going to have one day, you’re probably going to long for the days when you were all by yourself.” 
 
    “Never,” he assured her, and pulled her down for another kiss. 
 
      
 
      
 
    One year later 
 
    “Okay, almost ready.” Winnie watched as Des set the camera before heading over to where she sat next to Granny on the white rattan sofa in the sunroom overlooking Smiley Lake’s renovated dock, and took his place on the other side of the elderly woman. Held in Granny’s lap with Winnie’s assistance, one-month-old Ronan slept in his christening gown, his amazing shock of ebony hair standing out in all directions. 
 
    A sure sign of curls to come.  
 
    This was probably the calmest Ronan was going to be all day, Winnie thought, looking at her precious boy in Granny’s arms. From this point on, everything was going to be a whirlwind. After the baptism—which most of Bitterthorn was slated to attend—everyone was coming back to their house for a party that was part baptism celebration, part housewarming.  
 
    When Des had shown her the lakefront house he’d designed, at first she hadn’t been sure about building within sight of where she’d grown up. Thankfully that house was long gone, along with every structure that had once been on the Smiley property. Des had gone out of his way to wipe the slate clean so she wouldn’t be haunted by ghosts from the past. He’d even turned the empty space where the Smiley house had once been into a play park for the newest generation of Brody children to enjoy, as well as constructing a rustic boathouse that he and his brothers happily used on those rare occasions when they had free time. 
 
    As for where he’d chosen to build their house, it was easily a quarter mile from where she’d grown up, with a thick stand of crepe myrtles and natural landscaping to completely change the look of the land. A high-tech system of irrigation ditches that the Brody children found endlessly fascinating siphoned off just enough lake water to Magnus’s retirement pasture without having any of the animals near the lake itself to contaminate its “skinny-dipping” purity, as Des liked to call it. 
 
    At first she’d worried she might not be able to get past her loathing of the old Smiley homestead, but as Des worked on reshaping the land and bringing it to life, she could only marvel at her man’s vision. He had completely destroyed any hint of what had once been, and replaced it with his concept of what he wanted their home to be. Now their world had places for family gatherings and picnics, boating and fishing, and children’s laughter rang in the air as they played in their new park. 
 
    Des had built heaven for her in a place that had once been hell. In doing so, he’d destroyed the last lingering hold the past had once had on her. More than that, he’d shown through everything he created that he was no longer the man who’d wanted nothing more than to be left alone out by Lone Sentinel Butte. 
 
    The house he had designed for them also told the story of what he envisioned for their future, including a large detached studio for her with tons of natural lighting, a small suite of rooms for Granny off the kitchen, and five bedrooms plus a master, and six bathrooms. When she commented on the number of bedrooms, he confidently assured her that he had no doubt they could fill them all. 
 
    That was who Des was now. 
 
    A family man in the making. 
 
    “The timer’s set for thirty seconds.” Des put an arm on the back of the rattan sofa behind Granny, while his other hand came to gently cup his son’s dark head. “All we have to do is smile.” 
 
    “I’ve got plenty of reason to do that,” Granny said, smiling down at the baby. 
 
    Winnie gasped. “Wait, not everyone’s in the picture. Panda, baby. Come here, boy.”  
 
    Des groaned. “Winsome, that damn dog—” 
 
    “—is part of the family. And remember, you’re the one who got him for me, so you have no one to blame but yourself.” Winnie beamed when Panda came crashing around the corner and into the sunroom, mismatched eyes bright and grinning the cutest doggy grin in all of dogdom. “There you are. Come here, bud. Sit. Sit, Panda.” 
 
    “You know he’s laughing at you,” Des drawled, shaking his head as Panda danced in place, clearly overjoyed to be called to her side. Without a doubt, Panda was a mama’s boy, often becoming so excited whenever he was around Winnie that he forgot his manners. Like now. “Panda. Sit.” 
 
    Boom.  
 
    Panda’s rump hit the glossy wooden floor like it was magnetized. Because of course. Never mind that Panda was her baby that she spoiled endlessly. It was always Des that he listened to.  
 
    For that matter, so did she. 
 
    “Smile, baby girl,” Des reminded her, and looked to the camera. 
 
    She responded just in time. About a second after she turned back to the camera, she heard the click. 
 
    “That camera looks so complicated.” Granny leaned in to look at the photo once Winnie had collected the camera. “I remember when these things were just a matter of pressing a button and manually winding the film. And you could only take so many pictures before you ran out.” 
 
    “Taking a limited number of pictures would make Winsome’s head explode,” Des snorted, then headed for the door when the peal of the doorbell sounded. “There’s never been a person on this planet who takes more photos than my woman.” 
 
    “The only time I take photos is when I’m happy and I want to commemorate that moment,” she called after him, then rolled her eyes at her grandmother as she began flipping through the images on the camera’s screen. “It isn’t my fault that I love my life so much I want to capture all those perfect moments. If we’re looking to blame someone here, Des is the one who should shoulder that for giving me all those perfect moments.” 
 
    “I’d hardly call it blame.” Granny chuckled, then cooed when Ronan began to fuss. “Uh-oh. Looks like the little man is waking up.” 
 
    “I’ve got him. Knowing Ronan, he’s thinking it’s time for second breakfast.” Setting aside the camera, she scooped up her son and gave her grandmother’s cheek a kiss before rising. “I swear, this kid’s a bottomless pit.” 
 
    “Our boy is going to be a giant,” Granny said proudly. “I’m glad you’re getting so many pictures of him, sweet girl, and I hope you do that every day of his life. I don’t have any pictures of you as a baby or child, but then again, there weren’t too many happy moments while you were growing up that needed to be captured. It’s so wonderful you have that now.” 
 
    “I do,” she said softly, holding Ronan close as she remembered that once upon a time, neither she nor Des had possessed any personal photos of family or loved ones. That certainly wasn’t the case now. Even though they were still unpacking, she already had a good portion of their walls covered with framed photos. Their wedding. Their honeymoon. A spectacular portrait of them kissing in front of the Eiffel Tower. Des trying to train Panda. Another portrait of them before Ronan was born, standing on the new dock with Des behind her, kissing her ear while his big hands cupped her baby belly. Ronan’s first few moments of life. Des’s face as he held his son for the first time. Their first family portrait at the hospital taken by a very understanding nurse. 
 
    This little family portrait now would join all the others—her captured moments of happiness. 
 
     If was hard to remember the life she’d been living two years ago, when the only pictures that meant anything to her were photos of her fashions, but that was okay. A life without Des in it was hardly worth remembering. And now that Ronan had joined them, it didn’t matter that she didn’t have any photos of her life while growing up. That was a hell she’d had to endure to get to the heaven she had now. All that mattered was living in the moment, with a constant sense of gratitude filling every corner of her life. 
 
    That was the life Des had built for her and their new family. 
 
    “Let’s get this party started.” With her usual boundless energy, Cleo swept into the sunroom along with her boyfriend and manager of Green Rock Ranch, Caleb Garrett, followed by Cleone. All the women had chosen to rock new dresses Winnie had designed to show their support, love and solidarity in their ever-growing sisterhood. Her online store, Passion for Fashion, had been bought by one of the hottest fashion houses in Paris, another miracle her magician of a husband had managed to surprise her with.  
 
    During their honeymoon, Des had taken her to a fashion show, complete with front-row VIP service. For the most part, she’d been gaga over the new line of clothing parading up and down the catwalk, though there were a few items that would have been so much better with a few tweaks. She said as much to Des, who encouraged her to speak her mind. She did so throughout the show, completely unaware that someone aside from Des was listening. When the show was over, Des turned to the person sitting directly behind them and said, “What’d I tell you? Does she know this shit, or what?” 
 
    Surprised, Winnie had turned… and found herself face-to-face with the legendary owner of the fashion house. 
 
    Luckily for her, the collection that had been showcased that evening hadn’t been of the owner’s personal making, but rather one of his many designers. Over a late dinner and champagne back at their suite overlooking the Champs Elysées, the pieces she’d designed for Passion for Fashion had been examined, before she was quizzed on her knowledge of design versus productivity. Since she’d run into that particular hassle at Cleone’s Closet, she’d been honest in saying that she’d learned to think creatively when it came to making a design as simple as possible, while still being memorable and stylish. 
 
    That was when the designer—an eighty-something fashion legend of a man who’d been born in The Bronx and whose signature cologne she bought for Des—invited her to become a designer for his fashion house. She could do as much or as little as she wanted from her own studio in Texas, with the only catch being that whatever she created, it would be produced by his house exclusively. If her fashions caught on, eventually she could have her own “Win” label.  
 
    Talk about a dream come true. 
 
    But then, Des found a way to make all her dreams a reality. 
 
    While Cleone was bereft to lose her, that would have happened anyway. Soon after they’d gotten back from their honeymoon, Winnie had been hit with what turned out to be a walloping case of morning sickness. 
 
    Come to find out, life really could keep getting better and better, as long as she had Des by her side. 
 
    In the end, Cleo had pointed out that her mother could take the bows for giving Winnie her start. Now Cleone had it on her LinkedIn profile that she was Bitterthorn’s foremost mentor and patron of fashion design. That was Cleone, living within the silver linings so she couldn’t see the clouds.  
 
    Winnie adored her for it. 
 
    “Check me out,” Cleo announced, doing a little twirl in the flouncy-skirted V-neck sleeveless dress in a delicate cherry-blossom pink. “Your latest creation just happens to go perfectly with a shoe and purse set that came into the shop. And the purse is big enough to hold a portable speaker I brought along for Ronan, just in case he needs some special baby jams to listen on the way over to the church. Am I awesome, or what?” 
 
    “I have no clue what baby jams are, but you’re totally awesome.” Nestling Ronan in one arm, Winnie hugged her friend with the other, then made the rounds hugging everyone while the sound in the front room grew. She loved that sound; it was the sound of love and laughter, of kinship and belonging. 
 
    It was the sound of family, and it filled her heart with joy. 
 
    “My goodness, Winnie.” Cleone swooped in to give her an air kiss and coo over little Ronan before scanning the room. “Have you ever seen so many Brodys gathered together in one place?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, Cleone, I have.” She glanced around the room as well, drinking it all in. Ry and a grumpily pregnant Celia had been the first to arrive with their two girls, Hannah and Fiona. Fin and Lilah arrived just behind Cleo and her mother, with their children Donovan and Rosie in tow. Des was at the door to greet Killian and Dallas, her baby bump smaller than Celia’s and looking more gorgeous than ever in another one of Winnie’s designs. As their twins, Sean and Fallon, half-tackled Des in greeting, Winnie smiled as she watched her husband extend a hand to Killian and share a laugh with him. 
 
    That was the sound of family as well.  
 
    But more than that, it was the sound of wounds that had finally healed. 
 
    “I want to capture this,” she murmured to herself before handing Ronan to Cleo. “Be right back.” 
 
    Zooming back to retrieve her camera, she began capturing moments she never wanted to forget, from Dallas’s three-year-old twins talking earnestly to an attentive Des, to Lilah trying to make an increasingly less-grumpy Celia laugh, to Fin chatting with Killian while absently rocking a sleepy Rosie. When she was satisfied with the candid shots, she smiled and raised a hand. 
 
    “If I could have your attention.” Smiling at the room full of people she loved, she swept a hand toward the sunroom. “I’d like to have everyone crowd into the sunroom for a quick family photo, and then we can get this show on the road.” 
 
    “I’m nine months pregnant with a non-stop baby Godzilla who never sleeps,” Celia groused. “No woman who’s nine months pregnant with a non-stop baby Godzilla who never sleeps should be forced in front of a camera. I’m hideous.” 
 
    “You’re magnificent, wife.” With a tenderness that could be seen, Ry brought her hand to his lips, his gaze never leaving hers. “Just looking at you takes my breath away. Always has. Always will. And every time I see you carrying my baby,” he added, placing a hand over her enormous belly, “I fall for you all over again.” 
 
    At that, the last of Celia’s grumpiness melted away, and she leaned over to kiss him. “Well, husband, if you’re going to be that way, I might as well give in to the inevitable and get this over with. Winnie, where do you want me?” 
 
    “Let’s have you sit next to Granny on the sofa. You can have your girls in front of you, with Ry standing behind you.” With the efficiency of a drill sergeant, Winnie marched everyone into the sunroom, mounting the camera back on the tripod while getting people exactly where she wanted them. Ronan got handed off to Des, who waited for her off to the side of the sofa. When she had everything exactly as she wanted it, she set the timer and hurried over to Des’s side, curling an arm around his waist even as his arm slid over her shoulders to pull her close. “Thirty seconds, everyone.” 
 
    “Time enough for this.” Smiling, Des lowered his head and captured her mouth for a long, slow kiss. By the time he raised his head Winnie was overheated and breathless, almost forgetting yet again to turn her head at the last second to smile into the camera. 
 
    In her heart, she’d known it was going to be a good shot, but it wasn’t until the christening was over, along with the wrap-up of the party at the new house did Winnie get a chance to really look at the photo. After uploading it into her laptop, she caught her breath at the dazzling joy in not just her smile, but in so many faces shining out of that photo. The sense of unity, of love and family shone through this one captured moment. The Brody family had endured so much to get to this thriving time in history, and now the newest generation was on the cusp of taking their place. This photo wasn’t just of the people she’d come to love. It was a photo of hope, and of the future brimming over with potential and greatness. 
 
    It was a future she couldn’t wait to see. 
 
    “Ronan’s hungry. Again.” Stifling a yawn, Des came in with a bawling baby against his shoulder and a bottle in one hand. “Do you want to feed him, or should I? I’ve already warmed up a bottle, in case you’ve got your hands full with work.” 
 
    “This isn’t work.” Smiling, she held her arms out. “I’ll take that bottomless pit son of yours.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked as she unbuttoned her blouse and guided the baby to her breast. 
 
    “I’m ordering framed portraits of this family photo, so all four of you Brody brothers can point to it as proof that love, and brotherhood, can get you through even the worst of times. As long as you four stuck together, you were able to make something not just of Green Rock Ranch, but of yourselves.” 
 
    He chuckled and pulled up a chair next to her. “Green Rock Ranch was already a force to behold by the time my brothers and I came along.” 
 
    “Not like it is now. The four of you took the foundation that was there and built the ranch into your very own empire. But more importantly, each and every one of you found a way to make sure love triumphed over the hate you endured while growing up. All of you fought for your happiness in ways that your father never did. And the result of that is something you can see in this photo. Joy and love. It’s there for you to see in every face.” 
 
    He glanced at the photo before his attention shifted to her. “You know what I see?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I see my world.” A corner of his mouth curled as one hand dived under her hair to cup her nape, while the other gently rested on his son’s head. “You gave me a reason to love being alive. I never had that until you came along, so I didn’t care whether I was alive or dead. Now, with you and Ronan, I can’t imagine ever feeling that way. I love living my life with you too much.” 
 
    “Not too much,” she said, smiling, while Ronan made his greedy little grunting noises as he fed. “You can never have too much love.” 
 
    “Thank God for that,” he murmured, and pulled her in for a kiss.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Note from the Author 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hey there! 
 
      
 
    I’d like to thank everyone for your understanding when I decided to push back the release of this book a week. The US is going through a painful time right now, and I just couldn’t figure out a way to promote a book while this nation was in mourning. It would have been terribly disrespectful, not to mention in the worst possible taste, so to all of you, I thank you. (((HUGS))) 
 
      
 
    Now, on to my latest news! 
 
      
 
    At long last, the Brody Brothers series is done. I have no doubt I’ll return to Bitterthorn, Texas at some point, but for right now I have my sights set on going back to Chicago for HOUSE OF PAYNE: SAGE! 
 
      
 
    But even before that… 
 
      
 
    I’ve basically been in quarantine since March, which means I’ve had a LOT of time to plot and write. I’ve been toying with a couple novella ideas—a quarantine story (gee, I wonder why) and a prequel novella based on secondary characters from LOKI, Joelle Fielding and Gus Bloch. Joelle and Gus spoke to me so vividly during the writing of LOKI that I’ve decided to go that route before hitting SAGE full force.  
 
      
 
    Since the Brody Brothers series has now come to an end, it’s also time to turn my attention to Loki’s brother, Tyr. I honestly don’t know if this will be the beginning of a series based around the Gravediggers MC, but I do know I can’t wait to see where these compelling characters take me. 2021 will be Tyr’s year!  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There’s more lust, lies and love to be had in the House that Payne built. Look for HOUSE OF PAYNE: SAGE coming late autumn, 2020! 
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