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      Jack Daniel’s Whiskey sole responsibility was to make sure the ranch operated at a profit and he was damn good at his job. That’s because he much preferred sitting behind a desk crunching numbers than dealing with people. He left that up to his brothers and sister. So, when he was tasked with helping the newest employee, Annette Hannah become assimilated to life on Whiskey Ranch, JD wanted nothing to do with the responsibility, much less the woman and her young toddler.

      

      Only when Annette is injured JD finds himself having to help take of both mother and son.

      

      The last thing Annette wanted to be to anyone again was a burden. She’d done that to her brother time and time again. All she wanted was a fresh start for her, and her son and the Whiskey family had given her that chance. Working as a horse trainer, she wanted to impress her new bosses, but the wild horse had other plans, and Annette ended up in the ER with a broken wrist and a sprained ankle. Once again, she had to rely on someone else. Only this time, it came in the form of the sexy, but reserved and emotionally unavailable, JD Whiskey.

      

      When Annette no longer needs JD, will he be able to walk away, or will people have become more important than numbers, and will Annette allow the cowboy into her and her son’s heart?
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      Jack Daniel’s Whiskey, better known as JD, leaned back in his office chair and shoved a toothpick in his mouth. “You need to stop this. I’m not interested.”

      Georgia Moon tossed her hands wide. “Stop what? Because all I’m asking you to do is show Annette around, which is part of all of our jobs as owners of this ranch.”

      “Okay. But why am I the one who has to do this and not you or JB? Or anyone else on this ranch?” Normally, JD didn’t question his older sister’s decisions when it came to the daily operations of the ranch unless it was going to hurt the bottom dollar.

      But this request had nothing to do with either and more to do with his big sister playing matchmaker.

      And his desire not to spend time with the super sexy, sweet, and insanely intelligent Annette Hannah. He’d successfully avoided her, for the most part, ever since she came to the ranch. But now that she was about to be employed in the horse school, which landed in his wheelhouse, it would be harder for him to ignore her.

      No matter how much he wanted to.

      Or needed to.

      “She’s comfortable with you.” Georgia Moon adjusted her cowboy hat and rested her butt against the side of his desk. “You have a lot in common when it comes to your knowledge of horse training. Besides, you always want to have your fingers involved with anyone who works down there. It’s always been your baby.”

      “This office is where we need my expertise. Not down there. It’s why we hire people to take care of it.”

      “But you’re still one of our best trainers.”

      “That’s funny considering what you know about the subject.” The more he argued with his sister, the weaker his resolve became. “Or JB or even JW for that matter. Besides, wouldn’t it be a nice girl bonding thing for the two of you?”

      “The work place is not the right environment for her and me to bond, so that leaves you,” Georgia Moon said.

      “I’ve barely had a half dozen conversations with Annette since she moved to the ranch. Besides, JB has better people skills than I do. He should do it.”

      Georgia Moon let out a sarcastic chuckle. “Like I’m going to unleash him on someone as important to me as Annette.”

      “Don’t trash talk our baby brother just because she might be your sister-in-law someday in the near future.” All JD had to do was get his sister riled up over other things, and she’d forget all about why she’d walked into his office in the first place. “And you don’t want to go and upset your future husband.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Just because Luke moved in with me doesn’t mean we’re getting hitched right away, so back off with that talk.” She waggled her finger. “Besides, I’m sending JB to the trade show this week.”

      JD had planned on going with his little brother by only ten months; however, with his eldest brother, JW being gone on his honeymoon, he couldn’t leave his sister to run the ranch alone. They had all agreed years ago that there would always be at least two Whiskey siblings on the ranch at any given time.

      Not only that, JD was getting a little tired of being his brother’s wingman when it came to the dating scene. Of course, JB didn’t really date. More like meet and conquer. The worst part was that for years, JD would make these women breakfast while he explained that his brother just wasn’t looking for a long-term relationship, and every single woman reacted one of two ways.

      They either went full-court press trying to tame a bad boy.

      Or they opted to try to hook up with one of the other Whiskey brothers.

      Not that JD ever did.

      “You know, I’m buried in paperwork this week with JW gone.”

      “Why are you giving me a hard time about this?” Georgia Moon asked. “She needs to know all the ins and outs of life here before we toss her in full time.”

      “I totally agree, and if that’s all I thought you wanted, I’d be totally on board, but you have other motives.”

      “Because I see the way you look at her.”

      “There isn’t a man on this ranch that doesn’t notice Annette. She’s fucking gorgeous. You’d have to be blind not to see that. But I’m not interested. And don’t go off on me about how I need to open up and start feeling something again.”

      “I can’t help it. And JW agrees with me. It’s about time you got your head out of your ass and started dating.”

      He arched a brow. “I date. Or have you forgotten about Ellie?”

      Georgia Moon rolled her eyes. “She’s kind of a bitch. And she’s just some girl who you see every couple of months when you decide you’re a man with needs. That’s not dating. Hell, that’s barely friends with benefits. Besides, it’s time to move past what happened.”

      “I’m past it.” A day didn’t go by where JD didn’t think about Susanne, but he hadn’t uttered her name out loud since he’d been twenty-two. Not because he hadn’t loved her. She’d been his entire world. “Luke knows what it’s like to live on Whiskey Ranch, and she’s his sister. He should do it.”

      “Do you want to take on all his responsibilities at the bull-riding school including being an instructor?”

      “Negative,” JD said. His backside hadn’t seen a bull in a good five years, and he wasn’t about to saddle up now. A bucking horse, he could still handle, but a bull?

      No fucking way.

      He never did have the kind of talent his two brothers did for riding the beasts or his sister’s way with people.

      Nope. JD was better suited for making the family a shit ton of money and then doubling it.

      “I’m not asking you to date her. Just show her every square inch of the ranch and everything she needs to know about living here. If you do it without being an asshole, I’ll provide you with a home-cooked meal every night this week.”

      He laughed. “We have staff that does that anyway.”

      “I’ll make you an apple pie every day.”

      His stomach growled, and his mouth watered. “You’re not fighting fair.”

      “Well, it’s not really a fight because we need you to do this. Annette is an asset to the horse training and breeding program as well as the school. We both know Ron hasn’t been doing his job well lately. We’re going to need to replace him soon, and I think she’s going to be the right fit.”

      “She knows nothing of our ways. It’s too soon to be saying anything like that.” Although, JW had mentioned more than once his thoughts on Annette and putting her in a management role, if, and only if, she was as good as her brother made her out to be.

      “You don’t agree that Ron is struggling in his position?”

      “No. I agree that he’s become complacent, not to mention now that he’s in his sixties, physically, this job is too demanding, but I don’t think shoving someone like Annette under the man’s nose is necessarily the right thing.”

      “I’m not doing that. I’m having you do your job. We’ve needed you to help train everyone that ends up working with any aspect that involves the horses. Besides, Ron can be a bit much to take, and without JW and JB there to soften the delivery, I’m afraid Ron will say or do something that will insult her, like he did with Heather, and she’s the best breeder we have.”

      “Heather is still here doing her job, so we handled that.” JD plucked the toothpick from his mouth and tossed it in the trash. He swirled his chair and glanced out the window. The main office building sat up on the hill and had a good view of most of the ranch. To the right side, he could see the main barn and corral. A couple dozen horses grazed in the yard. Not far from there was the manager’s house where his sister used to live and now Annette and her young son, Tony, had taken up residence. Years ago, it had been his family home before his parents died. Shortly after, Chuck Holland, the original owner of the Whiskey Ranch, took on helping raise all four of the Whiskey kids.

      JD would be forever grateful for what Chuck and this ranch had given him.

      A new beginning.

      Tony was an innocent child in everything that had happened in his short life. He deserved a new beginning.

      And his mother deserved a second chance.

      “All right,” he said, finding a fresh toothpick and sliding it between his teeth. “I’ll show her the ropes.”

      “Good, because I told her to be here right after she dropped Tony off at the daycare center.”

      “Of course you did.” JD glanced at his Apple Watch. “And what time was she planning on doing that?”

      “I suspect she’s on her way here now.” Georgia Moon pushed from the edge of the desk. “I know she seems like she’s got a pretty tough exterior, but she’s been through a lot in her life between what her father has done and her asshole husband—”

      “I’m well aware of what she’s been through.” JD held up his hand.

      “There are people on the ranch who aren’t thrilled with having her or Luke around, so I want to also show everyone that she’s a valued asset to our team and that we trust her.”

      “Luke says she’s a horse whisperer.” While JD preferred a career that allowed him to deal with numbers and stats, he knew his way around the ranch, and his cowboy skills weren’t lacking—that was for damn sure—and he had his own special way with horses.

      “She’s amazing. I brought her down to the barn to go riding the other day, and Willy was out.”

      “That horse has a mean streak, but I heard how she handled him. That’s impressive, but you should know, I got an email from Ron this morning asking for specifics on what her role will be. He wasn’t thrilled that she worked with Willy.”

      “He’s worried we’re going to replace him.”

      “And that’s why I haven’t answered. He’s been a solid part of this ranch for as long as I can remember.”

      “He’s been acting like a jealous idiot since she walked on the ranch,” Georgia Moon said. “I’m pretty tired of his bullshit.”

      “Change is hard, and he’s being forced to take a step back from things he’s loved his entire life, but he can’t physically do them anymore. That’s a tough pill to swallow.”

      “And that’s another reason for you to spend some time with her down at the barn. We need eyes and ears on Ron, and maybe you can help him adjust to taking her on as a protege.”

      “That might be an excellent way to handle the situation. Maybe we should have Ron show her the ropes.”

      “You’re not getting out of this.” Georgia Moon batted her lashes.

      “Can’t blame a guy for trying.”

      “We did just corral fifteen wild mustangs. You’re the best person on this ranch to break them. That would be a great project for you and Annette to do together, and you could really get to see her skills as a trainer and figure out if she’d make a good manager for the school. Not to mention it would get you out of this damned office and give her a real positive first couple of weeks.”

      He swallowed his breath, resisting the urge to swear while flicking Georgia Moon’s cowboy hat right off her pretty little head. He blew out a puff of air. Deep down he knew she meant well and that all she wanted was for him to mend his broken heart.

      Just like she wanted JB to give up his womanizing ways.

      Neither thing would ever happen.

      Didn’t matter that she and Luke were able to find each other in the midst of insanity, chaos, lies, and betrayal.

      His situation was different.

      Susanne was dead. It had been his fault. And nothing would ever bring her back.

      “First, they aren’t truly wild. The Bureau of Land Management and we have—”

      “Are you really going to school me on raising wild mustangs?”

      “Yes. And remember, we don’t break horses, we train them,” he said behind a tight jaw. “And you and I’ve been down this road before, and it never ends well, so stop trying to fix me up with women you think are perfect for me.”

      Georgia Moon cocked her head. “Weren’t you one of my three brothers who told me I needed to forgive Luke?”

      He nodded. “What does that have to do with you forcing relationships on me?” He pushed his chair back and stood. Turning his back, he strolled to the window and stuffed his hands in his pockets. His gaze immediately focused on a grouping of horses running wild in the distance. The memory hit his brain like a baseball connecting with a bat. He blinked a few times, pushing the visual out of his mind. He saw it every night before he went to bed, and the dreams haunted him regularly. He knew he’d never forget, and maybe that was a good thing.

      “I’m not doing that.” Georgia Moon rested her hand on his shoulder. “But since you brought it up, it’s time to stop living in the past. Trust me, I know it’s hard, but it’s amazing when you can push past those barriers.”

      “I’m going to show Annette around, help her get adjusted to life here, and see if she’d make a good new manager. But I’m going to need you to stop bringing this up.” Ever since Luke blew back into town, Georgia Moon had been pushing harder and more often. Pretty soon, he was going to go nuts if she kept bringing it up. “There will be no more trying to fix me up or discussions of long-term relationships, or especially, we will not dance around the topic of Susanne.” He turned and faced his sister, staring at her in the eye for effect.

      “Oh no, you don’t. I didn’t bring her up at all. Nor did I bring up dating. You did that. All I did was ask you to deal with ranch business.”

      He lifted his cowboy hat and raked a hand through his hair. “You don’t have to say the words for me to know what you’re doing, so I need you to promise me that you’ll let this go.”

      She raised both her hands. “If you want to torture yourself, I can’t stop you. All I’m asking is that you show my boyfriend’s little sister the ways of our ranch. That’s it.”

      “Then we’re on the same page,” he said.

      A tap at the door caught his attention.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” his secretary said. “Annette is here to see you.”

      “You can bring her back,” he said.

      “Thank you.” His sister closed the gap and pulled him in for a good old-fashioned Whiskey family bear hug.

      “I’ll expect that pie to be delivered fresh to my house every evening by suppertime.”
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        * * *

      

      Of the people that could be doing a full orientation to life on Whiskey Ranch, Annette had to spend the next week with the sexy, but brooding JD.

      “Right this way,” the secretary said as she handed Annette a large cup of coffee. “He’s just finishing up a meeting with Georgia Moon.”

      No doubt a discussion about Annette. Life in Idaho and Whiskey Ranch was so totally different than living on a horse farm in Florida. And it wasn’t just the fact there were no beaches, palm trees, or alligators roaming around. The way the Whiskey family did things was unique and not like anything she’d ever experienced. Luke used to tell her how wonderful it was and how he wished everyone ran their business like JW and his siblings.

      But it also required loyalty, trust, and dedication from those on the ranch, and that didn’t always happen.

      “Good morning.” Georgia Moon stepped into the hallway. “How did little Tony do today?”

      “He loves daycare, but he’s not loving me leaving, that’s for sure,” Annette said. “He holds on to my leg so tight he leaves marks. And then, for good measure, he screams bloody murder just as I close the door behind me.”

      “He’ll get used to it. Our staff is the best. Kitty has made sure of it.” Georgia Moon twisted her long raven hair before placing her cowboy hat on her head. “I best get going. We are running at capacity now with the bull-riding school, thanks to having Luke back as an instructor.”

      “He is the best.” JD appeared in the doorway sporting a half-smile before he popped a toothpick into his mouth. He wore a black V-neck shirt tucked neatly into a pair of jeans that hung low at his hips. A fancy belt buckle with the Whiskey Ranch logo was attached to a black leather belt. “We’re glad he decided to stay, and we’re happy to have you as well. I’m sure you’ll make a great addition to the horse breeding and training team.”

      “Thank you.” Holy shit. That had to be the longest sentence JD had ever said to her at one time. And he did it with a smile. Normally, he just grunted one or two words before wandering off to continue ignoring her. There might have been a time or two where he was in the middle of a story that he’d become animated about, or at the wedding when he’d had a drink or two, but mostly, he kept to himself.

      Very different from the rest of his family, yet he was glued to JB’s hip half the time, especially when it came to the nightlife.

      Which she didn’t participate in and not just because of Tony, but after what happened with her late husband Mark, she didn’t have much of a desire to be social, at least with the male persuasion. All she wanted to do was build a life for her and her son, and she did that by working and putting money in the bank. She wanted to make sure Tony had a better shot at a normal life without making the kinds of mistakes she had.

      “We’re all happy you decided to stay.” Georgia Moon gave her a quick hug. “Let me know if this one misbehaves.”

      “Hey. I’m the perfect brother,” JD said with a chuckle.

      “Right.” Georgia Moon patted him in the center of his chest. “I’ll see you around dinnertime.”

      “Oh, you’re joining us too?” Annette’s heart fluttered toward her throat, tickling her tonsils. He put new meaning into the strong, silent type of man. On the one hand, she found him super attractive and wouldn’t mind being kissed by him at all. But she also found him a bit scary because whenever she was around him, he seemed to be standing in the background, observing and rarely talking.

      “Now that’s a good idea. Why don’t you join us?” Georgia Moon asked with a sweet smile.

      JD plucked the toothpick from his mouth and arched his brow.

      If Annette wasn’t mistaken, the look on his face appeared as if he’d just stuffed an entire lemon down his throat.

      Yeah. This would be a fun week.

      “I’ve got a lot going on today,” he said.

      “But you’ve got to eat.” Georgia Moon patted his shoulder. “And I’m making pie, and we all know you can’t say no to pie. So, I’ll see you both over at mine and Luke’s private quarters around six.”

      A low growl echoed in the hallway.

      It had to have come from JD.

      Annette swallowed. There was nothing worse than being shown the ropes by someone who not only didn’t want to do it, but who didn’t like you either. Well, Annette would just have to impress the hell out of him with her knowledge of all things horses.

      “Why don’t we get started.” He snagged his Stetson. “I did get your employment paperwork; thanks for putting that in on time. I can’t tell you how many people I have to chase down to get that, and they wonder why their first paycheck is held up.”

      “Well, I’ve got a kid to feed, plus, Georgia Moon told me that all my bills can be taken right from that paycheck.” She followed him into the main office area where a dozen or so people worked in cubicles. Off to the sides were six or seven offices. However, JD was the only Whiskey sibling and executive that worked in this building.

      “And I’ve got that all set up for you. Just remember, if you’re not going to use all your allotted daycare hours, make sure you not only send them the request, but copy me on it. I’m the one who needs to make sure the adjustments are done properly.”

      “It seems like a pretty efficient and simple system. I mean, it’s all spelled out on the website portal.”

      He laughed. “I wish everyone believed that.” He shifted the toothpick from one side of his mouth to the other. “You won’t find yourself in this building too often, but if you have any problems at all with payroll or requisitions for work that needs to be done on the old manager’s quarters, all of that is run through this office.” He pointed to one of the offices on the far right. “That’s Rick Cohen. He’s responsible for the finances of the horse-riding school, so when we do get you set up to give lessons and do trail rides, you’ll need to work with him. He goes down to the barn two days a week. Usually Monday mornings and Thursday afternoons to check on schedules.”

      “I didn’t quite understand how that rotation works,” she admitted. “I’m still reading through the handbook.”

      “It’s a little overwhelming, I know. Chuck Holland, the man who owned the ranch before we took it over, was huge on maintaining up-to-date standard operating procedures, and we just kept up with it.”

      “That’s not a bad way to be as long as everyone follows the right procedure,” she said.

      “For the most part, you won’t have to concern yourself with what goes on up here on the hill, but if you don’t get paid, or a bill doesn’t get paid, or something goes weird at the school with the finances, this is where you’ll need to come to find out why.” He pressed his palm on the small of her back. “And unfortunately, it’s almost always because you didn’t follow protocol.”

      “Good to know.” She shivered as he guided her through the office. A warmth spread quickly over her skin. She hadn’t had this kind of reaction from being around a man in years. Even before she found out her late husband was an asshole, she hadn’t had such an intense physical reaction to a man. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Sure.” He pulled open the door to the outside.

      The warm summer Idaho air hit her face. The sweet meadow smell calmed her nerves, but only for a second as he took her by the elbow and helped her into the golf cart.

      This was a side of JD she’d never seen before. Sure, he’d always been a gentleman, but never attentive. Although, he never had a reason to give her all his attention. Any time they’d been in the same room, it had been during large gatherings, and he spent most of his time with his family. Or some chick by the name of Ellie who had been at the wedding. Annette had thought Ellie was his date, but it turns out Ellie was just a booty call.

      Figures.

      “I hope you don’t think I’m being rude, but how did you end up as the numbers guy for this operation? I’ve heard stories about you and breaking wild mustangs and your rodeo skills, and I hear you’re pretty damn good.”

      “I know I am.” He jumped on the golf cart and turned the key. “But no one in my family knows how to balance a checkbook, much less run the financials of a ranch of this scale. I mean, ultimately, we’ve got a few different businesses running under the umbrella of Whiskey Ranch. All those moving parts needed someone who understands investment and money, and if I left that up to my siblings, well, that would be like putting Georgia Moon in a dress on a daily basis.”

      “That makes sense,” she said, gripping the side of the cart when he punched the gas, jerking the motorized vehicle forward.

      “So, tell me, Annette, what do you want to see and know about Whiskey Ranch?”

      “Luke gave me what everyone calls the short tour when we first got here.”

      “That’s basically the main house where JW and Kitty live. The manager’s quarters. Mine and JB’s place along with the main barn and corral, which is where all the lessons are given and tours are scheduled out of. But you’ll end up spending a lot of time at the west barn. That’s where all the horse training happens.”

      “I don’t think Ron likes me,” she said matter-of-factly. “Every time I’ve tried to talk to him about what my responsibilities will be, he tells me I’ll have to wait until after orientation and that all new trainers start out mucking stalls.”

      “Well, we all have to muck a stall now and then, but that won’t be your job,” JD said with a laugh. “Ron always gives new people a tough time, but he does struggle with women who know how to handle a rowdy filly.”

      “Oh boy. He must hate your sister,” she said with a roll of her eyes. The first time she’d met Georgia Moon she knew exactly why Luke had fallen madly in love with her. Luke wasn’t like most alpha males. He liked women who were his equals on all levels, and Georgia Moon was exactly that.

      Actually, in some areas, she surpassed him.

      But ultimately, they complemented each other.

      “If he didn’t respect my sister, he wouldn’t be working here. He’s just a little old-fashioned. He’ll give you the same hard time he does any new ranch hand. He’s a stickler for our rules, and most trainers that come to us have their own way of doing things.” He maneuvered the golf cart onto an access road that cut through a wooded section of the ranch on the far north corner. “We like things done our way.”

      “Your way might not be the best, you know.”

      He tipped his hat. “We absolutely know that, and we’re most certainly open to new ideas and concepts. However, we’d prefer if the new trainers and breeders kept their opinions to themselves until after they’ve given our methods a fair shake. If after, say, a month, a new trainer still thinks they have a new trick to add to our manual, by all means, bring it.”

      “And when was the last time a new trainer added something to that SOP?” she asked, trying not to sound too coy, but she could tell that it didn’t work as she’d planned by the way his lips curved into a wicked grin.

      “You strike me as the kind of woman who does her homework.” He lifted his Stetson and winked. “I bet you know the answer to the question.”

      She tried to stop the corners of her mouth from tugging upward into a smile. “The last time any new training methods were added was the day you broke Wild Sally.”

      He rubbed his backside. “That had to be the most physically painful day of my life.”

      “Luke said you’re lucky Wild Sally didn’t kill you the first few times you tried.”

      “And she’s why we created a new protocol.” He stopped the golf cart on the side of the path near a creek but still in the woods. “A good trainer will spend a little more time before trying to ride the horse. That way he, or she, can make the right call on which method. And that’s really the key. Too many trainers come on this ranch and they want to school the Whiskey family, and that my friend, is never a good idea.”

      “I’m sure they just wanted to impress their new bosses.”

      “For the record, that’s not the way to do it.” He jumped from the golf cart and jogged around the front, offering her a hand.

      “What are we doing here?” She placed her hand inside of his, surprised by the tenderness in which he tugged her toward a lookout.

      He led her to the railing and pointed down the hill. “From here, you can see the trail we use for our guided tours.”

      She leaned over and noticed a line of eight horses, following tightly up the path. “This is an awesome view of half the ranch.”

      “It is. Sometimes I like to come up here and just watch the horses take our guests for a nice leisurely ride. But also, this path cuts right through the center of the ranch and will take us right to the north pasture where we have fifteen wild mustangs ready to be trained.”

      “It will be good for me to take a look around and spend more time on that side of the ranch.”

      “We won’t be looking. We’ll be working. No time like the present to impress one of your bosses with those famous Hannah skills that your brother has been bragging about.”

      “Oh. Well. I don’t have my riding pants. And I really need my special boots and—”

      He pressed his thick finger against her lips. “We’ll drive right by the old manager’s house so you can grab those things. We might as well each pick ourselves a horse and get to work. Maybe we could make a little wager on who breaks first. But only if you want.”

      She let out a big puff of air. “Luke and Georgia Moon either don’t know you at all, or they’ve been lying about you all this time.”

      JD chuckled. “I bet they told you I almost never speak, only grunt. And that I’d give you the tour, but then dump you at Ron’s mercy, letting him send you to the stalls to spend the hot summer days mucking.”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Well, normally that’s what I would do. But something tells me I’m going to get off on watching you work.”

      She gasped as both her eyebrows shot up.

      “Well, crud. That was mighty rude and not how I meant to say that.” He took his hat off, resting it on his lap as he leaned in and pressed his lips on her cheek. “I have a feeling this next week is not going to go how I had planned, and I don’t know if that is a good thing or a bad thing.”

      “Georgia Moon said of all her brothers, you were the least scary. I think she’s wrong.” Only, she wasn’t scared of him; she was just terrified she’d end up falling in love with him.
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      JD leaned against the golf cart and stared at Annette while she sized up all the horses in the main corral, which took up over ten acres. She certainly knew her horses. Every question he asked, she answered. What she didn’t know, she didn’t pretend to, and he valued that more than anything else.

      But she had a hard edge to her that made him want to find a way to toss a rope over the wall and climb inside. She’d had a double whammy of a shitty life between having a child murderer for a father and then a late husband who’d gambled away her life’s work, not to mention was abusive.

      Yet, through it all, she managed to keep her head held high. He more than admired that. He actually wished he could be half as strong as her when it came to dealing with the pains of the past.

      A couple of the mustangs raced around the side of the hill along the far fence while Annette stood by the main gate where a few of the other horses had separated themselves from the pack.

      Annette lifted her Stetson and raked her fingers through her long light-brown hair, twisting it at the nape of her neck before placing the cowboy hat back on her head. He’d noticed her the second she’d walked onto the ranch, but he did his best to ignore her and stay the hell out of her path. She made his stomach fill with butterflies and his palms break out in a cold sweat.

      Things like that hadn’t happened to him since he’d been with Susanne, and that freaked him right the fuck out. He could handle raw sexual attraction, but he didn’t know what to do with emotions that swirled around in his mind, heart, and soul, making him think and wonder about what it might be like to open himself up to the idea of love.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Ron tossed a dirty towel over his shoulder while he gnawed on a piece of straw. “More importantly, what the fuck is she doing here in full training gear? She hasn’t even turned in all her paperwork, much less gone through all orientation procedures. I don’t even want to get into what happened the other day with that one. She’s a greenhorn and needs to be put in her place, and the only way to do that is to make her start at the bottom.”

      “I want to see what she’s got,” JD said, ignoring Ron’s ramblings. But if JD was being totally honest with himself, it was more than work that all of a sudden intrigued him about Annette.

      “Wasn’t she hired without a job title?” Ron asked but didn’t bother waiting for a reply. “Everyone starts at the bottom and works their way up. No special treatment, so she starts off shadowing a ranch hand of my choice.”

      “She’s spent years as a trainer and breeder—”

      “She’s a ranch hand,” Ron said with a bitter tone. “That’s all I’ve got room for down here.”

      “Ron. I’ve got the paperwork on my desk. My family and I hired her as a first level trainer. She’s not starting out mucking stalls or shadowing anyone but maybe you. And she’ll jump right in by working with this group of mustangs.”

      “Are you crazy? You didn’t see how reckless she was with Wild Sally.”

      “Actually, I heard the exact opposite.” JD had to admit, he was surprised that Ron was pushing back so hard. Sure, JD expected there would be some blowback, but not to this extreme.

      “You’re breaking your own rules,” Ron said.

      “Good thing I know the rules, have a good reason for breaking them, and am willing to take full responsibility for any negative outcome.” JD’s oldest brother, JW, used to always tell him that all rules were meant to be changed, bent, and broken. But it was the wise man who knew when, where, and why.

      Right now, JD wasn’t being wise because he didn’t have a good reason for breaking protocol, other than he found himself wanting to spend time with Annette, which he still didn’t quite understand other than the excitement that built in the center of his gut just watching her sit on the fence while she studied the wild horses.

      “I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but we didn’t need a new trainer, lesson giver, or tour guide. Hell. I don’t even need a new ranch hand. Not that I don’t have work she could do, but it’s all entry level stuff.” Ron had to be about thirty years older than JD, and he’d been on the ranch for as long as JD could remember. He was a good manager and, in his day, one of the best trainers.

      But both those days were numbered, and Ron had reason to be worried about Annette, if she was as good as Luke said.

      “We have a lot of older horses that need to be rotated out of the lessons and trails, which means training more.”

      “I understand that,” Ron said. “But my staff is fully capable. And you should know they are unhappy about this as well. They feel threatened by her presence, and it is a bit of nepotism, considering who her brother is living with. You could have given the training of this group to an employee that has been with you longer.”

      “Is anyone qualified?” JD waved his hand. They both knew the answer. The only one really qualified on the ranch was JD and his siblings. Maybe Ron back in the day. And Luke.

      And now, Annette.

      “We need to work with the staff so that they are qualified,” Ron said.

      JD wanted to remind Ron that he should have been doing that, but since they hadn’t had a good one in a few years, that was another reason Ron needed to be replaced. “Which staff members said they didn’t like Annette being here?” JD took a fresh toothpick and put it between his lips.

      “I don’t want to throw my team under the bus,” Ron said.

      That meant no one had actually said it, and Ron was stirring up trouble. JD was going to have to have a serious talk with his siblings when JW returned from his honeymoon. Letting people go from the ranch wasn’t something they liked to do, nor did they do it often, but Ron might have outstayed his welcome.

      “Well, you tell whoever is threatened by Annette that she got this job on her own merits, and she’s only going to be able to keep it if she shows us she’s got what it takes to be part of the Whiskey Ranch family. You remind whoever it is that they were brought on the same way. She’s on probation just like everyone else, as a trainer. Not a ranch hand.”

      “Except Luke. We all know he was given part ownership in the bull-riding school. Are you going to turn around and give her part ownership of the horse school?” Ron asked with a terse tone.

      Well now, the truth shows its ugly green envious head.

      Never in the history of Whiskey Ranch did a non-family member take part ownership in anything. While every employee and contract worker were treated like family, all the pieces of the business stayed with family.

      With the exception of the bull-riding school and they needed Luke’s name to bring in the quality riders.

      But everyone knew it was only a matter of time before Luke and Georgia Moon were married, making him officially family.

      “Not that we owe you an explanation, but Luke Hannah is the best instructor in North America. He’s the reason that we already have a waiting list.”

      “But it’s your brother who holds the world record,” Ron said. “That’s why people come here.”

      JD shook his head. “JW is still the best in the business, and he’s a fine instructor, but he’s no Luke Hannah, and when he marries my sister, this conversation will be a moot point.”

      He shifted his gaze toward the pasture. Most of the horses continued to graze on the hill, but two had inched closer to Annette.

      “I have been on this ranch longer than you have owned it. I don’t think Chuck Holland would like outsiders owning a piece of it.” Ron cleared his throat. “I’m not an outsider.”

      “For the record, Ron, we’re not giving a piece of the horse school to anyone. That said, she’s here to stay, and she’s being groomed for a management position.”

      “You’re replacing me?” Ron asked with an indignant tone.

      “No. But you will retire someday. We have to be prepared for when that day comes, and Larry won’t be stepping into your shoes.” He pointed to Annette who had slipped over the fence. She stood tall, with her arms at her sides, not moving, while the mustangs sized her up and down. “She will be.”

      “What the fuck is she doing? Those animals haven’t been exposed to people but once or twice,” Ron said.

      Quietly and carefully, JD made his way toward the fence. “She knows that, and she knows what she’s doing.” Fuck. He’d told her that they’d just captured this group the other day. She should know better than to step into an enclosed area so soon.

      “Are you sure about that?” Ron was one step behind him. “And you want her in management?”

      The black mustang raised his right leg and ran it against the hard ground a couple of times, much like a bull would do right before he charged.

      “I’m as sure as the sky is blue.” Like hell he was. If that were the case, he wouldn’t be ready to take off like a bat out of hell to get her out of that pen.

      Annette raised her hand, holding her palm to the sky.

      “Is she crazy?” Ron asked. “She’s going to get herself killed.” He took two long strides past JD.

      “Stop.” JD grabbed him by the arm. The last thing he needed was to spook a wild animal. “She owned a horse ranch for a few years. She’s not stupid.”

      “That looks like stupid to me,” Ron whispered.

      JD had to agree, but he wasn’t about to say that out loud.

      The mustang shook his head and snorted before prancing in a circle.

      “Easy boy,” Annette said in a sweet but level tone. “You want this apple. I know you do.” Her voice cut through the air like a song. It tickled his ears and made his pulse slow to something of a normal rate. “Come on.”

      The mustang stopped jumping and moved a little closer, lifting his nose as if he were sniffing the air.

      Three of the other mustangs on the hill came barreling down, startling the one close to Annette.

      “Shit,” she muttered as she jumped up on the fence, tossing the apple slices.

      JD sprinted across the grass, and just as she flung herself over the fence, he reached out and caught her in midair.

      “That was reckless.” Ron stood five feet away with his hands on his hips. “And totally unnecessary.”

      “Are you okay?” He set Annette on the ground and brushed her messy hair from her face, ignoring the man standing behind him, pacing and swearing under his breath.

      “I’m fine,” Annette said as she took in a deep breath.

      “You’re lucky you didn’t get trampled,” Ron said. “From now on, you don’t go near the horses unless—”

      “I want those two separated from the rest,” she said, cutting him off.

      JD lifted his Stetson and raked a hand through his hair. “Why?”

      “Excuse me,” Ron said. “Where do you get off telling us what to do after pulling a—”

      JD raised his hand. “I want to hear this before you go off half-cocked about her going over the fence.”

      “Thanks,” she said softly, tucking her hair behind her ears. “Those two aren’t wild horses. They’ve been tamed.”

      “How do you know?” JD asked.

      “That’s impossible,” Ron said. “Any tamed horse would be tagged.”

      “Can you get one or both of them in the small pen?” She pointed to the riding pen. “I will bet you that they will come to me, eat apples from my hand, and will understand some commands.”

      “We are not doing that,” Ron said. “I’ve wasted enough of—”

      “Do it, Ron,” JD said.

      “This is ridiculous. If JW were here, he’d be—”

      “Doing the exact same thing.” JD had about enough of Ron’s crazy talk. JD wanted to see whatever it was that Annette saw in these wild horses. He trusted his instincts both with numbers and with mustangs, and deep down, he knew she was onto something. “So, either work with us, or leave.” He hated being so rude and blunt with Ron, but that seemed to be the only way to get things done.

      “Yes, sir,” Ron said as he turned on his heels and headed across the field.

      “What happened to make you not only climb the fence with an apple, but think they might not actually be wild?”

      “Mostly the way the other horses treated them, as if they were outsiders or second-class citizens. When we first got here, the big white horse—”

      “He seems to be the leader of the pack.”

      Annette nodded. “He wouldn’t let Stormy or Coco near the feeding bins or the water until the others had their fill.”

      “Stormy and Coco?” He shouldn’t be focused on the silly names she’d given the horses, but that’s what his mind grappled with.

      “Both dark, near black in color, so that’s what came to mind,” she said. “Are you telling me that you didn’t see it? That Ron never saw it in the last two days? Because it’s obvious to me that these two mustangs are getting bullied by the rest of the group that was brought here, and you don’t see that kind of behavior often.”

      He took her by both forearms and held her tighter than necessary. “Are you planning on getting in the pen with both of them?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Okay. Then I want to be in there with you, and I want a go-to-shit plan.”

      “I’m fine with both, but the latter is simple. Stay close to the fence and fucking jump if necessary.”

      He laughed. “Good plan.”

      “I’m glad you agree because Ron doesn’t like it at all,” she said in a faint whisper. “I really don’t mean to step on his toes, but I’m shocked he didn’t pick up on this sooner.”

      So was JD.
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      Annette took the hand JD offered and climbed up on top of the fence. Stormy and Coco raced back and forth on the other side of the pen in an agitated state while Ron leaned against the main entrance with one of the horse hands, ready to enter the area if necessary.

      “I want the horses to be a little more calm before we enter,” she said.

      “Yeah. Me too.” JD flung his leg over the wood railing and inched closer.

      “How long have you been working with the Bureau of Land Management to raise and protect wild horses?”

      “For as long as I can remember,” he said. “Chuck, the man who took us all in even before my folks died, worked closely with them to help maintain a healthy population of wild horses, mustangs and otherwise.”

      “We have no wild horses in Florida.”

      “I have to admit, I was skeptical about your skills because of that.”

      “I would be too,” she said. “When Luke and I ended up with the Hannahs, he found bulls and I found horses. I started out with bronc riding.”

      “You were a bronc rider? You know I hold a world record in that?” JD shifted his Stetson, catching her gaze with his intense ocean-blue eyes. “It’s been three years since I’ve competed, and a few have tried to break it, but none have been successful.”

      “I’m well aware.”

      “So, were you any good?” he asked.

      “I was, but you seem surprised I even did it.” She swallowed her raging heartbeat. Ever since Mark had used her true identity against her, she’d told herself to never trust another man. That she’d never get involved with anyone. She told herself that being a single mother meant she wouldn’t have time to meet and mingle with the opposite sex.

      Of course, she didn’t trust her judgment with men after choosing Mark as a mate and the father of her child.

      But JD knew who she was, and he didn’t judge her or think she was a crazy person because of who her father was or what he’d done. And he didn’t seem to look down at her for picking an asshole for a husband.

      That said, JD wasn’t the kind of man who’d be interested in the likes of her. According to one of the caregivers at the daycare center on the ranch, JD didn’t really have a fondness for kids, which almost made sense to her because out of all the Whiskey siblings, he was the only one who didn’t pay much attention to Tony.

      Even JB, the never-going-to-be-a-father, self-proclaimed bachelor enjoyed getting down on the floor and playing rodeo with little Tony. But not JD. Nope. He stood on the sidelines chewing his toothpick anytime she came around with her kid.

      “It’s just no one ever told me. Did you compete?”

      “I did, and I was actually really good. I just didn’t like it. So, when Luke came here and I went to Florida, I ended up working on an equestrian farm as a trainer until I bought my own small one where I raised Quarter Horses. It was a nice life until my asshole late husband screwed it up.”

      “Well, we’d all like to believe that you and little Tony will like it here much more. Plus, you’ll be close to Luke, and I know he’s happy to have the two of you nearby.”

      “That part is really nice. This place has meant the world to him, and he loves your sister. He has since he first met her. She’s all he ever talked about for years.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if we had another wedding to attend in a couple of weeks. My sister says they are going to take it slow, but I can tell that they both don’t see the point in that,” JD said, pointing toward the horses. “I don’t like the way they are acting.”

      “Who? The horses or Ron and…and…Larry? Is that his name?” she asked, studying the two prancing horses. It was as if the surface was so hot they were dancing across it until they could find the shade.

      It was as if they were in pain, and they were trying to shake it off.

      But what was hurting them? It just didn’t make sense.

      Ron moved one of the railings to the main door, which spooked Coco, sending him bucking in a circle, kicking his hind legs out behind him.

      “I meant the horses.” JD pointed. “What do you make of that?” he asked while Coco continued to buck, smacking his hind legs on the fence not far from where Larry stood.

      With every kick, Coco made an angry grunt and shook his head. It almost reminded her of a gelding when the bucking strap is tightened around the abdomen in the wrong place, or too tight.

      “I’m telling you this is a bad idea,” Ron yelled. “I don’t think these two are going to play nice. They’re alphas, and she’s going to end up getting hurt or killed.”

      “They aren’t alphas,” she said quietly. Her mind wandered to all the crazy things Mark had done to horses to try to make money. She swallowed the bile that smacked the back of her throat. It killed her that Mark had abused some of their horses all in the name of breeding a winner so he could get himself out of debt.

      Which never happened.

      All that man ever did was dig them into more trouble.

      “He just doesn’t want to get shown up by you,” JD leaned over and whispered against her ear. “You threaten Ron, and with good reason. We’ve been discussing hiring him an assistant with the idea that they will take over his job when it’s time for him to leave, which is sooner rather than later.”

      “Isn’t Larry his assistant?” she asked, taking the bridle and laying it over the fence, ignoring the slight warm shiver gliding up and down her spine as the air from his breath tickled her skin.

      “Only because we lost his assistant six months ago and haven’t been able to replace him, so we let Larry step up. He’s not qualified, and both he and Ron know it; they just don’t want to admit it.”

      “If you haven’t clued them in already, I’d say they suspect. Are you hiring from within the company?”

      “We’ve been looking outside, and we think we’ve found the perfect fit.”

      “I shouldn’t ask, but I’m curious as to who might be my immediate boss in the near future, so who are you considering for the position?” Annette turned her head, catching his intense gaze. His blue eyes danced under the sun, sparkling like a firecracker.

      “You.”

      Her foot slipped on the wood railing. She flapped her arms wildly as she slipped forward. The ground raced up toward her.

      “Whoa.” He reached out and wrapped his arms around her, yanking her to his solid chest before she face-planted to the hard, dirty ground. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m just ducky,” she mumbled, pushing herself from his warm embrace. She adjusted her hair and hat, eyeing Stormy, who strolled toward the center of the pen.

      His nostrils flared.

      But at least he wasn’t charging them.

      Coco moved slowly along the west side, keeping close to the fence.

      Their behavior wasn’t typical of wild animals being caged with two humans for the first time. But they were acting like a couple of distrusting horses who were in pain.

      Or were afraid of future pain.

      She didn’t like where her mind had traveled. She didn’t know Ron, or Larry, but she did know that people on Whiskey Ranch were loyal. Those that weren’t didn’t last.

      “Why do I feel like they are trying to box us in,” JD mumbled.

      “I get the feeling that Stormy knows you.” She took JD’s hand and placed a couple apple slices in his palm. She’d deal with her thoughts on Ron after she figured out what the heck was going on with Stormy and Coco. “Does he look at all familiar to you?”

      “He looks like every other black mustang I’ve seen, which is in the hundreds.”

      “How often have wild mustangs been mixed with trained ones?” she asked, lifting his arm and holding it out toward the horse she’d named Stormy. She made a clicking noise.

      “Never. At least not on my watch,” he said, shifting his gaze. “You’ve got some slices for Coco?”

      “Yup,” Annette said as she filled her palm. She made a clicking noise. “Easy boy.”

      “Come on.” JD made eye contact with Stormy.

      The mustang continued to inch closer.

      “Nose,” JD said softly.

      Stormy tapped his snout to the underside of JD’s hand before gently taking one of the slices.

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” JD said, staring into the dark gaze of a horse that wasn’t wild at all.

      “Don’t be too damned, Coco isn’t responding so sweetly.” Annette pressed her back against JD’s. “Easy fella,” she said.

      Coco’s eyes widened before narrowing while his nostrils pushed out a puff of air. The horse shook his head, making a painful noise.

      Out of the corner of Annette’s eye, she saw Stormy do something similar. “I think it’s time for the go-to-shit plan,” she said as calmly as she could, trying not to make any sudden movements.

      “Agreed,” JD said. “On three.”

      Stormy raised up on his hind legs, and Coco scraped at the ground before charging in their direction.

      “Three!” She leaped for the fence, flinging herself over the top and landing face-first in the mud next to JD.

      He reached out and took a large piece of wet dirt from her hair. “If you wanted to mud wrestle, all you had to do was ask.” He ran a thumb across her cheek. “Are you okay?”

      “I don’t know what has the bigger bruise. My left butt cheek or my ego.”

      “I’ll take a look at your ass and let you know which one is worse.” He helped her to a sitting position, brushing the mud and dirt across her clothes, making it worse.

      She batted his hands away.

      He leaned closer but immediately jerked back when Ron’s voice screeched through the air.

      “I don’t like saying I told you so.” Ron stood at her feet with his hands on his hips. He shook his head as if he were a disappointed teacher or something.

      “Then don’t say it.” She jumped to her feet, doing her best to put her mud-covered self together. She turned her attention to JD. “I want in that pen with those two horses, without Ron or Larry around.”

      “Why on earth would you want to do that?” Ron asked.

      She kept her focus on JD, who narrowed his stare as he glanced past her at the horses, who seemed to have calmed down some and were eating the apple slices off the ground.

      “JD. I need a word with you, alone,” Ron said.

      “Not right now,” JD said with a stern tone. “You and Larry can go home. I’ll make sure these two get back to the big pasture.”

      “No. No. No.” Ron waved his hand in the air. “This is my department. I’ll take care of it. Besides, she’s caused enough problems for one day. She nearly got both of you killed.”

      “I did no such thing.” She let out a long breath. “I just want some time in that pen without anyone around, except maybe you, because I’m not totally stupid or crazy.”

      “I’ll make it happen,” JD said.
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      “I don’t know what the fuck you think you’re doing.”

      JD wasn’t so sure either. “Ron. I’m just getting a feel for a new employee.”

      “That’s bullshit.” Ron tossed his bag into the back of his pickup. “It makes no sense to put her in the pen without me there.”

      “I might be a numbers guy, but I’m perfectly capable, if you haven’t forgotten.”

      “That’s not the point,” Ron said, yanking open the driver’s side door. “You’ve humiliated me in front of someone who will be under my charge. Now she’s never going to respect me as her superior.”

      “Honestly, Ron, you’re acting like a toddler, and if she doesn’t respect you, it will be because of that, not because I let her play with a couple of wild mustangs.”

      “This isn’t the way we do things on this ranch,” Ron continued. “Chuck demanded that everyone follow the chain of command and respect the rank. You totally disrespected me. Even your parents would be disappointed.”

      JD wiggled his fingers. His pulse raced out of control. There were a lot of people on this ranch that had known his parents. Some of them might have even known them better than JD.

      But he didn’t need to be constantly reminded of that.

      Especially by Ron.

      “If you want to play who outranks who here, let’s not forget who owns the ranch.” A sour taste filled his gut. If his parents were going to be disappointed by anything, it would be his lack of humility right now.

      “You’re doing this all because of one mistake, aren’t you?” Ron folded his arms. “That happened months ago, and it wasn’t all my fault.”

      Oh. Yes, it was, and it cost the ranch a good chunk of change. “That’s not why I’m doing this. Come on, you have to admit, those two mustangs were behaving oddly.”

      “Because they are wild animals.”

      “You saw that Stormy—”

      “Stormy?” Ron asked with a puzzled expression.

      “Just an on-the-spot name. Anyway, Stormy knew to lower his nose when I asked him to.”

      “You had an apple in your hand. He took it, and then he charged.”

      That wasn’t exactly how it happened, but from the other side of the pen, JD supposed that’s how it could’ve been seen. “We can stand here and argue, but I’m not changing my mind. She’s getting her time in the pen.”

      “Have it your way. But if she gets hurt, or worse, gets herself killed, this is on you. Not me.”

      JD held up his hands. “I take total responsibility.”

      Ron climbed behind the steering wheel and turned the key. Damn old thing backfired before it made a loud revving noise indicating it needed a new muffler.

      JD stood there for a good five minutes, watching the trail of dust kick up behind the tires. He rubbed his temples for a good thirty seconds before turning on his heels and heading back toward the small pen.

      “All right, he’s gone. Now mind telling me what the hell is going on here?” JD leaned against the fence and stared up at Annette. He had to admit he’d been more than intrigued by her desire to be alone with the animals. But he didn’t like getting a tongue-lashing from someone he once admired and looked up to.

      She sat on the top railing, slicing an apple. She’d pulled her mud-filled hair into a ponytail at the nape of her neck, and her once-white shirt would probably never be any other color but brown. “You do agree that Coco and Stormy were behaving off, right?”

      “I do. But I don’t understand why I had to send my manager away.”

      “Because I think he’s the problem.”

      JD ran a hand across his face. He dug into all his pockets, searching for a toothpick, but he had none. “How could he be the reason Coco and Stormy charged at us?”

      “They aren’t wild. Well, at least I think they were trained and then re-released only to be captured again. That’s why the other horses treated them badly.”

      JD held his hand up. “That makes sense to me, but I still don’t get how Ron could have anything to do with their odd behavior while we were in the pen with them.”

      “Mark, my husband, he did a lot of crazy things, including tightening the bucking strap or using one that would cause pain on my competitors’ horses the few times I did do rodeos when I first moved to Florida. I suspected for a long time, but I couldn’t prove it, even after I caught him, which is another reason I gave it up.”

      “That’s a shitty thing to do.” JD climbed up on the fence, sitting so close that his skin pressed against hers, soaking up all the heat. He grappled with the idea that he sent Ron away simply because she asked him to, and he would do just about anything she wanted.

      That thought scared him, not just because he could absolutely envision having her wake up in his arms, but she had a kid.

      He didn’t do kids.

      “Mark was a shitty guy,” she said. “I noticed a lot of things going on inside the rodeo circuit that I didn’t like, but because of Mark’s gambling issues, I could never do the right thing.” She turned her head. Her long thick lashes blinked wildly over her baby blues. “That’s been the story of my life ever since I was a little girl. First with my father and what he was doing and then with Mark.”

      A single tear rolled down her dirt-streaked face.

      He reached out and wiped it away. “You were a child. You didn’t have any power when it came to what your father did, and don’t beat yourself up over Mark. Kitty’s first husband wasn’t any better. We’ve all made mistakes, and people like Mark are really good at exploring others’ weaknesses. You were a victim in both cases.”

      “I refuse to be a victim. I don’t want my son to see me that way. I want him to know I did everything I could to ensure he had a better start than me, even if that means making an enemy out of Ron.” She pointed at Stormy. “The old me would have maybe taken you aside and maybe in a timid voice might have said something about what I was thinking. And even though I’ve been shaking like an earthquake on the inside, terrified I’ve just lost my job, I can’t be complacent in my own life anymore.”

      “Okay. So, how do you want to handle this?” Wow. Talk about being impressed.

      “I’m totally sold on the idea that Stormy knows you. So, I want you to lure him closer. I’ll keep an eye on Coco. He seems to be a little more unsettled.”

      “Let’s get this show on the road.” JD took the apple slices from her hand and slowly slipped from the fence into the pen. He took five strides toward the center with his arm outstretched. Ever since he’d been a little boy, he’d loved two things.

      Horses and money.

      And not always in that order.

      Numbers did lie, and while horses were unpredictable, once you got to know them, their loyalty was about as unbreakable as a dog’s.

      Stormy lifted his head and scuffed his hoof against the ground.

      JD sucked in a deep breath and continued to close the gap.

      “Don’t go too deep,” Annette said. “I don’t trust Coco.”

      The closer JD got to Stormy, the more he felt a familiar bond. He’d trained hundreds of horses in his career, most of which he’d forgotten about quickly. Those that he became attached to, he kept on the ranch or pulled into his personal stable.

      That said, there were a few he enjoyed training but had to let go for various reasons. He got a sinking feeling that Stormy was actually Patch, a horse he’d trained about two years ago and sold to, of all people, Bella Brothers. Would that family ever get their claws out of the Whiskey family?

      “Hey there, Patch,” JD whispered. “Is that you, old man?”

      Patch kept his gaze locked with JD as he inched closer.

      JD didn’t move, leaving his palm flat while Patch took the pieces of apple from his hand.

      Meanwhile, Coco nervously paced at the backside of the fence, stopping every once in a while to kick his hind legs against the fence.

      “You were right; I know this horse.” Without making sudden movements, JD lifted his other hand and gently scratched Patch’s nose. “What’s going on with you?”

      “JD?” Annette’s sweet voice cut through the thick air. “We’ve got company.”

      “What do you mean?” JD didn’t want to tear his gaze from Patch in fear of losing his trust.

      “Five o’clock. There is someone behind the—”

      Suddenly, Coco lowered his head all the way to the ground before raising his front legs high in the air. Patch did a quick three-sixty before taking off in a full gallop toward Coco.

      “Jump the fence,” JD said as calmly as he could while he raced toward Annette.

      Patch got between Annette and Coco, but Annette still took a good swift kick in the side before crawling under the fence.

      JD flipped himself over the top railing, landed on his feet, and helped her to a standing position. “Are you okay?”

      “This time I’d say my body is more bruised than my ego.”

      A noise behind the barn caught his attention. “You stay put. Got it?”

      “Sure thing,” she mumbled.

      He took off jogging around the east side of the pen, that way he could come around the top side of the barn. If someone had been back there, and someone managed to spook the horses, JD would be able to see them even if they tried to run in any direction.

      Slowing his pace, he creeped around the corner, and his blood boiled.

      Ron.

      Only question is how did he spook the horses?

      Or better yet, why does he have two tamed mustangs in a lot of wild ones?

      JD leaned against the barn and watched Ron slink between bushes and trees, letting him get away, though not without snapping a few images on his phone first. He waited until he watched Ron slip into his pickup about a mile away before turning and heading back to the pen where panic gripped his heart.

      Annette stood inside the pen, only two feet from Patch.

      Quickly, he scanned the immediate area and let out a sigh of relief when he saw Coco locked in the holding stall. With a calmer heartbeat, JD continued down the path until he came to the holding stall. Coco glanced up at him with pain in his big brown eyes.

      JD snagged some apple slices and stretched out his arm. Reluctantly, Coco took them from his hands. “You poor thing,” he whispered.

      Annette had Patch in a nose hug, which made JD nervous. But it also sent his mind down a dangerous path. “We did have company, and it was Ron.”

      “I know he’s been here forever, and I’m a nobody on this ranch, but I don’t trust him.”

      “As of this moment, I don’t either, and I’m going to need to have a chat with Georgia Moon and JB tonight. For now, we don’t say anything to anyone else until we know more.”

      “I agree.” She continued to rub and scratch Patch as if they were old friends.

      “He’s still unpredictable,” JD said.

      “I know. But he saved me from getting trampled over by that one. I think he’s reacting to something.”

      JD nodded. “Yeah. Fear.”

      “Fear wouldn’t necessarily make them act as if they were in pain, and that is exactly how they are behaving.” She slipped from the pen and leaned against the fence, resting her hand on his thigh and staring up at him with pleading blue eyes. “I want to have them examined from head to toe, and I want to be there when the vet does it. Or at the very least, I don’t want Ron to be anywhere near them.”

      “I’ll make that happen.” He pulled his cell phone from his back pocket. “I’ll have the horses taken over to my personal barn, and you and I will deal with this in the morning.”

      “Thank you.”

      He jumped from the fence. “For what?”

      “For trusting and believing in me.”

      He tilted her chin. The setting sun shined over her light-brown hair, casting a fiery glow in the evening sky. He lifted his Stetson and leaned in, gently pressing his lips over her tender ones while his mind screamed at him to stop. Kissing her would be a big mistake. She wasn’t the kind of woman he’d easily be able to walk away from.

      But he’d have to.

      She had a kid.

      He didn’t do kids.

      That thought snapped him back to reality. “We better get a move on if we’re going to get these two back to my barn before dark.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m going to have Heather and the doctor meet me at my barn first thing in the morning.” JD twisted a toothpick around in his mouth as he rocked back and forth on the front porch of the old manager’s quarters, which now housed Annette and her son Tony.

      He glanced over his shoulder, but Annette must have gone upstairs to give Tony a bath and put him down for the night. All through dinner, there had been an awkward tension between him and Annette, but he wasn’t sure if it was because of the kiss earlier.

      Or because he acted like a moron around her son.

      “Heather can’t stand Ron,” JB said. “I emailed you all her list of grievances with him, and one of them was how he brought in this last grouping of mustangs.”

      “I wasn’t thrilled when I read that.” Georgia Moon sat on the steps, leaning against the side with her legs stretched out. “Especially since JD has told him more than once he wants to tag the horses the second they land in the corral, not a day or two later.”

      “His excuse the first time was lame, but this last time we have to give it to him,” JD said. “His mother really was sick, and he left that day pretty quickly.”

      “I know this isn’t my place or even my part of this business, but you invited me into the conversation.” Luke sat across from Georgia Moon, two steps lower, facing her with his hat tipped low over his eyes as if he were napping. “But tagging shouldn’t be something anyone has to tell Ron, especially since he’s the one who reamed JD’s ass out back in the day when JD was just a ranch hand.”

      JD laughed. “I’d forgotten about that, but Luke’s right. I’d knocked off work early after bringing in a group of wild horses, and I didn’t tag them or have anyone observe them with me. He lectured me for weeks about protocol and why we have it. That’s not the kind of mistake or procedure he’s going to ignore unless he’s got a reason, and I can’t think of any valid one.”

      “We’ve become complacent when it comes to Ron,” Georgia Moon said. “He helped train each one of us, so we feel like we owe him something. But he’s screwing up left and right, and we’ve been enabling him.”

      “What concerns me more is the possible connection to Robert and Bella Brothers,” JD said. Just because Robert was behind bars, that didn’t mean he couldn’t reach out from prison and do some damage, especially when his daughter still had an ax to grind when it came to the Whiskey family. “Ron has recommended two ranch hand hires from the Brothers’ ranch. I rejected both.”

      “I did accept one into the bull-riding school,” Georgia Moon said. “But Luke and JW had worked with him in the past.”

      “Not everyone who was employed by Robert Brothers was a bad person.” JD heard movement in the house. His heart pulsed in excitement as Annette glided down the steps. He’d been hoping she’d join them on the porch for a nightcap.

      “Are you sure that horse was Patch?” Luke asked.

      “About as sure as I can be without a tag,” JD admitted. “But there was a mark where a tag should have been, and the moment you take Patch from the rest of the wild horses, he’s tame.”

      “Well, not exactly,” Annette said as she stepped through the screen door.

      He shifted on the large double rocking chair, making room, and thankfully, Annette chose to plant her cute little butt next to his.

      “Both Coco and Patch, if that’s what we’re calling him now, behave erratically.” She filled her wine glass before settling in next to JD. “We both thought it was out of fear and based on Ron and Larry’s presence. But I think it’s out of pain. I just can’t figure out the source.”

      “There’s no horseshoes to hide anything in,” JD said.

      “Doesn’t mean something isn’t wedged somewhere that’s causing a problem.” Luke adjusted his hat and sat up a little taller. “But it all seems too coincidental that these horses go bonkers at the precisely the right time. How does that happen?”

      “Jockeys have used shocking devices to get their horses to run faster,” Georgia Moon said.

      “But those are well hidden under equipment,” JD added.

      “Well, I’d bet my first paycheck that those two horses are being injured somehow, and that’s why they’re so confused and don’t know how to behave.” Annette lifted her glass and swirled the red liquid.

      JD became mesmerized by the movement. He stared at her plump lips as she took a long sip. Annette was the whole package. Smart. Sweet. Kind. Sexy. She was great with animals and people.

      And she was a fabulous mother.

      Everything came naturally to her, and he didn’t think there wasn’t anything she couldn’t do if she set her mind to it.

      “I struggle with the idea that Ron would have anything to do with harming any animal.” Georgia Moon stood.

      “I think we all do, but I saw this with my own two eyes, and I believe every word Annette says.” JD looped his arm over the back of the double rocker. “But until we know more, I want to go into tomorrow with business as usual. Once I get Heather and the doctor settled in my barn, I’ll take Annette back down to the main corral and continue the orientation.”

      “What are you going to tell Ron about the missing mustangs?” Luke asked as he took Georgia Moon’s hand.

      “We decided to tell him that we transported them to the vet hospital for observation,” Annette said.

      “Hopefully, Heather and the doc will know something by the afternoon.”

      “Alrighty then. Georgia Moon and I are going to head home. We’ll touch base tomorrow.” Luke took Georgia Moon by the hand and meandered off toward their Jeep.

      “Are you ready?” JB asked.

      “You go ahead. I want to talk to Annette for a bit.”

      “I’ll leave the light on.” JB waved as he descended down the porch steps. “Don’t forget I’m leaving tomorrow. I’ll be gone for a week.”

      “Don’t get anyone pregnant.” JD had been saying that to his brother for years, only he actually wondered if his little brother really did have a kid out there somewhere, considering all the sexual partners he’d had over the years. JB wasn’t a bad person, not by any means. He treated all women with respect, and he cared for every single lady he dated.

      But he was still a ladies’ man, and for whatever reason, good girls wanted to tame him into being a one-man woman.

      Never going to happen.

      “I just stocked up on condoms. No worries,” JB said. “Don’t stay out all night.”

      JD’s cheeks heated. He quickly removed his hand from the backside of the seat and fiddled with the wine glass. A long awkward silence filled the Idaho night air.

      “Did Tony go down okay?” he asked, finally breaking the tension.

      “He did. Daycare really tuckers him out which is good and bad news.”

      “It’s good because he goes right to sleep, but bad because you don’t get to spend as much time with him as you’d like.” He had no idea what that might be like, since he’d been a father for all of three days. But he did know those three days had been the most difficult and yet the most precious of his entire life.

      “Exactly. I know I’m going to love getting back to work, but I miss him terribly.”

      “At lunchtime you should go see him. Most parents do that on the ranch.”

      She sipped her wine, kicking off her shoes and tucking her feet up under her butt. “I will start doing that once he’s more accustomed to the routine. Otherwise, I might make the separation anxiety worse.”

      “That makes sense.” Nothing about his daughter’s birth had been normal or made sense. And her short life served as a constant reminder to JD that love hurt more than the worst kind of physical pain anyone could bring forth on another person. His heart still ached every night before he went to bed, and every morning he woke with a start and a gasp.

      “Do you think Kitty and JW will have kids right away?” Annette asked.

      “I know JW wants them, and he’s not getting any younger. Kitty does too, but I don’t think she’s in as much of a rush. That said, I wouldn’t be surprised if they came back from this honeymoon with a bun in the oven.”

      “I know Luke wants them, but he’s afraid.”

      “So is Georgia Moon,” JD admitted. It had been a long time since he’d felt this comfortable with another human outside of his family to have an in-depth conversation with. It both terrified and exhilarated him. “But I suspect they are afraid for different reasons.”

      “Luke’s afraid that somehow he carries some sort of weird murdering gene and that either it’s been dormant in his body, or he’ll end up with a psycho for a kid.”

      “I think that’s a reasonable fear considering what you both have been through, but it’s highly unlikely, and Georgia Moon will beat that fear out of him,” JD said with a chuckle. “Georgia Moon is afraid she’s not maternal. When JB and I were little, she dropped us both on our heads, and she never much enjoyed babysitting.”

      “She’s great with Tony. She’ll make a wonderful mother.”

      “I know she will, and eventually, I’m sure, she and Luke will figure that out.” JD polished off the last sip of his wine.

      “What about you? Do you want to have kids? Get married? All that stuff?” Annette tucked a piece of her long brown hair behind her ear.

      “Nope.” His chest tightened. It felt as though an elephant had sat right on the center and had no intention of getting up any time soon. He supposed one of the reasons he started spending more and more time in the office was because he got to spend less and less time with people. He didn’t have to interact all that often with creatures with heartbeats.

      And numbers didn’t die.

      He might not like the way the numbers were looking, but he fixed problems with numbers. He could balance a worksheet and have everything add up in the end.

      And he didn’t get attached.

      People, on the other hand, demanded things from him that he could no longer give to anyone, much less himself. Hell, he could barely give them to his family. Yet, here he sat, on the front porch of the old manager’s cabin with Annette, contemplating kissing her again.

      “Just nope? No elaboration? No reasons why?”

      No one ever discussed what happened. Maybe his family did amongst themselves, but the last time they all tried to bring it up, JD left the ranch, and he swore he’d leave for good if they ever brought it up again.

      They never did.

      At least to his face.

      Now he suspected they had kept his private pain a secret since Annette seemed to be clueless. He planned on keeping it that way.

      “I could give you a million reasons why, but the bottom line is I just don’t want to.”

      “That’s an honest answer,” she said. “But I can tell you, once you have a kid, there’s no going back.”

      Unless they die in your arms three days after their mother takes her last breath in front of you.
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      “Hey, big brother, what brings you out here?” Annette twisted her hair into a braid, letting it cascade down her back. She adjusted her shades over her eyes and set her Stetson on the post by the entrance to the barn. Her side still ached from when Coco smashed his hooves into her ribs, but her body was going to be really sore from mucking the stalls.

      “I thought I’d come over here and see how my favorite sister is handling her new job and how her new boss is treating her, because I can kick the shit out of him if you want me to.” Luke handed her a cold water and a bag of her favorite potato chips.

      She laughed. “JD is fine, but feel free to go after Ron and Larry. They stopped taking JD aside to tell him what they think of me or to criticize the way I do things and now just do it in front of me. They are making me so jittery that I’ve made a couple of newbie mistakes, which is why I’ve resorted to hanging in the barn with the horses for a bit.”

      “JD told me Ron’s been extra hard on you.” Luke dropped a small lunch bag on the table. “If it makes you feel any better Ron once told JW that he was making a mistake by letting Georgia Moon run the daily operations of the ranch.”

      “I’m sure Georgia Moon didn’t take that too well.”

      “JW took it worse and nearly fired Ron right there, but out of respect for Chuck, he gave Ron a second chance. Since then, Ron has, for the most part, done his job well, but I’ve always seen some jealousy there.”

      “That’s what I thought, but JD says no way. That Ron started out as a sixteen-year-old ranch hand and never once expected anything from the Holland family.”

      “Of course, that’s what he’s going to say to the family that was willed the property, but I know that Ron occasionally looked to the likes of Robert Brothers for employment.” Luke unwrapped a couple of turkey sandwiches, handing her one. “But he remained loyal when the shit hit the fan with Bella, and that counts for something in this family.”

      She glanced over her shoulder. JD and Ron were still nowhere to be seen, which just made her damned nervous. She understood why JD thought it was necessary for them to go for a walk to have a discussion about the way she was being treated, but she didn’t like that they had gone out of sight, or that she’d been stuck here alone with Larry, who constantly gave her the stink eye.

      Along with other ranch hands.

      Though a few had been quite nice.

      “Was he loyal or did Robert just not give him an opportunity to flip?” She waved half a sandwich in the air. “We both know how Robert works and what he did to Mark.”

      “I think Robert took whatever intel Ron and Larry might have given him and then strung them both along, but I doubt Robert would have pulled either of them over. Robert always put Ron down in his abilities as a trainer, and in some ways, Robert was right. Ron isn’t the best, but he has great management skills. Up until a couple of years ago, Ron was the perfect employee.”

      “So, what happened to change that?”

      Luke shrugged. “I was so wrapped up in our mess that I have no idea, and when I pressed Georgia Moon on it last night, I didn’t get too far other than Ron doesn’t trust me because of what I did; therefore, he doesn’t trust you.”

      “I think a lot of people don’t trust me.” She dropped the last couple of bits of her sandwich, her stomach churning in knots.

      “I’m sorry. That has to do more with me than you. A lot of people around here don’t understand how JW could forgive me and why Georgia Moon would have anything to do with me.”

      “Thank God no one knows who we really are.” A sour bubble burst at the back of her throat. While most people wouldn’t blame her or her brother for their father’s transgressions, they would never look at them the same, and that was something she didn’t want for herself.

      But especially for Tony.

      “The buzz has died around Dad’s execution, so we don’t have anything to worry about when it comes to that.”

      “Until they go to make the movie version.”

      “No one will find us, don’t worry.” Luke lowered his glasses and raised a brow. “That chapter of our lives is really over.” He shoved his shades back up his nose and smiled.

      She wanted to believe her brother, but a part of her would always be worried about someone figuring out her past and using it against her like Mark had. She figured in a couple of years, she’d probably be able to breathe easy, but until then, she’d remain guarded.

      “Agreed, but moving on to the next phase of our lives, I have to deal with the fact that my new immediate boss and his assistant, for whatever reason, may be taking tame horses and sending them back out to the wild. Not to mention they could be hurting them as well, and in the process of pointing this out to the owners, I’ve pissed off half the people I have to work with.”

      Luke chuckled. “You’ve done the exact opposite for JD. Georgia Moon said he told the office staff that he’d be working in the field for the next couple of weeks, so if they needed him in the office, they’d have to let him know ahead of time so he could arrange it. Normally, JD works the other way around and makes Ron and everyone else come to him on the hill.”

      “Give me another hour. I’m sure I’ll piss him off too.” She touched her lips, remembering his tender kiss from the day before. It had taken her off guard. Even frightened her.

      However, she liked it way more than she wanted to admit to herself, much less anyone else.

      “But he has been great, and he’s been standing up for me when it comes to Ron,” she said. “And I appreciate him being here as a buffer while we wait to find out what happened with Coco and Patch.”

      “I appreciate that too,” Luke said. “How long did he stay last night after JB left?”

      She choked on a carrot.

      Luke smiled like a big pig rolling in a pile of mud. “JB told me he walked back to his place alone and that he didn’t hear his brother come in.”

      “Well, he didn’t spend the night if that’s what you’re asking.” She flicked her water bottle, sending sprinkles in her brother’s direction. “He stayed for about an hour, and we talked about the ranch, horses, business, and what to do today.”

      “You’re sounding a little defensive,” Luke teased. “Kind of like when you first met that guy who took you to your senior prom.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You’re really going to bring him up now?”

      “You were madly in love with him,” Luke said.

      “I was not. I liked him a lot, but what does that have to do with JD? Because I barely know the man and until yesterday, JD hadn’t said more than a handful of sentences to me. I thought maybe he was avoiding me or something.”

      Luke stuffed the trash into the bag, polished off his water, and wiped the sweat off his brow. “I’ve known JD a long time, and if he was avoiding you, it’s because he likes you.”

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake. We’re not in middle school.”

      Luke took off his glasses and set them on the table. He folded his arms and stared at her with the same brotherly love and affection he’d always had. Luke had been her rock, even when they lived two thousand miles apart. He was the only person she trusted completely. But whenever his right eye twitched and his face got all tight and serious, she knew the next few words would be intense.

      “JD hides behind that big desk of his not because he likes numbers, but because he’s been hurt in ways most can’t understand.”

      “What do you mean?” She did a quick scan of the area, noting that Ron and JD had emerged from the small barn where Ron’s office was located. Ron left in his pickup, and JD headed in her direction. How she wished she’d been a fly on that wall.

      “Just like what happened to you isn’t my story to tell anyone, his isn’t my story to tell you. Besides, no one in this family has ever talked about it openly since it happened. JD prefers it that way.” Luke waggled his finger in her face. “And don’t go asking around, unless you want to find the one way to piss him off so much that he kicks your ass right off the ranch.”

      “Wait a minute. You’re going to drop something like that on me and tell me I can’t be curious? And you could put me out of my misery?”

      Luke nodded.

      “Okay. But based on what you’ve said, I take it a woman broke his heart?” That had to be it, but a lot of people experienced that.

      Oh shit.

      Not a lot of people experienced the death of a loved one.

      “Something like that,” Luke said. “He’s on his way over, and I best get back to work. Let me know as soon as you do what’s going on with the horses.”

      “Will do.”

      Luke adjusted his Stetson and stood, taking her in for a brotherly hug. “I only told you about his broken heart because in the last twenty-four hours, he’s been a completely different man. JB and Georgia Moon have noticed. I guess JW noticed it before he left for his honeymoon.” He tapped his index finger in the center of her chest. “I’ve noticed something in you change, and it’s not only you becoming your old more confident, spitfire self.”

      “A lot has changed, for the good. However, don’t read things that aren’t there.”

      “Oh, please. You and JD have the hots for each other, and it’s so obvious I wouldn’t be surprised if everyone on the ranch started taking bets on how long it takes for the two of you to hook up.”

      She slapped her brother on the forearm. “That’s not funny, and JD is my boss.”

      “I sleep with mine.” Luke winked. “JD is a good man. I approve.”

      “Stop,” she said behind a clenched jaw. Her cheeks burned. “There is nothing brewing between me and JD.”

      “You know that’s bullshit.” He kissed her cheek. “But he’s only fifty paces away so I’ll drop it. For now.”

      “Gee, thanks.” Her brother could drop it all he wanted, but that wouldn’t make it false, at least on her part. She was more than attracted to JD, but she didn’t want to say that out loud. It would make it too real and potentially send her on a path she wasn’t prepared to meander down. She opened her mouth to say more, but JD was too close. Besides, the more she denied that she had feelings for JD, the more her brother would believe she did.

      And he would be right.
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      JD filled his thermos with steaming coffee, which he suspected would be as bad as he remembered, but he needed the caffeine since he hadn’t slept but maybe three hours all night.

      And not consecutively.

      He leaned against the side wall so he could look out the door into the smaller barn.

      “There are some things that have come to my attention about Annette and the way she ran her farm in Florida.” Ron sat behind his desk and flipped open his laptop.

      There was so much about what went down with her late husband, Luke, and the Brothers family that no one on this ranch knew about, nor did they need the dirty details. If it hadn’t been made public by the trial, then it remained private. Something the Whiskey family valued as much as they did loyalty.

      JD leaned forward and scanned the document on the screen. “Her late husband was on the payroll with Robert who was doing his best to ruin this family as well as Luke.”

      “She was questioned regarding inappropriate bucking straps when she competed.” Ron pointed to more damning evidence on his computer.

      Everything JD had seen, and he too had been concerned. Not because he believed any of it, but because of how everyone would perceive her on the ranch. However, very few had a problem with Luke. They understood part of the situation, and everyone knew Robert and Bella were the bad guys in this situation.

      So why the hell was Ron pushing so hard to make Annette look bad?

      “All of that was her late husband,” JD said behind a tight jaw. “She’s been totally vetted.”

      Ron leaned back in his chair. “I mean no disrespect, but you’re all blinded by Georgia Moon’s love for Luke, who, by the way, doesn’t have a great track record when it comes to his loyalty to your family or this ranch. I would not trust their motives. Robert has filed for an appeal, and he’s telling anyone who will listen that this has been a witch hunt and that he did nothing wrong. That the incident with his daughter and JW was an unfortunate mistake made by a brokenhearted Bella.”

      JD choked on his breath. “That’s an interesting way of spinning a lie.” But there was no way what Bella did was a mistake by any means. Nope. That was a cold, calculated maneuver, and it was proven beyond a reasonable doubt, along with everything else. Robert was going to be in prison for a very long time. His ranch was in ruins, and Bella was facing bankruptcy as well as potential jail time.

      She also wasn’t JD’s or anyone in his family’s problem anymore.

      Unless she and her father were still trying to cause problems, which JD wouldn’t put past them.

      “I’m just saying that Luke, pardon the pun, went to bed with the enemy,” Ron said.

      “And he did so to help his sister and her son get away from an abusive husband.” That information was public knowledge. The rest of her story was something he’d have to take to his grave, no matter the circumstances. “Luke and Annette are good people. They both made some mistakes, but haven’t we all?”

      Ron slapped his hands on the desktop as he bolted to a standing position. “The kind of mistakes Luke has made most would not forgive, and I’m sorry, but not only did Annette do some questionable things in her past, but thus far, she hasn’t impressed me. I’m still pissed you let her talk you into removing the horses.”

      “I didn’t let her do anything. That was my call.” JD was tired of being nice. “If you didn’t notice how off the mustangs—”

      “I noticed, but this is my department, and I don’t appreciate some greenhorn coming in here and telling me how to do my job.”

      JD finished off his horrendous coffee, letting the scalding liquid burn the back of his throat, making sure he didn’t taste what could only be described as a combination of dirt and crap. “I’m no greenhorn, and I’m the one calling the shots in this department. Hell, on this ranch, my word is gospel. I thought, out of respect for how long you’ve been with us, I’d let what happened yesterday slide, but the way you started right in on her today and now this?” JD rubbed his right temple. He’d gotten the thumbs-up from all his siblings to do what had to be done, if, and only if, it became the best solution.

      Right now, it seemed like the only solution.

      “Annette isn’t the enemy, but you’re treating her as if she is,” JD said.

      “Maybe if she stopped going rogue and did things my way.”

      “The same could be said of you.” JD stood in the center of the doorway into the barn with his hands on his hips. It was clear that Ron wasn’t going to quit going down this rabbit hole. “I didn’t want to have to do this, but you’ve left me no other choice.”

      “Are you seriously going to let me go? Just like that?” He waved his hand over his head and snapped his fingers. “For her? For Luke?”

      “This isn’t about them, but about you and the mistakes you’ve been making, and this isn’t the first one and you know it.”

      “This is bullshit.” Ron stomped around the desk. “I might be getting old and perhaps my days training feisty horses are over, but I’m still the best damn horse manager this ranch has ever seen. Firing me is going to be the biggest mistake you’ve ever made.”

      “I’m not firing you,” JD said, letting out a long breath. “You, of all people, know better than anyone we don’t just fire people on the spot short of murder. However, I am going to ask that you take a few weeks off. Paid of course.”

      “Of course.” Ron shook his head, laughing. “And then I’ll get a phone call in about a week where I’ll come in and you’ll offer me a decent retirement package.” He snagged his hat off the rack just on the other side of the door. “Let me ask you this. Does that offer stand if I give you my resignation?”

      “Yes. It does.”

      “I’d like to see that exit package in the morning. You know how to reach me.” With that, Ron made his way out of the barn like a bat out of hell.

      “Well, that went well,” JD muttered, taking a few moments to collect himself. He also needed to send a group text to everyone, including JW. It was one of those things that regardless of JW being on his honeymoon, he’d want to know.

      JD: The shit hit the fan, and I asked Ron to take some time off. He asked for an exit package. I’m putting Annette in the position temporarily. If she does what I think she will, the job is hers. Still no word on the horses. Will let you all know when I know.

      Georgia Moon: Why am I not surprised?

      JW: I’m sure you did the right thing. Kitty said it’s high time we have more women running things anyway.

      JD laughed. Of course Kitty would say that. JW certainly picked himself a winner of a wife.

      JB: Suggestion. Make him take a week before actually sending him the package. I think we need to do some more investigating, and I, for one, would like to talk to him when I get back.

      JD: Agreed. I will take my time sending him the information. But I am going to keep him off the ranch.

      JD stuffed his cell into his back pocket and made his way out of the small barn and down the path toward where Annette sat at the picnic table. Her brother waved before climbing into a golf cart and taking off down the access road.

      No time like the present to tell Annette about her promotion.
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      Annette settled behind the desk in the small barn next to the corral where the wild mustangs ran free. She had to admit that since Ron had left the ranch, things for her ran more smoothly. All the employees who worked in the horse-riding school or in the training department welcomed her with open arms. While no one said a single bad thing about Ron, or what happened, there seemed to be a big collective sigh of relief that he was gone.

      JD had noticed it too.

      And Georgia Moon mentioned it the other night at dinner.

      Now, all they needed was a report on what happened with Patch and Coco three days ago, and then JD and his siblings would be able to make an educated decision regarding Ron and Larry and their future employment, or lack thereof.

      Annette hated the fact she really hoped—no prayed—that Ron and his sidekick wouldn’t be returning. It didn’t have to do with her wanting to be head honcho.

      But the work environment without them was so much calmer all around.

      “I’m glad you’re making yourself comfortable.”

      Annette gasped, knocking over her cup of coffee. It hit the floor, sending the hot dark liquid spewing at her feet.

      “Didn’t mean to startle you,” JD said as he knelt, picking up the unbroken mug and dabbing a towel around her feet.

      “I wasn’t expecting you back so…” She glanced at her Apple Watch. “…oh, I didn’t realize it was so late.”

      He raised the cup and pointed to the coffee maker on the other side of the office.

      “No, thanks,” she said.

      “Just as I was leaving the office, Heather called and asked me to stop by my place.”

      Annette bolted from the chair, sending it flying to the back wall. “What did she say? Did she find something?”

      JD flicked off the office light and laced his fingers through hers, giving her a little tug through the main doors. “Let’s walk and talk.”

      “As long as you start talking mighty quick.”

      He chuckled. “And here I thought patience was your strong suit.”

      “Only when it comes to my son, and he’s starting to really push me to my limits.” She glanced between their entangled hands and the shades covering his deep-blue eyes. Her heart fluttered, sending butterflies through her system. She should pull away. Touching him in such an intimate way for any length of time would only bring her another sleepless night. “He’s learned the word no, and he likes to use it a lot. This morning he threw a major temper tantrum when I dropped him off at daycare. He told me five times that no, he would not go inside.” She let out a puff of air. “I’ve derailed the conversation.”

      “Yes, you did,” JD said as he led her up the hill. “But I forgive you.”

      “Awe, gee, thanks,” she said. “Now get talking.”

      The wild mustangs ran along the east side of the fence. The warm summer sun still hung high over the mountain range. Not a single cloud filled the deep-blue sky that went on forever as if it were the ocean.

      “Unfortunately, you were right. Heather found a remote shocking device embedded just under the skin.” JD stopped at the fence, lifting both their arms and resting their hands on the wood.

      “I hate being right in this case,” she said, letting out a long breath. “But that brings up a million other questions.”

      “It sure does, specifically, why and who.”

      “Could she tell if the device had been put there recently or if it was old?”

      “It was a recent wound,” JD admitted.

      “It’s got to be Ron. Who else would do it and then behave the way he has with regard to the horses?”

      “I believe Ron knew about it.” JD released her hand and turned to face her. “I trained Patch, and then we sold him and a few others to Robert and his daughter. Why Robert would turn Patch or any horse back out into the wild is beyond me.”

      “And if Ron knew about it, why would he keep Patch and Coco with the wilds? That’s just asking for trouble, and Ron knows better.”

      “A lot of questions that we can stand here and ask each other, but what we really need to do is bring Ron in and ask him. Only, if he’s guilty of anything, he’s not going to be honest with us.” JD reached out and brushed her hair over her shoulders and ran his hands up and down her arms. “When he left, he demanded the exit package. He’s emailed me every day since then, at least three times a day, and called, stating he’ll bring in lawyers by Friday if we don’t settle.”

      “Tomorrow is Friday,” she said.

      He nodded. “I’ve put him off telling him with JB and JW both out of town that Georgia Moon and I were doing double duty. I assured him we’d continue to pay him his full salary and benefits and that JW wanted the opportunity to talk with him when he returned.”

      “What did Ron say to that?”

      “I think he told me to F off and a few other superlatives and once again threatened a lawsuit.”

      “On what grounds? Because I read his HR report, and he was on thin ice. You actually had grounds to fire him.”

      JD arched a brow. “Where did you get his records?”

      “I asked for them,” she admitted. “Along with a bunch of other files, but I haven’t had a chance to go through them all.”

      “Why don’t I have those sent to your house, and you can look at them at your leisure.”

      “I can just drive them over,” she said.

      He leaned in and kissed her cheek. “Nope. You won’t be doing that because I have a surprise for you.”

      She swallowed. Hard. Her ankles shook, and her thighs turned to Jell-O. Between his soft lips and wondering what the hell kind of surprise he might have managed to come up with, her nerves were about shot. “I have to get to the daycare center by five since I dropped Tony off really early this morning.”

      “We’ll go straight there, no problem.”

      “You have an answer for everything, don’t you?” she whispered.

      “If that were true, I’d know why I want to kiss you so badly.”

      She blinked. Her lips parted, but she couldn’t form any words. She cleared her throat and tried again. “I’m not opposed to a kiss.”

      He cupped her neck, drawing her closer. “How about I stop talking about kissing you and just do it.”

      “Sounds like a solid plan.” Oh, but she should stop him, not encourage him.

      The horses neighed in the background as if they approved of the lip-lock. Bird sounds echoed overhead. A warm breeze tickled her skin. She was aware of all that went on around her, but all that mattered was the man who held her in his strong arms.

      He tasted like peppermint and smelled like a fresh pine tree. He held her tight against his hard chest as he deepened the kiss.

      Clutching at his solid forearms, she fought the urge to jump up and wrap her legs around his waist and beg for him to find a shady tree where no one would find them. It had been way too long since she’d been in the arms of a man.

      Even longer since she’d been with a good man.

      Abruptly, he broke off the kiss.

      She blinked her eyes open and struggled to catch her breath.

      “Do you have anything else you need to get out of the barn?” he asked.

      “No,” she managed.

      He looped his arm around her waist. “Your surprise is out behind the small barn.”

      “When I was little, I hated surprises.”

      “Why?” JD asked.

      “Because my father’s surprises were never good and always led to horrible things happening. So, I’m always a little nervous about these things.”

      “That’s understandable, but I can promise you that you’ll really like this one,” JD said with a wink.

      Deciding she needed to get the intense kiss out of her mind, she brought the conversation back to the problems at hand. “Was Ron or Larry vocal about my brother and his affair with Bella?”

      “A lot of people had an opinion about it, but most knew better than to bring it up around any of us, but especially JW. In the long run, Luke did us all a favor.”

      She paused midstep. Everything Luke had done had been to save her and her son. He’d sacrificed his childhood for her and nearly lost the love of his life to ensure once again that Annette had a chance at a decent life.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it the way it sounded.”

      “No. You did. And it’s okay,” she said. “But you have to know I didn’t want him to do it, not even for Tony, and I’d lay down my life for that little boy.”

      “And so would Luke.” JD rested his hand on her lower back and nudged. “Robert and Bella played us all, and for all we know, they’re still playing us.”

      “You think Robert and Bella might still be trying to hurt your business and family?”

      “Absolutely, although they don’t have a lot of money or power, but they do have ways to manipulate people, and if they have anything on Ron, they will exploit it.”

      They walked around the back corner of the barn, and she stopped dead in her tracks and gasped. “Oh, my God,” she whispered, covering her mouth. “He let you saddle him?” Tentatively, she reached out and scratched at Coco’s nose. He responded by lowering his head and leaning closer.

      A few paces away, Patch snorted as if to say hello.

      “Turns out that not only did this poor fella have a shock device in his neck, but he had an infected tooth, so every time he ate one of those apple slices, it caused him a great deal of pain.”

      “I wish we could find their tags and figure out exactly when the Whiskey Ranch trained them and where they went after that.”

      “The good news is we have pictures of all the horses, since we don’t have the tags. I’ve got them all on my laptop. We can go through them and the files from Ron’s office after we pick up Tony.”

      She dropped her forehead to Coco’s and closed her eyes. “I don’t mean to be rude, but my days are long, and Tony goes to bed around eight. I want to spend the few hours I have with him before he—”

      “I understand, which is why I thought I’d grill some nice steaks for us after he goes to bed. We can have a glass of wine and go through these files and see if we can come up with anything that makes sense after he’s asleep. I also want you in on all the conversations regarding Ron, Larry, and anything to do with this department moving forward.”

      “I’m not sure it’s a good idea for me to be involved.” She sucked in a deep breath and took a step back, blinking her eyes open. She smiled at Coco, who seemed to smile back as if to apologize for hurting her yesterday.

      “Tomorrow morning you will be officially offered the job as manager, so we need you involved.”

      She snapped gaze toward JD. “You were serious about giving me Ron’s job?”

      “JW always planned on grooming you for that position.”

      “But you weren’t on board?” she asked.

      “It’s not that I wasn’t. But I will admit I’ve struggled with what’s been going on with Ron, and I wanted to see what you were all about. Now that I have, I believe you’re the best person for the job.”

      Luke told her that things would fall into place, and if he believed that, then she had to believe it too. A big smile spread across her face.

      “I take it that grin means you’re going to say yes to the offer?”

      “Oh, hell yes,” she said as she slipped her foot into the stirrup. “And that’s to the steak and wine too.”

      “I need to warn you, Coco’s still a little skittish,” JD said as he climbed up on Patch. “But he’s a good horse, and I swear to God, he practically hugged the doctor yesterday when they removed the tooth.”

      “I bet. That can cause not only a lot of pain, but for a horse to behave very erratically.” She tapped her heels gently against his sides and tugged at the reins.

      Coco decided to wait for Patch before moving forward down the path.

      “Thank you for this opportunity,” she said.

      “You earned it.”

      Her eyes burned. For the longest time, she’d lived in fear. This was the first time in her adult life that she felt as if she were in the driver’s seat of her own life. “I want you to know that had Mark not threatened to tell my father where Luke and I were, I wouldn’t have ever let him do the things he did.”

      “I know,” JD said. “But all of that is in the past. You and Tony have—”

      Pop!

      Bang!

      Bang!

      Coco squealed, raising up on his hind legs before taking off like a bat out of hell.

      Annette leaned forward, squeezing her knees tight. She tugged back hard on the reins. “Whoa, boy,” she yelled, but Coco continued galloping across the open field. She glanced over her shoulder. JD and Patch were only ten paces behind her, but Patch wasn’t in much better shape than Coco with his fearful wide eyes and the fact he zigzagged across the path even though JD didn’t pull him in either direction.

      “Try to lead him toward the woods. That might slow him down,” JD called.

      She continued to do everything she could to calm the horse, but all she could get him to do was reduce his speed to a slow gallop.

      Pop!

      Coco jerked to the right, buckling to his front knees.

      “No!” JD yelled.

      Annette tumbled forward, smashing headfirst into the ground. She groaned as she rolled to the side, trying to get out from under Coco, but he rolled with her, crushing her ankle. “Shit.” She landed flat on her back with a thud, knocking the wind out of her. Blinking, she focused on the big white puffy cloud dancing across the light-blue sky as she concentrated on her breathing, doing her best not to panic.

      “I’m right here.” JD pressed both his hands against her shoulders. “Your leg is pinned under Coco.”

      “How’d that happen?” she managed between ragged breaths.

      “Right now, I need you to just relax and do as I say, okay?”

      “Okay.” She swallowed the bile that smacked the back of her throat. A sharp pain twisted through her arm. Her chest burned. She was in no position to argue; besides, she could barely think straight.

      “Take it easy, boy,” JD said softly, kneeling next to Coco’s head. He stroked the horse’s nose. “Annette, when I say move, I’m going to need you to get out from under Coco. Can you do that?”

      “I think so.” She lifted her head and moaned. The bright sun made it impossible to see anything. Nausea gripped her stomach, swishing and swashing the contents around, threatening to bring them back up the same way they went down.

      “Oh shit,” JD mumbled.

      “What is it?”

      “I’m going to put my arm under you and pull as soon as I move Coco. Are you ready?”

      “Let’s do this.” She sucked in a deep breath and held it until JD gave her a good tug. “Oh, God, that hurts.”

      “I’m so sorry.” He drew her into his lap, cradling her in his arms. “I’ve sent a text to Luke. He’s called for help.”

      Patch whined as he lowered himself to the ground next to a lifeless Coco.

      “Is Coco dead?” she asked with a thick thumb wedged in her throat.

      “I’m afraid so.”

      “We were shot at, weren’t we,” she said more as a statement and not a question. “Someone killed the horse.”

      “What concerns me is that they might have been trying to kill you.”
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      “It was all my fault.” JD paced in front of the daycare center. He held the phone to his ear and pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “How can that be? You didn’t shoot the horse,” JB said.

      “No. But I shouldn’t have saddled either horse.”

      “I would have done exactly the same thing. Besides, we don’t know if whoever took the shot was going after the horse or her, and the fact that it appears they didn’t take a shot at you tells me it was her they were after.”

      “Not making me feel any better, little brother.” Of course, the bigger issue was that he was about to be alone with a toddler, and it was that fact that had him in panic mode.

      Well, the entire day’s events had him on edge, but he didn’t know how to take care of a kid, and it could be a couple of hours before Luke returned from the hospital with his sister.

      JD tried to bribe Georgia Moon into picking up Tony, but between Annette asking him to do it, and Georgia Moon having business at the bull-riding school that needed her attention, this task fell on his shoulders. He should have tried harder to be the one to take Annette to the hospital, but he knew that was a lost cause.

      “Are the police still on the ranch?” JB asked.

      “Yeah. The detective will meet me back at the manager’s cabin in about a half hour or so. I left Heather and the doc out at the main corral with the cops. They found a shell from a hunting rifle, plus two bullets are lodged inside the horse.”

      “What a clusterfuck,” JB said. “It kills me that Robert is still managing to fuck with our family.”

      “Tell me about it.” JD stopped pacing and stared at the door. The daycare center ran on three cycles so that everyone could have quality care for their children regardless of the hours they were employed on the ranch. That said, Kitty never wanted any child to be in daycare for more than eight hours. That didn’t include special programs that parents could sign up for, but Whiskey Ranch encouraged tight family ties, and that meant a nine-hour daily cap on daycare.

      There were always special occasions, but Annette pleaded with him to get Tony and bring him back to the manager’s cabin and feed him dinner.

      How could he say no to that?

      “JW suggested I pay Robert a visit in prison,” JD said.

      “Maybe someone should pay Bella a visit,” JB said under his breath.

      “Not a good idea, little brother, and you know it. Not even Georgia Moon should go anywhere near that woman, especially if they are up to their old tricks.”

      “Do you think there is any way that anyone on this ranch could possibly know who Luke or Annette really are?” JD asked in a faint whisper.

      “Anything is possible, but it’s doubtful. There isn’t a reporter that we’ve seen that wants to out the children of Joey Hill. They might want to interview them, but they don’t want to disrupt their lives. And no one would want to kill them because of who they are.”

      “But we can all agree that Ron had a problem with JW bringing Luke back and subsequently hiring Annette,” JD said.

      “And he was vocal about it. But damn, I have a hard time believing Ron could take a shot at a human being. He’s a little rough around the edges, but so am I.”

      “Well, someone killed that horse and sent Annette to the ER, and we can’t leave her alone. Since she has a kid, I don’t think it would be good to bring her back to our place, so I was thinking I should camp out at her place.”

      “Someone should.” A long pause filled the air. “Are you going to be okay staying there with her and her son?”

      Georgia Moon constantly tried to get JD to date someone other than the occasional friend with benefits and she’d often dare to bring up Susanne, but never Zannie. The only sibling brave enough would be JB. He didn’t do it often, but when he did, it squeezed JD’s heart so tight he wasn’t sure he’d be able to take in a deep breath any time soon.

      “I kissed Annette,” JD admitted.

      “I’m not shocked by this information. It’s obvious to everyone you like her.”

      “I haven’t liked anyone this much in years. She’s under my skin, but I’m standing outside the daycare center, and I’m not sure I can go in there and get her kid. Just the idea of being alone with him makes my heart race.”

      “You’ve been around kids and babies before, and you’ve managed just fine,” JB reminded him.

      “Not like this.”

      “First off, he’s not a baby. He walks and talks and eats big boy food. So that should make this easier for you.”

      JD laughed. “I can’t believe I’m talking to you about this. Like you know anything about kids.”

      “I know I’m not afraid of them. Well. Let me rephrase that. I’m not afraid of other people’s children. I’d be terrified of my own, which is why, over my dead body, will I ever be having one.”

      JD and Susanne learned that you don’t always get to plan when you had children.

      Or when they died.

      But JD didn’t ever plan on having another child either.

      Only, right now, he needed to protect Annette, and that meant spending time with Tony.

      “Listen, JD, you’re going to be fine,” JB said in his best grown-up voice, which also didn’t happen often. “The kid is what, almost two?”

      “About that.”

      “At that age, pots and pans are amusing. And if all else fails, mud pies. Lots of mud pies. Annette might hate you for it, but getting all muddy is always fun.”

      JD laughed. “Are you sure we’re not talking about you watching two chicks mud wrestle?”

      “Well, there’s that too,” JB said. “I’ve got to go. I’ll check in with you in a couple of hours.”

      “Thanks, man.” JD tucked his phone into his back pocket and shook out his hands. Zannie had only been four pounds at birth, and while she had so many strikes against her, she’d been the most beautiful thing he’d ever laid eyes on. To this day, he could still feel her tiny little hand on his index finger, and her sweet smell would never leave his memory.

      There were nights he sat under a cold shower wishing there was a delete key in his brain. The memories of his family were a double-edged sword serving to remind him that he was alive, and they were not.

      And that he had failed both of them.

      He pushed open the door to the center and stepped into the lobby.

      “Why, Mr. Whiskey. What brings you by?” a young woman who sat behind the front desk asked.

      “I’m here to pick up Tony Hannah. His mom was hurt today, and I’m going to bring him home.”

      “I heard there were gun shots and she fell off a horse? Someone even said the cops came to the ranch. Should we all be alarmed?”

      JD and his siblings had always done their best to be as honest as possible with all their employees. “It’s probably hunters not paying attention to private property signs, but since one of our horses was hit and Annette was injured, we will be sending out a statement shortly. I don’t think anyone has anything to worry about, but to be safe, keep an eye out for anything suspicious and don’t hesitate to call one of us if something is concerning you.”

      “Jose chased off some young hunters last week in the northwest corner of the ranch. It could have been them,” she said, lifting the phone to her ear. “I’ll have them bring Tony right out. He’s such a sweet little boy.”

      JD nodded, stuffing his hands in his pockets. He tried to act as if he didn’t have a care in the world; meanwhile, the only thing he could hear was the pounding of his heart.

      “Mama,” Tony cried out as he came barreling into the lobby area. He skidded just short of JD. “No Mama.”

      JD got down to Tony’s level. It amazed him how much the kid looked like his mother, especially in the eyes. “Nope. You’ve got JD today.” He held up his hand for a high five, but Tony hid behind the daycare provider’s leg.

      “He’s always a little shy around people when he meets them for the first time,” the daycare provider said.

      That would be all fine and dandy, only Tony and JD had been around each other a few times. Although, each time, JD either avoided the little boy or acted like an idiot, and Tony wanted nothing to do with him.

      “Hey, Tony. Mom said you love to ride horses. Well, I brought my horse, Jax, and I thought we could ride him back to your place together. Would you like that?”

      Tony stepped from behind the caregiver’s leg with his index finger in his mouth. “Vill Mama home?”

      “She should be soon. But if not, she told me to make you a grilled cheese.”

      Tony nodded. “Okay.”

      JD lifted Tony into his arms, resting him on his hip. He didn’t know if he should keep talking to the kid or not, so he decided to take his cue from Tony. If he talked, then JD would talk back. Otherwise, silence worked.

      He hoisted Tony up on the saddle and then climbed up behind him.

      Tony took ahold of the horn with both of his chubby little hands. He glanced over his shoulder and smiled. “Can I sway gwiddy-up?”

      “Go right ahead.”

      “Gwiddy-up!” Tony kicked his heels into the side of the saddle and made a clicking noise. He rocked his little body back and forth as Jax moved slowly down the path toward the manager’s cabin.

      In the distance, the sun lowered behind the mountaintops, turning the sky a fiery orange, mixed with purples and pinks. Birds flew overhead, singing evening songs. A light summer breeze washed over his exposed skin. The next ten minutes went by in blissful silence as he enjoyed the excitement and pure enjoyment of a toddler experiencing a horseback ride.

      Simple pleasures were always the best.

      “All right, little man. Let’s go get cleaned up for some supper.”

      “Rilled Heese!”

      JD laughed. He took Tony by the hand and walked with him up the front steps and into the house. “Dude. It’s grrrrilled cheese, but we can work on it.”

      Tony skipped through the front door with his thumb in the air.

      “Tony, you’re a pretty good kid, you know that?” JD scooped Tony up and twirled him around, making him laugh like there was no tomorrow. In this moment, JD had no idea why he’d been so afraid of other people’s kids.

      Only, the next forty-five minutes proved to be the most exhausting moments of his entire life. Not to mention, messy. Between the food Tony tossed to the floor, the burnt cheese on the pan, and the toys all over the house, JD had no idea how parents, much less a single one, did this day in and day out. And then there was the bathroom and all the bath toys, and he’d be lucky if he managed to stay awake during story time.

      “This one!” Tony jumped up on the sofa with a pretty thick book. He climbed right up on JD’s chest and stomach. He snuggled into the crook of JD’s shoulder and popped his chubby thumb into his mouth.

      JD yawned, flipping to the first page. He glanced down at Tony, who had fallen asleep, hard. JD let out a long breath, wrapped his arms around the little snuggle bug, and closed his eyes, welcoming a short snooze.

      The longer JD dozed on the sofa with Tony passed out on his chest, the more JD’s heart ached. Ever since the accident that took both Susanne and Zannie, he’d closed himself off from feeling any kind of closeness to anyone except for his siblings. But even them he had a tendency to keep at arm’s length when it came to his emotions.

      After Zannie died, JD put all his feelings into a bottle and locked them up tight. Occasionally they found their way out, but never in front of anyone.

      He sucked in a deep quivering breath, inhaling the fresh scent of baby shampoo. It didn’t smell anything like what his sweet baby girl had smelled like, but it sent his mind on a trip down memory lane.

      Tears stung at the corners of his eyes.

      He could recall every second of his daughter’s short life. It had been a difficult existence. Zannie had to fight for every breath, and JD always wondered if Susanne hadn’t died before Zannie had been born if his child might have stood half a chance.

      Susanne was a much better person than he’d ever been, and she certainly would have been the better parent. It should have been him who died in that crash, not Susanne.

      And defiantly not their precious little girl.

      The sound of gravel being churned up snapped JD from his dark past. He jerked, and Tony stiffened, making a moaning noise.

      “It’s okay, little buddy.” JD pressed his lips against Tony’s temple.

      The toddler settled right back down as headlights cut through the front window.

      “Mama’s home,” he said but didn’t move a muscle. Not only was he plum tuckered out, but for the first time in a long time, he wasn’t ready to let go of his memories. Usually, he wanted to wrap up the pain and burn it. But not tonight. And if he was being totally honest with himself, it didn’t hurt like it used to. Actually, some of the memories made him feel good, and that he wasn’t sure what to do with except to hold on to it for as long as he could.

      The front door rattled.

      “Now that’s unexpected,” Luke whispered.

      “What is?” Annette asked in her sweet voice.

      It coated JD’s ears like melting milk chocolate wrapping around a plump strawberry.

      “JD asleep on the sofa with a toddler in his arms.”

      “Only one of us is sleeping since you can’t be quiet,” JD said while patting Tony’s back. JD blinked open his eyes and pulled his feet from the far end of the couch. “Have a seat.”

      Annette took her brother’s hand and eased onto the opposite end of the sofa. “Thanks.”

      “What did the doctor say?” JD asked softly.

      “I’ve got a broken wrist.” She waved her arm in the air which sported a brace of some kind. “And a sprained ankle.” She showed off a boot that went up the middle of her calf.

      “Which is really lucky considering,” Luke said. “But she also has some weird ligament injury in her foot.” Luke set some paperwork down on the coffee table. “It’s not a big deal, according to the doctors, and will heal as long as she stays off it.” Luke leaned over and lifted Tony into his arms. “I’ll go put this little fella into his crib.”

      “Thanks,” JD said. “He wore me out, and I just couldn’t make it back up the stairs.”

      “He’s a little energizer bunny,” Annette said.

      “That’s no lie.” JD sat up, making more room for Annette. Gently, he lifted her bad leg and rested it on his thigh. “At least you don’t have a cast and these boots are really protective.”

      “They said I don’t have to stay in this but a couple of weeks. And I’m glad they gave me a removable thing on my arm, but they told me I’m not supposed to lift Tony. How the hell am I supposed to take care of him?”

      “I told you. I’ll move back in,” Luke said as he jogged down the stairs.

      “That’s not necessary.” No way was JD letting anyone else take care of them. “I’ll be staying here so I can handle it.”

      “Excuse me?” Luke and Annette said at the same time.

      JD adjusted himself to a sitting position. “Not only will you need help with Tony, but we have some work to do regarding the ranch as well as figuring out what the hell happened.” He tapped her leg just above where the boot ended. “And until we know what happened, you shouldn’t be alone.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Luke said. “You could also move into the bull-riding school.”

      “I’m not doing that,” Annette said with a wave of her good hand. “But I don’t want to put JD out.”

      “You’re not, so don’t worry about it.” JD stretched, working out a kink in his back. If memory served him correctly, the bed in the back guest room off the kitchen wasn’t that great. He might have to order a new one and have it delivered tomorrow.

      “In that case, I’m going to get home to my girl. JD? Walk me out?” Luke asked.

      “Sure thing.” JD scooted to the end of the sofa and planted a wet kiss on Annette’s mouth. Daringly, he slipped his tongue between her fiery lips. A soft moan vibrated from her throat to his. He pulled away and stood. “Don’t get off that sofa.” JD made his way out the front door, ignoring the scrutinizing glare coming from Luke.

      “Did you seriously just suck face with my little sister?” Luke asked.

      “Suck face? What are we, twelve?” But JD hadn’t even realized he’d kissed Annette so passionately and romantically until Luke pointed it out. It was as if the kiss was something he did on a regular basis with Annette. An involuntary action, like breathing.

      Luke laughed. “I don’t know if I’m more shocked or my sister, but she’s still sitting in there with her mouth hanging open.”

      JD glanced over his shoulder and peered into the window. Sure enough, that’s exactly what Annette was doing, only she’d raised her hand and traced her lips with her index finger. “You asked me out here to talk about something. What was it?”

      “For starters, I want to know where you get off randomly kissing my sister?”

      “That’s none of your business,” JD said.

      “Right. And me kissing your sister was none of yours.”

      JD waved his hand in the air. “It’s certainly not now, so can we please move on?”

      “I’ll just ask her about it,” Luke said.

      JD searched his pockets for a toothpick. He finally found one and plopped the wooden stick between his teeth. “I don’t need to tell you that your sister is something special. Since she’s walked onto this ranch, I’ve done things differently. Outside of that, I have no idea what the hell that was or where it came from other than it most likely will happen again, unless she tells me not to.”

      Luke slapped JD on the back. “I’ve been where you are. Don’t think about it too much and just let it happen.”

      “I can’t have this conversation with you.” JD sat on the front steps and stared out at the starry sky.

      “Why?”

      JD opened his mouth to give some bullshit explanation about being private and wanting to talk with Annette about the kiss, but Luke continued babbling on about all the shit that flapped about inside JD’s head, things he didn’t want to put out in the universe.

      “Because you think you’re not relationship material? Because she has a son and you don’t do kids, which by the way, you did very well.”

      “Shockingly well,” he admitted. “But no. None of that is why I don’t want to have this conversation with you.”

      “But it’s all true.” Luke joined him on the steps. “This is going to be the kettle calling the pot black, but if you’re going to pursue my sister, you might want to fill her in on what happened.”

      JD let out a puff of air through his nostrils and closed his eyes for five seconds. “You mean be honest about the past, like you were from the start with Georgia Moon?”

      “I deserved that,” Luke said with a slight laugh. “But you weren’t given a choice tonight when it came to taking care of Tony. You had to stay behind and deal with the police, which meant I had to go with my sister.”

      That was all true, but he could have handled the bull-riding school as well as his sister, and Georgia Moon was excellent with kids. Someday, she’d make a great mother. But by the time JD figured out how Georgia Moon had backed him into a corner, he was saddling up Jax and heading to get Tony.

      “And Tony isn’t a newborn baby,” Luke continued.

      “All right. That’s enough. I’ve humored you enough for one night.” JD waggled his finger. “Don’t get used to it either. Just because Georgia Moon says you’re her one and only and she’s requiring us to welcome you as family, doesn’t mean we’re going to bond on a regular basis.” JD didn’t need his sister to ask him to treat Luke like a brother. Even if she hadn’t been smart enough to fall head over heels in love with the man, JD still would have felt as though Luke were family.

      “Fair enough,” Luke said. “I wanted to talk about the horses and what happened.”

      “I haven’t had a chance to go through it all, or compile a report and send it to everyone, but Heather and the doctor did confirm that Patch was sold to Bella.”

      “Bella? Not her father’s company?” Luke asked.

      JD nodded. “That is correct and odd. So, I did a quick search and found that Bella bought four mustangs in her own name, all before she started dating JW.”

      “Why? Bella doesn’t handle money. All she knows how to do is spend in the name of her father or whatever sucker she has on the line.”

      “Don’t let JW hear you call him a sucker,” JD said. “But I recall signing off on the sale of Patch, and he was supposed to be a gift for a boyfriend. I just don’t know who the hell she was seeing back then. It would have been maybe a year before my brother.”

      “I can’t say I paid much attention to her love life, but I bet the tabloids most likely did,” Luke said.

      JD rolled the wooden stick around in his mouth. “A quick Google search should handle that. But none of this answers the question of who shot at Annette and why, because not a single bullet came anywhere near me.” JD slammed his fist on the step. “I’ve put extra security around the ranch, and the cops are going to make sure they have a presence near all the entrances and weak spots of the ranch.”

      “Detective Miller came by the hospital. They have someone sitting in front of Ron’s place, waiting for him to return home so they can question him.”

      “What about his kids? Anyone talk to them? Ask them where their father might be?” JD rubbed his throbbing temples. He knew all these questions had already been asked and answered. “I find it really fucking odd that Ron is still sending me threatening emails about his retirement package, and yet, no one can find him.” JD pushed from the steps and turned. “Ron has always been a little off, but never would anyone call him violent. His kids were jealous of us growing up, and Veronica could be a bit of a bully, but we all got along for the most part.”

      “I dated Veronica for like five minutes,” Luke said. “She’s a whackadoodle and higher maintenance than Bella.”

      JD laughed. “JB’s going to kill me for this one, but he lost his virginity to Veronica back in high school.”

      “I don’t even want to know how young JB was when he started,” Luke said, shaking his head.

      “He actually really liked her. Took her to his senior prom, but she dumped him for some hot cowboy that was training with Robert at the time.”

      “Veronica is certainly a fickle one,” Luke said. “I was shocked to hear she got married to Ashcott, the jeweler.”

      “I’m sure there is a pool on how long that marriage will last, but I don’t believe Ron is close with his kids.”

      “He’s pretty tight with his son these days. Or at least they hang out at the pool hall regularly.” JD planted his hands on his hips and stared into the picture window. “I’ll feel a lot better when someone has eyes on Ron.”

      “I’m still struggling with the idea that he could do any of this, but who else could it be?” Luke asked with an outstretched arm.

      JD took his hand and shook. “It can only be Ron. I’m for sure sold on that now.”

      “Watch your back and take good care of my sister, or I might have to punch you.”

      “Flip that statement and turn it back on yourself.” JD waved a hand over his head and jogged back up the stairs with his heart pounding in his gut, sending butterflies all over his system.

      He was about to spend the night alone in a house with Annette.

      It would be a sleepless night.
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      Annette settled herself at the small desk in the den after JD had made a magnificent breakfast with all the fixings. And then he’d been nice enough to agree to take Tony to daycare.

      It amazed her how quickly Tony seemed to bond with JD and how JD took to being the caregiver of a toddler, especially since everyone warned her that he was horrible with kids.

      Something she’d witnessed firsthand a few times when they’d first met, but in the last twenty-four hours, JD had become a completely different man when it came to children, and Annette was very grateful for his help. Only, JD spent all his time and attention on Tony, or the shooting and trying to find Ron, and very little attention on her, except to make sure she had food, water, blankets, and ice.

      Wait until she asked him to wash her hair tonight.

      She laughed at her own thoughts. As if she’d actually ask him to do such a thing.

      She lifted her leg and adjusted the ice pack. Time to go through the files JD brought from Ron’s old office. She thumbed through the first one. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. Of course, she wasn’t exactly sure what she was looking for, other than strange tagging of wild horses and specific sales to Robert Brothers and Bella.

      A tap at the door startled her. She snagged the cane and hobbled toward the front door with her heart hammering in her chest. Pulling her phone from her back pocket, she made sure it was unlocked and ready to hit the panic button. Through the side window, she caught a glimpse of Ellie.

      Annette groaned.

      Ellie was the last person she wanted to see.

      Jealousy wasn’t an emotion that Annette wore well, and it was rearing its ugly head right now.

      She pulled open the door. “Can I help you?”

      “Sorry to bother you, but I’m looking for JD, and I was told he might be here?”

      “He’s not at the moment, but I’m happy to give him a message.” Being passive aggressive wasn’t a pretty look on her either, yet she was going to try it out anyway. What JD saw in this woman, Annette had no idea.

      “Just tell him Ellie stopped by, and I’ll meet him at his place tonight.”

      “Oh, well, I’ve got some bad news for you. JD won’t be there. He’ll be here.”

      Ellie’s jaw slacked open. Quickly, she snapped it shut and narrowed her eyes. But she didn’t get a chance to say anything since the sound of a horse galloping across the land caught both of their attention. Ellie turned on her heeled boots and stomped off down the steps.

      If Annette were any other woman, she’d kick Ellie on the backside and watch her tumble into the mud that her son had made on the side of the porch before being taken to daycare. Annette could actually visualize Ellie with mud caked in her platinum blond hair.

      “Ellie? What are you doing out here?” JD asked as he jumped from Jax and tied him up around the big tree out front.

      Annette really should step inside, close the door, and ice her foot, but she desperately wanted to hear this conversation. JD had been sending her mixed messages for days. But he’d kissed her, good and hard, in front of Luke, and then again right before she’d gone to bed.

      That had to mean something.

      Unless he was more like JB than anyone wanted to admit.

      Ellie glanced over her shoulder and then said something that Annette couldn’t hear.

      JD planted his hands on his hips. “I texted you two days ago and canceled.”

      Ellie had the audacity to lean in and rest her greedy little perfectly manicured hand on his perfect chest. “You could make it up to me tonight.”

      When he took Ellie by the wrist, Annette half thought he was going to tug Ellie close and give her a little lip action, something he did so well that thinking about it made Annette go weak in the knees.

      Thankfully, he dropped her hand and took a small step back. “I also included in that text message that I couldn’t do this anymore.”

      “You don’t break up with a girl in a text,” Ellie said with a pouty voice. “Besides, we’ve got a good thing going, you and me. No pressure. No strings.”

      “I’m sorry, Ellie, but it’s over. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a lot of work to do today.”

      “All work and no play makes JD a very dull boy.”

      JD yanked his Stetson off his head and raked a hand through his thick, dark hair. He tipped his gaze toward the sky. “Take care, Ellie.”

      “I give you two weeks tops. And then you’ll be texting me. You always come back.” As she walked by, she ran her fingers over his shoulders.

      He stood there until her pretty little convertible backed out of the driveway. “I’m so sorry she showed up here.” He all but ran up the stairs and lifted Annette into his arms.

      “Whoa. Put me down.”

      “You shouldn’t be standing on your foot. I read those discharge papers, and you’re supposed to stay off it for at least five days, even when you’re wearing the boot.” Gently, he set her butt on the chair in front of the desk. Lifting her leg, he placed her foot on the pillow and molded the ice wrap around her ankle.

      “You’re just trying to avoid discussing your missed booty call.”

      He let out what sounded like a nervous laugh. “Well, there’s that.” He turned his back and tossed his hat on the chair that was tucked in the back corner of the den. “I’m pretty embarrassed by what just happened.”

      “Don’t be. You’re just lucky your girlfriend wasn’t more upset over being stood up.”

      “I didn’t stand her up, and she’s not my girlfriend. I think you just heard what casual fling we had is officially over.”

      “But that was supposed to be a booty call last night.” Stop. This conversation isn’t going to do anything but upset her, or him. “Right?”

      “I was supposed to go to some restaurant opening with her last night. She asked me like a month ago. I haven’t seen her since we made those plans, and I canceled a few days ago.”

      She snapped her fingers in the air. “Like I said. A booty call.” Oh hell. She twisted in the chair. She might as well go for broke. “I’m not judging. You’re a full-blooded male with needs. She’s sort of attractive.”

      He turned, catching her gaze with an arched brow. “Sort of?”

      “Well, if you like flashy and glam, but she reminds me of Bella. Strip her of the designer clothes and all that makeup, and she’s got no substance.” Not to mention those boobs had to be fake. “No offense, but she doesn’t seem like your type.”

      “You’ve spent all of five minutes with Ellie, and you’ve decided that we’re not compatible?” He lifted her foot and sat down on the stool, resting her bad leg over his thighs. He held the ice to her ankle and gently massaged her calf all while staring off across the room at God only knows what.

      However, what she really wanted to know was why did he feel the need to give her a little rubdown?

      She cringed at her poor choice of word thoughts.

      “You even said you were embarrassed by her coming here. Why is that? Because if you and she were really a good thing, there’s nothing to be embarrassed about.” She tapped her lips a few times. “Oh, wait. You kissed me. So is it guilt that’s eating at you and you’re just embarrassed—”

      “Oh, just stop. She’s not my girlfriend and never was. We were both free to see whoever we wanted, whenever we wanted, so I don’t feel guilty at all for kissing you. Now you’re just trying to pick a fight with me. Do I detect a little bit of jealousy?”

      “Nope. But I am trying to figure out what it is about women like her that manage to rope in men like you. I mean, how different is she from Bella?”

      He ran his hand up under her knee. “Not much,” he said, laughing. “Well, Ellie isn’t out to destroy anyone or find a rich husband. And I’m not her only booty call, trust me on that.”

      “You know that for a fact?”

      “She’s on again, off again with some hotshot lawyer that lives in California. She won’t leave Idaho, and he won’t leave San Francisco. I’m the boy toy when he’s not around.”

      “That’s sad.”

      “It works for me,” he said, his fingers kneading her thigh muscle.

      “Because she’s not your only friend with benefits?” Annette choked on the last couple of words. Because of her past, and what her father had almost done to her, and what her late husband had done, sex had become an acquired taste. With Mark, at first, he’d been sweet and tender, helping her get past all the problems that had been created by being the daughter of a rapist and a murderer. However, that didn’t last very long, and by the time she’d become pregnant, she didn’t even like sex anymore.

      Having JD’s hands on her body made her think she might really enjoy sex with JD.

      “You’re making me sound like I’m a player, and I’m not.”

      “But you’re not interested in long-term relationships,” she blurted out. She really needed to learn to zip her lips. Then again, might as well put all their cards on the table. The sexual tension between the two of them was palpable, and the way she looked at it, they either needed to just do it, or get it off the table, hammering it out to the point it was a turnoff.

      JD tapped the center of his chest with his index finger. His jaw flexed. “I don’t see myself ever getting married or having kids.”

      “Why not?”

      Luke had told her there was something in JD’s past, and now that he was sitting there mindlessly massaging her leg, she wanted to know who, how, and when his heart had been broken and if it was so detrimental that he was a lost cause.

      Or was he like Luke, and the right woman might turn him around.

      As if she were the right woman for anyone.

      “Does it matter?” he asked.

      If she answered that question honestly, she would be exposing her heart, and she wasn’t sure he was ready for that. But she wanted to know the demons that lurked behind his kind eyes that kept him from living a fulfilled life. “Are you attracted to me?”

      He coughed. “I think that’s obvious.”

      She shook her head. “Not really. You aren’t an open book, and you send mixed messages. I’m confused by what’s going on with us.”

      “You and me both,” he mumbled.

      “You know what happened between me and Mark. I know nothing of your past—”

      “Oh, I see where this is going.” He waggled his finger. “Someone has been talking to you about Susanne.”

      “Who?” She swallowed her pulse.

      “Don’t play dumb with me. Your brother must have flapped his big fat mouth.” JD made a fist and smacked it into the palm of his other hand. “When I see him again, he’s going to get a piece of my mind.”

      “My brother told me nothing, except that something happened in your past, but like our story isn’t yours to tell, yours wasn’t his. And he left it at that. I’m sorry. I don’t mean to upset you. It’s just that for the last week, you have been by my side day and night. You flirt with me. You kiss me. You told your booty call girl to take a hike in front of me. You are taking care of me and my kid. And yet, you have no desire to get into a long-term relationship. So, excuse me for wanting to understand why so I can decide if I’m going to ever let you kiss me again.”

      “Luke really didn’t tell you what happened?”

      She shook her head.

      “Can we go back outside to have this conversation?” He tugged at his T-shirt. “I’m feeling claustrophobic.”

      “You don’t have to tell me the sordid details,” she said. “I just want to understand what’s going on here.”

      Once again, he lifted her into his arms with very little effort.

      “I really need you to stop doing this. I’m a capable woman.”

      “I’m well aware, and in five days, I’ll stop. But until then, consider me your personal wheelchair.”

      Oh, she could have a field day with that visual.
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      Was he really going to have this conversation?

      With a woman?

      With Annette?

      He poured a tall glass of Jack Daniel’s on the rocks and set the bottle on the table. While all of his siblings generally preferred their namesake, JD always enjoyed a good cab over whiskey, but there were moments in life that required the heavy stuff.

      This was one of those moments.

      “It’s not even noon,” she said.

      “I won’t get drunk, don’t worry, but I need something to take the edge off.” The dark liquid burned his throat, but by the time it hit his gut, his entire body was warm and slightly relaxed. “So, what have you heard about me?” he asked.

      “Excuse me?” Annette rested both her feet across his lap. He had a hard time keeping his hands off her, so he didn’t bother trying. “I’m not sure what you mean by that question.”

      “No one in the family talks about this, at least not to my face. But I’m sure there are whispers behind my back with some of the help who were here when it happened, so I’m curious what preconceived notions you have.”

      “To be honest, the only person who has said anything to me is Luke, but he was insanely vague, but he did say you’d been hurt in ways that most would never understand.” She reached out and cupped his cheeks. “I’ve been hurt in ways no one should ever understand.”

      He took her hand and kissed her palm. “I’m so sorry for what your father did. When Luke told me the whole story, I was just sick to my stomach over it. And Mark. No man should treat his wife that way. I hope you know what a wonderful woman you are. And you’re a great mother.” He meant every single word. Annette was everything he could possibly want in a partner, if he wanted one.

      “Thank you. It hasn’t been an easy road, and to be honest, I’m struggling right now because I’m so tired of being dependent on people. I wanted this job to be about me and my skills.”

      “It is, trust me.”

      “Yeah, but right now, I’ve got you babysitting me, and once again, I’m in a situation that forces me to rely on other people.”

      “I’ve got news for you; that’s called life. I rely on my family every day. And they on me. It’s why this ranch runs so much more efficiently than other ranches of its size. Family comes first, and we all know that nothing happens in a vacuum.” He swirled his drink, letting the ice clink inside the glass. “But that’s not why we’re sitting out here at eleven in the morning while I drink a double shot of my namesake.”

      “Nope. And I’m all ears.”

      He took another small sip, drawing an ice cube into his mouth. He sucked on it until it completely melted while he allowed the memories of his life with Susanne to flood his mind. “I do want to put two conditions on this tale.”

      “And what might those be?”

      “First, you don’t ever discuss this with anyone, ever.”

      “My lips are sealed,” she said. “What’s the second condition?”

      “When I’m done, you cut my hair. I hear you’re quite good, and I’m in dire need.”

      “I can do that.”

      “Cool.” He let out a long breath. Time take a leap of faith. “I was once in a serious relationship.” He dropped his head back and closed his eyes. A vision of Susanne danced across his mind’s eye. “I met her my sophomore year at college. She was also a finance and economics major. It was honestly love at first sight, and we were inseparable all through school.”

      “How long did you date?”

      “Almost three years. We had both just turned twenty-two when she died.”

      Annette gasped. “Oh, God. I didn’t know. I’m so sorry.”

      “That’s not even the worst part of this story.” He inhaled through his nose, filling his lungs to capacity. He held the air inside for a good thirty seconds before blowing it out through his mouth. “It’s my fault they died.”

      “They?”

      He focused on his breathing. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to get out all the details without emptying the contents of his stomach. “Can you do me a favor and not say anything or ask questions until I’m done?”

      “Yes,” Annette whispered.

      He cleared his throat. What he wanted was more whiskey, but that wouldn’t help him when the story was over. All it would do was make him want to take a nap.

      Or get into a bar brawl.

      “Susanne and I were inseparable all through college. My senior year, we moved in together, and when we graduated, she moved to the ranch with me.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “We moved into what is now the teachers’ housing.” He squeezed his eyes as tight as he could. Crying wasn’t an option. Not this morning. Maybe later, in the privacy of a cold shower. “She’d never been on a ranch or anywhere near a horse before coming here, but she took to ranch life like it was second nature.”

      “I know you asked me to wait, but were you married?”

      He shook his head. “We were engaged, but she wanted to wait until she lost all the baby weight before we actually tied the knot.”

      “Oh, sweet Jesus,” Annette mumbled. “That would be the they.”

      “Yes. My girlfriend and my baby girl died.” Now that the story had begun, he couldn’t stop. Even if he wanted to. “We hadn’t planned on having a baby, but it happened, and we were really happy about it. Everyone in the family was thrilled. We decided to get married about a year after when the baby was due. We had a lot of plans. But that was all cut short one night when I wanted to go out and Susanne didn’t. I pushed and pushed. And she caved. That night, on the way home, we passed a young mother in a minivan with a flat tire. I couldn’t leave her stranded there. I mean, if it were Susanne, I’d want some decent person to stop and help her. So I got out and started to change the tire when a drunk driver lost control of his car and plowed into my SUV, pushing it over the guardrail and down an embankment. It rolled three times. Susanne was trapped, and the seat belt was crushing Zannie.”

      The last time he’d gone into such detail had been about six years ago in a drunken stupor in a pissing contest with some other drunk comparing sob stories. Since then, he’d kept this kind of emotion tucked nice and neat where no one could possibly see it, feel it, or allow it to be exposed to the world. But now that he’d peeled back the Band-Aid, he might as well just fucking rip it off. “It took the jaws of life to get her out. She had broken bones and all sorts of internal injuries, and I stood there with not a single scratch.” He took a sip of the whiskey. Swishing it around in his mouth, he let the harsh flavor sink into every taste bud, giving him the full effect.

      He rolled his neck and stared into the sun, letting the bright rays blind him, wishing they would erase the visual of Susanne’s arm dropping off the side of the gurney while they carried her up the side of the hill to race her to the hospital.

      “They were performing CPR on Susanne when they managed to get her from the vehicle. They had to stop loading her into the ambulance twice because she was crashing. And then they wouldn’t let me ride with her.” Tears stung the corners of his eyes, but they didn’t roll down his cheeks. He wouldn’t let them. “JW and Georgia Moon had come out to the scene, and they drove me to the hospital. Hours after the accident, I had to make the hardest decision of my life. The doctors told me that the only chance Susanne had at survival was if they took the baby. Zannie was about seven weeks early, which wasn’t too horrible. She had her own set of complications from the accident, and they felt it was best all around. So, I agreed to it, and it turned out to be the wrong decision.” He downed the final shot and then slammed the glass on the table.

      “I’m sure you’ve heard this a million times—”

      “If you’re going to say it wasn’t my fault, yup, and you can save your breath, because the entire damn night was my fault.”

      “You’re not the one who was drinking and driving,” Annette said with the same stern, motherly tone Georgia Moon would use with him over the years.

      “No. I wasn’t. But shortly after Zannie was born. I was sitting with Susanne, holding her hand, begging her to wake up. Telling her how beautiful our daughter was and that Zannie needed her mother and that I needed her to wake up. Out of nowhere, her heart just stopped.” He swiped at his eyes and turned, catching Annette’s kind gaze. “You know that machine that beeps and shows your vitals?”

      Annette nodded.

      “Just like on television, it flatlined. It felt like it took forever before anyone got to her room, but it was really only seconds. They shoved me out of the way and went to work, but it was too late; she was gone. The surgery to correct the tear in her heart caused by the accident hadn’t worked. I remember sitting in that room with her for hours before JB pulled me out kicking and screaming. But Zannie was fighting an infection, and she needed me, so for the next three days, I sat by her side. When it became apparent that she wasn’t going to make it either, we took her off all the machines, and three hours later, she died in my arms.” JD couldn’t hold it in any longer, but he wasn’t going to sit there and babble like a baby in front of Annette. Carefully, he set her hurt leg aside, and he made his way down the steps. “Give me a couple minutes.”

      Jax, his horse, neighed and nodded. JD rested his forehead against the beast’s snout and just let the silent tears flow. He’d learned how to cry without making a noise. Living with your brother forced you to possess such skills.

      A warm hand pressed against his back.

      He stiffened “You’re not supposed to be walking on that foot.”

      “I would call what I did more like hobbling,” she said, wrapping her arms around his waist. Wetness streaked her cheeks.

      He ran his thumbs under her eyes. All his defenses began to melt. They rolled off his shoulders, down his arms, and pooled at his feet.

      He thought he’d feel angry, like he always did. But instead, he felt a connection, and that he wanted to run from.

      “I can understand why you feel you made the wrong decision. This is a totally different scenario, but Luke and I have constantly second-guessed ourselves, and we will always wonder if we could have saved any of our father’s victims.”

      “Oh no, you don’t. You were a small child. You can’t take that on.”

      Her hands roamed his back, gently massaging the knots releasing the tension. His heart hammered in his chest like an out of control train.

      “I’m not. But sometimes it’s hard because hindsight is perfect vision. And sometimes I think about how I should have known what kind of a man Mark was before I got involved with him. I’m not stupid, and I have unique insight, having been raised by a rapist and murderer, so I always think I should have known.”

      JD opened his mouth, but she shushed him.

      “I’m so sorry for your loss. I can’t imagine what that must have been like or what you go through every day.” She flattened her hand across the center of his chest. “But you can’t hold on to it as if it’s all that you are. I watched Luke do that. He blamed himself for Joanie, and all the others, but especially Joanie, and in some ways that got worse when he met and fell in love with your sister. It ate at him and nearly destroyed him and any chance he had with Georgia Moon.”

      In a flash of fear, regret, and rage, JD snatched up all the negative energy he’d expelled and tucked it right back into the spot that once carried all the love in the world. Letting down his guard had been a mistake. One that he’d never make again. Anette was a nice woman, and if this were a different time and place, he’d be all in. “I agree, only Luke wasn’t responsible for anyone’s death. Regardless of Luke’s decisions in his first ten years, your father was still going to rape and murder. The night Susanne died, if I had made one of three different decisions, it’s possible my girls could still be alive.” He took Annette’s hand, kissed her palm, and then took a step back. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have dumped all that on you, and more importantly, I shouldn’t have led you on because I can never give you anything other than what you describe as a booty call. I don’t do relationships with strings, and I’m not interested in becoming a parent to anyone’s kids, including one of my own.”

      “You’re not protecting yourself from pain and suffering. You’re actually perpetuating all the anguish you felt in those moments, keeping it so close to the cuff that it’s slowly strangling you.”

      “That’s your opinion.”

      She cocked her head. “Why are you so afraid of being emotionally invested in another person?”

      “Because I care about you, and I don’t want any more bad things to happen.” He lifted her into his arms.

      She gasped. “You blame yourself for us getting shot at? Are you kidding me?”

      “No. I don’t blame myself, although had I not shoved you in Ron’s face, maybe some of this conflict could have been avoided.”

      “Maybe.” She slapped at his shoulders. “Put me down.”

      He kicked open the door and set her on the sofa.

      “You’ve got to stop picking me up like that.” She brushed her hair from her face and let out a long breath. “And you’ve got to stop avoiding, changing, and redirecting conversations as well as your emotions. You basically just told me the worst part of your life; you let it rise to the surface, and then the second I tried to get in there with you, relate, share, and be your friend, the wall goes up, you shut down, and it’s like all that emotion just got sucked into the most powerful vacuum. Life doesn’t work that way.”

      “Mine does.” He swallowed the guttural groan building deep in his belly. Things had gotten a little too real. It wasn’t telling his story that freaked him out; it was wanting the closeness Annette had to offer and the fact that he knew deep down everything she said was right and that when he was with her, his heart ached to know love again. “And Ellie is exactly my type. I might have jumped the gun on ending things with her.”
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      Annette spent the rest of the day combing through files, looking for clues and avoiding JD. She understood better than anyone that he was burying his emotions. She also knew he’d intentionally hurt her with his comments about getting back with Ellie so she’d back down and leave him alone.

      Well, that would backfire on him because she was about to give JD a piece of her mind. He could hold on to his survivor’s guilt and self-blame, but she wasn’t going to let him do so without fight.

      She flipped through the channels of the television, doing her best to be as patient as she could. Tony never went down without fussing a bit, so she expected it could be a few minutes before JD made his way downstairs. That was if he didn’t jump out the window to avoid talking with her since he’d mentioned five times after dinner how exhausted he was and how he’d probably go straight to bed.

      Fifteen minutes passed and still no JD.

      She snagged her cane and hobbled up the stairs. He could yell at her all he wanted about putting weight on her foot, but they were going to finish that conversation. As soon as she turned the corner and peeked into Tony’s bedroom, she covered her mouth.

      JD sat in the rocking chair with his eyes closed and a sleeping Tony sprawled out across his chest. Both of them looked so peaceful she couldn’t bring herself to disturb them. Careful not to squeak the floorboards, she hobbled down the hallway and slipped into the bathroom. Everyone dealt with grief differently, and she had no right to judge him; however, it had been ten years since he lost his family. While the pain would never go away, she knew from her own shitty experiences, life was still worth living and sitting behind a desk crunching numbers all day with the occasional booty call from the likes of Ellie wasn’t living.

      She finished changing into her pajamas, even though it wasn’t even nine. Thankfully, JD had carried a stack of files up to her room. She could sit in bed and go through those. Thus far, they hadn’t found anything that stuck out as odd with the horses, except for Patch. He was still a mystery, and no one seemed to know who Bella had been dating during that time period.

      It had even been rumored she wasn’t dating anyone, which JD said was impossible. Luke agreed, stating Bella didn’t go five minutes without a man in her life.

      Annette flicked off the bathroom light. She groaned as she put a little too much weight on her ankle.

      “Are you ever going to wait for me to help you?”

      “Shit,” she mumbled, grabbing ahold of his shoulders as he came up behind her, scooping her into his arms. “You scared the crap out of me.”

      “Sorry.” He hip checked her bedroom door and gently laid her on the mattress.

      And then he did the unthinkable and propped up a couple of pillows and joined her. He stretched out his legs and crossed his ankles all while holding her hand in the air, and he appeared to study it. “How long were you watching me in with your son?”

      “You saw me?”

      “I heard you and then peeked one eye open and saw you turn and leave,” he said.

      “Only a couple of minutes, why?” she asked.

      “After I lost Susanne, I never left Zannie’s side. For three days, I was in the NICU. Two and half of those days I sat in a chair with my hand stuck in a tiny little hole so I could touch my little girl. They said that would help. But it was too late for her too. The infection had gotten into her blood. When they took her off the machines and placed her in my arms, that’s where she stayed until she took her last breath. When Tony fell asleep in my arms, I had my hand on his back, feeling him breathe. I was afraid if I moved, he’d stop.”

      “Do you want to hear something really crazy?” she asked.

      “Sure.” He dropped their hands to the comforter and turned his gaze.

      “When I found out I was pregnant, I really hoped it wasn’t a girl because if it was, I knew I’d never be able to take her to the park, or let her out of my sight for a single second in fear a predator like my father would be lurking in some dark corner waiting to… to…” She couldn’t bring herself to say the words. The thought still terrified her to this day. Realistically, she knew it didn’t matter what sex her child was; the world could be an unsafe place. But that didn’t change her fears.

      He cupped her cheek, fanning his thumb over her skin. “That’s not crazy at all.”

      “And I worried…sometimes still worry that my sweet little boy has double whammy bad genes between my father and his father.”

      “You know what I want to say to that, right?”

      She laughed. “Luke and I’ve had this conversation a million times. Of course, the very same thing scares the shit out of him, but if Georgia Moon said she wanted a kid yesterday, he’d give her one because she’s all that’s good in this world. So, he figures it would counteract anything bad that our side of the family tossed into the mix. I just hope that bringing Tony up in a positive environment is enough to balance out the bad genes.”

      “You’re a really good mom.” JD leaned in and kissed her forehead. “Tony’s going to be a great man someday, and he’ll always have a home here at Whiskey Ranch.”

      “Thank you for that.” She took one of the pillows and placed it under her throbbing ankle. “I want to talk to you about earlier. I want you to know that I wasn’t trying to take away or belittle your feelings. I only wanted you to see that by not dealing with them, you’re barely existing.”

      “I deal with them every day.”

      She shook her head. “You let them torture you on a daily basis. You bring them to the surface for the sole purpose of making sure you live with the guilt. You think you’re protecting yourself from getting hurt like that again, but all you’re really doing is slowly emotionally killing yourself until one day, not so far off into the future, you’re going to be sitting somewhere on a front porch, by yourself, and you’re going to realize that life passed you by.”

      “That is about the best psychobabble I’ve ever heard,” he said. “I almost believe you.”

      “Do you know why you stick with Ellie?”

      “Because she’s easy?” He let out a puff of air and rolled his eyes. “I didn’t mean it that way.”

      “Yeah, you did.” Annette smiled. “But she’s mostly maintenance-free. She’s not looking for love, money, or a baby daddy.”

      “Thank God for small favors. Although, today, she seemed different. I can’t tell if she was jealous of you, or something else was going on. She never just shows up like that.”

      She rolled to her side and got lost in his intense gaze. His blue eyes drew her in like the sun kissed the ocean.

      He scooted down on the bed, propping his head up with his elbow.

      “We’re doing it again,” she said.

      “Doing what, exactly?”

      “Letting conversation drift from the uncomfortable to things that aren’t as deep.”

      “It’s been a long day, and I’m honestly tired of confessions and emotional baggage.” He rested his hand on her hip. “That said, I know you’re right about a couple of things, specifically the fact that the second things get too real with people, I push them away, and I did that with you earlier. I’m sorry for that.”

      “Apology accepted,” she said with a smile. “I’m only trying to help.”

      “I know. It’s just that the people I’ve loved the most, they’ve died. My parents. Chuck Holland. Susanne and Zannie. It’s hard enough worrying about my siblings and wondering if I’m going to lose them too. I can’t let anyone else get close.” He blinked. “Only I’ve fallen a little in love with your son.” He made an inch sign with his index finger and thumb. “He’s just too damn cute. When I was reading him a book tonight, he cupped my cheek.” JD reached out and touched her face. “And he thanked me. He just looked at me and said, ‘I phank you.’”

      Annette buried her face in JD’s chest to hide the fact that behind her giggle were a couple of tears. “Sometimes I’m amazed by his sweetness.”

      “And I’m amazed by yours.” JD tipped her chin. His warm lips covered her mouth like a fuzzy blanket. “Oh boy, am I in trouble,” he whispered.

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “I don’t want to leave this room tonight, but if I stay, one of two things will happen.”

      “I’m not going to die,” she said with an exasperated sigh. “At least not today.”

      “That’s not what I was going to say, but it did cross my mind.”

      She cocked her head. “We need to work on your skewed thinking.”

      “Well, if I stay, I’m either going to freak out on you in the morning and turn into an asshole because I can’t handle being with someone who’s more than a booty call.”

      “Glad we’re clear that I’m not a one-night stand.” She bit down on her tongue. She knew she was taking a big risk with her own feelings by letting him stay in her bed because if he did decide tomorrow that being with her had been a mistake, it would crush her.

      “I don’t ever want to treat you that way, but I can’t give you much more than a promise that when I’m with you, I won’t be with anyone else, so you can see why I might be concerned.”

      “I’m not asking for a committed relationship. I’m only asking that you, for one moment, let your guard down and let someone in and that you remain honest with me, even if that means this never happens again.”

      “I can live with that, can you?”

      She nodded. “What’s the second thing that might happen?”

      “That I lose my heart to you and that scares me more than getting on the backside of an angry bull.”
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      JD either needed to stop talking or stand up and leave the bedroom.

      He chose to stop talking as he pressed his lips against Annette’s mouth, hard. He swirled his tongue around as if this were his last meal. His hands roamed her body, finding every curve and soft mound, but he was careful of her ankle and wrist. The last thing he wanted to do was hurt her, either physically or emotionally.

      Deep down, he knew in the light of the morning, he’d have regrets. Not of being with her. No. He’d never regret that.

      But of ending a relationship before it even started.

      Of course, he wouldn’t do that tomorrow.

      He’d pretend for a few days. Maybe a week. Or maybe as long as it took to figure out who shot at them and deal with the Ron situation. But eventually, sooner rather than later, he’d have to end this for both their sakes.

      Mostly, though, because of Tony.

      “Hey,” Annette whispered. “Where’d you go?” She cupped his face and stared at him with laden eyes and pouty lips.

      “I’m right here.” He lifted his shirt over his head and tossed it to the side. There was no way he could get up and walk away from her now. The blood pumping through his heart burned hot with desire and need. No woman since Susanne made him spin out of control. “What the?” He hissed as she kissed and sucked his nipple.

      Her hair cascaded over his bare chest. Her fingers worked gently at the button and zipper on his jeans. “What are you doing?” Gently, he fisted her hair and pooled it on the top of her head.

      She glanced up with him, licking her rosy lips. “Do you need a play-by-play?”

      He groaned. “No, but can we remove some of your clothing first?”

      “Oh, I suppose.” She didn’t waste any time taking off her tank top, exposing the most exquisite round breasts with perfect, tight nipples. She also didn’t give him a chance to play with them before lowering her head and giving him a little treat.

      He watched her shamelessly tease him with her hands and mouth, occasionally glancing up at him with her big blue eyes. Her thick lashes blinking wildly over the intoxicating orbs.

      His breath came in short choppy pants. His vision blurred. He fisted the sheets in an attempt to remain in control for as long as he could. For the last ten years, sex had just been a physical act. It was something he did every once in a while to meet his manly needs and release some of the tension that had mounted inside him over the course of a few weeks to a few months, depending on his stress level at work.

      Or how often the memories of Susanne and Zannie entered his mind and soul.

      But with Annette, everything was different. This wasn’t a mindless romp in the hay that didn’t mean anything. This would change them both, and there would be no going back to the way things were before. He only hoped that he wouldn’t hurt her.

      And that he’d survive in the long run.

      “Time to stop,” he managed to ground out. As carefully as he could, he flipped her over on her back and pulled her pajama bottoms down her thighs and over her boot on her bad leg. He swallowed. Hard. “You’re beautiful.”

      “I’m glad you like what you see.”

      “Like is an understatement.” He knelt between her legs, uncertain of where to start. All he knew was that he wanted to take his sweet time with her, but he worried he’d be like a teenage boy and last all of a minute. He kissed her bad leg right above the boot the doctor had given her. From there, he made his way up her inner thigh.

      A wave of dizziness washed over him. It was as if he were on a roller-coaster ride, and with every twist and turn, his heart rate accelerated. His mouth watered. His fingers itched to feel every inch of her tight body. She tasted like a sweet cantaloupe, and her soft moans filled the room, coating his body like a weighted blanket.

      He’d always given great care to the few women he’d had sexual relationships with. Their satisfaction had been important to him.

      But it hadn’t been the only thing that mattered.

      With Annette, the only thing he cared about was pleasing her and bringing her the kind of pleasure she’d only fantasized about and would measure all experiences against in the future.

      Quite an egotistical thought on his part, but it gave him something to concentrate on, because if he gave himself any thought at this point, he’d sure be a disappointment to her in the lovemaking department.

      That, he couldn’t have.

      He found every sensitive nook and cranny and gave them extra care, bringing her as close to climax as he could, only to slow things down, making her squirm and beg for more. He kissed her sweet nub, rolling his tongue over it, twisting and turning it while stroking her insides, knowing this time he needed to take her over the top.

      She threaded her fingers through his hair, tugging, pulling, and pushing. Her knees clamped down around his head. “JD,” she managed in a breathy moan. “Yes, yes.” Her body quivered and jerked under his touch. “JD,” she called again and again.

      He kissed his way up her taut stomach to her breasts. He took a nipple into his mouth, gently grazing it with his teeth. No way would he give her too much of a chance to catch her breath.

      No. He wanted her climax to morph into the next one and never stop. Slowly, he pressed himself between her legs.

      She arched her back and wrapped her legs around his waist, digging her boot into his ass.

      He took her mouth in a hard kiss that had to have bruised her lips. His toes curled, and he fisted the sheets, thrusting into her without any control left. “Annette,” he whispered. He squeezed his eyes tight and buried his face in her neck while his climax slammed into her with the force of a category five hurricane, mixing with her orgasm and creating an intoxicating mixture that left him spent in her arms.

      He figured it would take days before his heart rate returned to normal and he could take a breath without his lungs burning. It would also take a lifetime before he recovered from being with Annette. He’d never regret it. He couldn’t. She was the most amazing woman, but she deserved better than half a man.

      And so did Tony.

      The mistake had been him thinking he could possibly ever be whole again.

      He rolled to the side and pulled the covers up over their bodies, snuggling in behind her.

      “JD?”

      “Yes?”

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “I’m wonderful.” It wasn’t a lie. Far from it. But it wasn’t the entire truth, either. He kissed her shoulder and settled in for the night. He wouldn’t leave her tonight. That would be rude, and he couldn’t do that to her. He cared more than he realized, and it squeezed his heart so tight blood wasn’t flowing to any part of his body. It was the kind of caring that turned to love, and that was what he’d been avoiding most of his adult life.
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      JD hiked up his jeans and tiptoed out of the bedroom. He stopped at Tony’s room and peeked in. The little boy was curled up in the corner of his crib, snuggling with his new stuffed mustang that JD had bought him earlier that day. “I got it bad for you and your mama.” He tucked his cell in his back pocket and made his way down the stairs and out the front door where Luke waited on the front porch.

      “Took you long enough.” Luke leaned against the railing with his arms folded across his chest. “Did I actually see you come from upstairs and not the back bedroom?”

      “I was just checking on Tony.”

      “Right,” Luke said. “It’s four in the morning. You’ve got no shirt on. The top button of your jeans is undone. You’re barefoot, and you’ve got bed hair.”

      “What do you expect? You woke me from a deep sleep, and what the fuck are you checking out my jeans for?”

      “Because you’re one sexy specimen of a man. I can see what my sister sees in you.”

      “Oh, shut the fuck up and tell me why I’m standing here talking to your sorry ass when I could be waking up with a beautiful, naked woman in my arms and taking advantage of her seven different ways.” He waggled his brows for good measure.

      Luke’s arms dropped to his sides, and his jaw slacked open.

      “If you don’t want to know, don’t fuck with me like that, and I won’t toss it in your face.”

      “Well, holy fuck.” Luke cleared his throat. “Georgia Moon gave this less than a week, and I told her it would take a lot longer than that for you to…to…well, shit. Just don’t break my sister’s heart.”

      JD ran a hand through his unruly hair and let out a long breath. “That would not be my intention.”

      “And I hear a but coming, and that’s not good enough.” Luke shook his head. “I didn’t come here to talk to you about your love life.”

      “That’s good. Because it’s not up for discussion.”

      “It is now.” Luke held up his hand. “I won’t pretend to know what it’s like to have gone through what you did, but I was here when it happened. I knew Susanne too. She was a sweet girl, and I know how much the two of you loved each other.”

      “Stop talking,” JD said behind gritted teeth.

      “Nope. You’re going to hear this whether you like it or not.”

      JD turned his back and stared at the front door. Luke might make him listen, but JD didn’t have to look at the man while he chewed him a new asshole.

      “You and I, we both know pain,” Luke said.

      JD wouldn’t argue that point. Luke had been through some serious shit, and JD saw firsthand how it fucked with the man’s head. JD had to admit, he wouldn’t have wanted to face that kind of evil in his life. Not that he enjoyed his demons, but there was something ultimately disturbing about having a father as a rapist and a murderer.

      “We’ve both used that emotional turmoil to keep others at arm’s length, but we’ve also used it to keep ourselves in this weird position between absolute misery to the point we want to put a bullet to our head and the place where we want love and happiness and we believe we are deserving of it. When I first knew Georgia Moon was the girl for me, I—”

      “When was that?” JD spun on his heels.

      “Looking back, I knew the second I laid eyes on her, but I was too young and stupid to know what that meant.”

      “We didn’t even own this ranch when the two of you first met.”

      “Nope. I was eighteen and Georgia Moon not much younger.” Luke smiled, shaking his head. “You are so good at redirecting conversations. But if you want to go down this road. We will.” Luke took off his hat and tossed it to the chair. “I never thought I was good enough for Georgia Moon. I had my horrible secret that when I made the connection to Joanie, I knew I could never tell Georgia Moon. And honestly, I never thought the three of you would ever let me near her, so I kept my distance.”

      “Yeah. We didn’t like you much.”

      “What the hell did you know? You were only fifteen when I first met you,” Luke said.

      “JB and I thought it was fucking creepy that you would always catch up with Georgia Moon at Joanie’s gravesite. But as the years went on, we all realized you weren’t a bad guy. That was until Bella.”

      “Not my most shining moment,” Luke admitted. “I still get sick to my stomach every time I think about it.” He pointed to the window over JD’s head. “But I did it all for my sister and that amazing little boy of hers.”

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure,” Luke said.

      “If your father had been executed when Mark started blackmailing you and your sister, would you have gone to Robert and done what he asked?”

      Luke shrugged. “I wish I could say an absolute no, but I really haven’t a clue what I would have done. You and your family don’t look at us differently, but the few people who knew when we were little, they stared at us and were even afraid of us. Can you imagine what that is like for a twelve-year-old? I don’t want that for my nephew.”

      JD nodded. He wouldn’t want that for Tony either. “That’s fair enough.”

      “Listen. My sister is a smart woman. She’ll sense the distance, and she’ll poke and prod until she—”

      “I told her everything,” JD blurted out. “She knew before anything happened between us. I might be broken, but I’m not that big of an asshole.”

      “I see.” Luke removed his hat from the chair and replaced it with his butt. “Wow. I didn’t see that coming. Georgia Moon said she didn’t think you’ve told anyone since some bar fight that happened years ago.”

      “That would be about right. I don’t like talking about it, but considering everything, I thought Annette should know, especially since I’m helping out with Tony, and sometimes I just don’t know what to do with that kid.”

      Luke laughed. “You’re a natural.”

      “He’s an easy kid to like.”

      “Yeah, he is.” Luke leaned back in the chair and crossed his leg. “So, let me get this straight. You care about my sister, but you’re not going to continue to be with her after tonight because you still can’t get over the past.”

      “I can’t go all in,” JD admitted. “I wish I could, especially with Annette.”

      “Because of Tony.”

      “That’s not the only reason, but I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that being with someone who has a child is slightly terrifying for a lot of reasons. All of that said, Annette is a grown woman, and for the record, we’ve had all sorts of conversations, and if it makes you feel any better, I’m not stringing her along, using her, or lying to her about anything.”

      “Actually, it does.”

      “Okay. Now can we please get to the reason you woke me up so I can go back to bed?” JD asked.

      “Oh. Right.” Luke stood. “It’s good and bad news.”

      “Lay it on me.”

      “The bad news is Ron is still MIA. The good news is the cops can prove it was his gun that killed Coco.”

      “The worse news is he’s still missing, and that means Annette is still in a lot of danger, and we don’t really know why Ron went off the rails. This is not like him at all.”

      “JB’s coming back early, and he thinks, and I agree, we should have a little chat with Veronica and Bull,” Luke said. “I was thinking that I can take care of that conversation with Bull today because my pickup needs new brakes.”

      “JB can’t talk to Veronica. That would be bad,” JD said.

      “But I might be able to when I go into town and to the jewelers.”

      JD cocked his head. “Why would you go to a jewelry store?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I might be in the mood to buy a diamond or something.” Luke shrugged.

      “You’re kidding, right? Does my sister know about this?” JD asked.

      “Of course Georgia Moon knows. You really think I’d go buy her a fucking engagement ring without her permission, much less without letting her pick it out? That’s a good way to end up sleeping in the bull pen, and that’s never going to happen. Not in my relationship.” Luke jogged down the steps, waving his hat in the air. “Now, in your relationship with my sister, you are definitely going to end up with the wild horses, or totally alone, if you don’t get your head out of your ass.”

      “I like my head up there.”

      “Of course you do,” Luke said. “Keep my sister safe. I already called security and asked them to put extra people around this area, but watch your back.”

      “Will do. Let me know if you hear anything.”

      “And tell my sister that hickeys are so two thousand and ten.”

      JD smacked the side of his neck. “She didn’t,” he mumbled.

      Luke glanced over his shoulder. “It’s not there.”

      “What the?” JD looked down at his stomach at a big red circle not far from his belly button. Two more were strategically placed a little lower. He suspected there were more where others would never see.

      “God, embarrassing you is too much fun,” Luke said.

      “Just remember payback is a bitch.”
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      “Bye, Mama!” Tony waved wildly while he sat on the front of Luke’s horse.

      “Bye, baby.” Annette blew her son a kiss. “You be good for your Uncle Luke and do exactly what he tells you to do.”

      “I will.”

      Annette lay back on the blanket and stared at the bright-blue sky. In the last few years, her life had taken many ugly twists and turns, but since she and her brother landed back on Whiskey Ranch, things had been looking up.

      However, since she got out of bed this morning, she wasn’t so sure about her future anymore. When she woke, JD had already gone downstairs and started breakfast. At first, she’d thought that sweet, but as the morning progressed, she realized how uncomfortable JD had become in her presence. She gave him credit for trying to act as if he were emotionally engaged, but she knew he was pulling back and that maybe she was going to just have to let him go.

      “He’s so good with Tony,” Georgia Moon said.

      “My brother is going to make an awesome dad someday.” Annette did her best to rid her mind of all things JD.

      “He sure is,” JD said, twirling the stupid toothpick he almost always sported around in his mouth. He leaned against a big tree with his legs crossed at the ankles. “I haven’t taken a day off like this in years. It feels weird, especially with JB and JW gone.”

      “It is Saturday. The office is technically closed,” Annette said.

      “He always works Saturdays.” Georgia Moon plopped herself down on the blanket and tossed a grape at her brother. “And Sundays. He hasn’t taken a vacation day in probably ten years.”

      “Someone has to keep this place running at a decent profit,” JD said.

      “I think that would be me with my mad management skills.”

      JD burst out laughing.

      Georgia Moon tossed another grape.

      Annette was grateful for the reprieve in awkwardness. But she knew as soon as she and JD were left alone, the topic would need to be broached. No need to let this shit hang in the air very long. Besides, she needed to protect her heart, and her son’s. JD would be her protector until this Ron business was taken care of, but then she was back to doing it on her own.

      Completely on her own.

      Why she thought she’d be okay with letting a man in her bed again didn’t make sense anymore. She’d been a burden to her brother her entire life. On Whiskey Ranch, she had a chance to carve out her own little world for her and her son, and she could do that without relying on anyone. If she didn’t do a good job, JD would fire her; that was for damn sure. The Whiskey family might be a reasonable group, but they demanded excellence, and while they rewarded hard work, they didn’t tolerate anything less than a hundred percent loyalty.

      JD’s laugh was cut short. “What the fuck?”

      “What’s wrong?” Annette asked as she pushed herself to a sitting position with her good arm. She glanced across the yard and groaned when she saw Ellie’s convertible turn down the long driveway. “Your girlfriend’s back.”

      “Seriously? She’s not my girlfriend, and you know it,” JD said with real venom dripping from his words. He tossed his Stetson and yanked his shirt over his head. He stood tall, adjusting his belt buckle. “This might let both of you know where you stand in my life.”

      “What the hell are you doing?” Georgia Moon asked.

      Annette gasped, staring at her artwork like a doe in headlights.

      “Making a point,” JD said, looping his fingers into his belt. “One that I can’t seem to make without getting tongue-tied or putting my fucking foot in my damned mouth.”

      “What kind of…oh my.” Georgia Moon glanced between her brother and Annette. “Is that your doing?”

      “I plead the fifth.” Annette’s cheeks burned about as hot as JD’s turned red.

      “As much as I’d like to watch how this plays out,” Georgia Moon said. “I think I’ll go saddle up and join Luke and Tony on that trail ride.” Georgia Moon jumped to her feet. She patted JD’s shoulder. “For the record, I’ve never liked Ellie.”

      “I know. You’ve made that very clear,” JD said. “And for the record, she and I are more than over for good. I’ve seen the error in my ways.” He stared directly at Annette, holding her gaze with a question in his eyes.

      Only she wasn’t sure what he was questioning.

      “That makes me really happy,” Georgia Moon said.

      “Maybe I should go with you.” Annette rolled to her knees, making it easier to get to a standing position.

      In a matter of seconds, JD was by her side. “No. I’d rather you stay here with me. If you don’t mind.”

      “Not if I’m going to be some kind of prop to make her go away.”

      “I think the hickeys on my gut are props enough,” JD said with a chuckle.

      “I’m seriously getting the hell out of here.” Georgia Moon pulled her Stetson over her eyes and took off in what could only be described as a trot.

      Annette flipped her hair over her shoulders. “I’m serious. I won’t let you use me to hurt her.”

      “I’m not trying to hurt her. I thought I made myself clear the other day when I told her she and I were done. I don’t want her showing up here unannounced, thinking it’s acceptable.”

      “So, you think showing off hickeys from another woman is the way to do that? Don’t you think that’s immature and stupid?”

      “Are you going to make me put my shirt on?”

      “I think it would be a good idea,” Annette said.

      “All right.” JD found his V-neck and pulled it over his head. It hugged his muscles like a second skin, leaving nothing to the imagination. “But I don’t know how to get it into Ellie’s head that I’m not her booty call anymore without telling her that there’s someone else.”

      “Based on the weirdness between us today, I’m thinking there isn’t really someone else in your life.” She raised up on her tiptoes, looking over his shoulder. “She just got out of the car, and we don’t have enough time to have this chat.”

      “No. We don’t. But there is definitely someone else in my life. I’m just not sure how to navigate all that I’m feeling and thinking, and to be totally honestly, part of me wants to get a plane headed for the other side of the earth.”

      She had to appreciate his honesty, but her response to it would have to wait. “Hello, Ellie,” she said.

      “Annette.” Ellie nodded her head. “JD, can I speak to you for a moment?”

      “I’m busy right now,” JD said matter-of-factly. “You should have called first.”

      “It’s important,” Ellie said.

      “All right. Go ahead.” JD plucked the toothpick from his mouth. “What’s so important you had to drive all way out here.”

      “I think you’re going to want me to do this privately,” Ellie said.

      “Anything you have to say you can say in front of Annette.”

      Ellie adjusted her purse strap over her shoulder. “This concerns her.”

      “Then I should be here when you tell him.” Tired of the entire situation, Annette wrapped her arm around JD’s waist. She didn’t want him to use her, but she’d use herself. Anything to get this woman gone so she could finish the conversation she and JD had started.

      “You’re going after the wrong person,” Ellie said. “Ron hasn’t done anything wrong. But that one has.” Ellie pointed at Annette. “She’s the one who put those shock devices on those horses.”

      “I did no such thing,” Annette said. Rage filled her veins.

      “I have proof.” Ellie held up her phone. “She found out Bull had some mustangs for sale that had been given to him from Bella when they’d been dating.”

      “What?” JD stuck his finger in his ear and wiggled. “Bella and Bull?”

      “It was a long time ago, but yes,” Ellie said with sigh. “And not the point. Annette here bought the horses from Bull, put the shock devices on them, and let them out in the wild.”

      “Ellie,” JD started. “These are some wild accusations, and I don’t appreciate you coming after a personal friend of mine like this. She’s family to us.”

      “Well, you might want to pick a better new bed partner.” Ellie shoved her phone in JD’s face. “There’s Annette with Bull. Keep swiping and you’ll see her with the horses, before they were released back in the wild. I’ve put all these images in an email, and they should be in your inbox by now, along with the proper authorities. I would suspect they will be here by nightfall to arrest her.”

      “Let me see those.” Annette tried to grab the phone, but JD turned his back and took three steps away. “You don’t seriously believe this bullshit.”

      “Where’d you get these?” JD asked, completely and utterly ignoring Annette.

      Oh, she wasn’t going to stand there and take that.

      “Someone who cares about Ron and his family, who by the way are getting the raw end of the stick,” Ellie said. “To be accused of something so crazy with no proof. It’s not fair. So, they went about to get proof. You should know that no one on this ranch trusts her, or Luke. That’s why they’ve been spying on her.”

      “These are all lies.” Annette’s chest heaved up and down as she took in deep breaths. Panic settled into her chest.

      “The last set of images is her hiring a local thug to shoot at her.”

      “I did what?” Annette lunged forward, grabbing ahold of JD’s arm. “That’s bullshit.”

      “And sounds like a page from Bella’s playbook.” JD shrugged her off. “You don’t want to see these.”

      “Like hell I don’t.” Annette stepped oddly on her bad foot and groaned.

      “Why don’t you sit down and—”

      “Don’t tell me what to do,” Annette interrupted JD. “This bitch is spewing lies—”

      “Hey. I’m not a bitch, and I’m not the one lying here. You are,” Ellie said.

      “Fuck you.” Annette turned, but JD looped his arm around her middle and yanked her into his chest. “Who took these pictures?” JD demanded.

      “I’m not at liberty to discuss that,” Ellie said with a smirk.

      She wasn’t a bitch. She was the devil.

      “I couldn’t have hired anyone to shoot at me, and the cops know where the bullets came from,” Annette said with a shaky voice. “Right from Ron’s shotgun. We have proof.”

      “Ron’s gun was stolen, just so you know.” Ellie flipped her hair.

      “I’ll have an expert look at these images for authenticity,” JD said.

      Annette caught JD’s gaze. “You don’t seriously believe this, do you?”

      “Of course he does.” Ellie grinned. “Photos don’t lie.”

      “You, of all people, should know they absolutely lie,” JD said. “Or have you forgotten your little sex tape scandal.”

      Ellie frowned. “How dare you bring that up.”

      JD handed Ellie the phone back. “Get the fuck off my ranch, and don’t you ever come back.”

      “Well, no one can say I didn’t warn you.” Ellie turned on her heels and sashayed off toward her convertible as if she didn’t have a care in the world.

      Annette sat on the steps of the gazebo and watched as the convertible disappeared down the long driveway. “What the hell just happened?”

      “I don’t know, but I need to get your brother and my sister back here right now because those pictures are really fucking damning.”

      Annette’s heart pounded so hard she thought it would thump right out of her chest. “I didn’t do anything that she just accused me of.”

      “I know that, but if those pictures get out, it’s not going to be good for any of us.”
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        * * *

      

      “How could I have let this happen?” JD continued to pace in his office in front of the big picture window that looked out over the manager’s house. The porch light flickered in the darkness. He wished he could see Annette and Tony, or even his sister, but they were tucked away nice and neat inside.

      “This isn’t your fault.” Luke sat behind the desk staring at the computer screen. “So, just stop the insanity.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” JD stopped and pinched the bridge of his nose. “If I hadn’t let her get in the pen in the first—”

      “You really need to stop blaming yourself. This rhetoric is getting old.”

      “I totally broke my own protocol, and because of that, Annette was shot at, a horse is dead, and now Ellie is making false accusations, and we don’t have a fucking clue as to why.”

      “Other than she’s jealous,” Luke said.

      JD shook his head. “This goes beyond her being pissed I ended things. Besides, whoever is behind this has been planning it for some time.”

      “And that means you really can’t blame yourself for all the stuff that has been happening.”

      “Like hell,” JD mumbled. He’d gone over it in his mind a million times, and it all came down to his bad decisions. His cell phone buzzed. He yanked it from his back pocket. “It’s the detective.” He hit the green answer button and set it on the desk. “JD Whiskey here,” he said.

      “This is Detective Miller. I wanted you to know we’ve picked up your ranch manager, Ron, and his assistant, for questioning.”

      JD let out a sigh of relief. “Where?”

      “They were both holed up in a hunting cabin. You should know neither one is talking, and they have lawyered up,” Detective Miller said. “I also need to inform you that we received some interesting anonymous documents that don’t paint a pleasant image of Annette Hannah.”

      “Those are all lies,” JD said with a sharp tone. “We’re working on hiring an expert to prove those pictures were falsified.”

      “To be totally honest, Mr. Whiskey, while Annette is a person of interest in this case, she’s not a suspect. In anything. And we have sent the digital files to our lab, along with all the other evidence. All that said, we will need everyone to stay put. No traveling out of Buhl, and we’ll be needing to speak with all of you again.”

      “Not a problem. We intend to cooperate fully,” JD said.

      “I’m glad to hear it. There’s one other thing I’d like to ask you, and it has to do with your brother JW and Ron’s son, Bull.”

      “What about them?”

      “I found a report where locals were brought out to a local bar for a fight between your brother and Bull about three and half years go. What do you know about that?”

      JD scratched his head. His older brother wasn’t one to use his fists very often. He didn’t have much of a temper, and JD couldn’t think of any reason that JW would have negative words with Bull. “Nothing. Why? And what does it have to do with this problem?”

      “I’m not sure, yet. When does JW get back from his honeymoon?” Detective Miller asked.

      “Monday.”

      “Please ask him to give me a call. He might be able to shed some light on this situation.”

      “I’ll have him call you first thing in the morning,” JD said. “He’ll want to clear this up now.”

      “I’d appreciate it.”

      JD tapped the screen. “You’re my brother’s best friend; what the hell do you make of that?”

      Luke shut the laptop down and let out a long breath. “I don’t know what he’s talking about, and it’s not like JW to keep secrets.”

      “Except for when he was dating Bella. Then he was the best damn fucking secret keeper ever.” JD cut his brother a lot of slack when it came to Bella. He told himself, if his brother loved her, then he’d have to accept her, but thank God JW saw the light and Kitty came into his life. “Hey Siri, call JW.”

      “He’s on his honeymoon. Leave the man alone,” Luke said.

      “He asked me to keep him in the loop and not to hesitate to call if we needed him, and Kitty was yelling at him in the background that they could go home if he wanted. Family first and all that good stuff.”

      “Kitty is an amazing woman.”

      “She’s pretty cool,” JD admitted.

      “Hey, little brother, what’s up?” JW’s voice boomed over the speaker.

      “Sorry to bother you, but things are getting weirder and weirder, and I need you to call that detective and tell him about some bar fight with Bull? But before you do that, I’d like to hear about it.”

      “Oh. That. Well, long story short, Bella was there with Bull, and Bull was being a dick and treating her pretty shitty. At first I was thinking, it’s Bella, but then Bull said something really crude and put a hand on her, and that was it. I got in his face, he was drunk, he tossed a punch, the cops came, I took Bella home, and that started the shitshow that nearly destroyed us all.”

      “I can’t believe Bella dated Bull,” Luke said. “That had to have pissed off her father.”

      “Not sure her father ever knew, but when he found out, he was not pleased,” JW said. “Why are you asking about this?”

      “All of the things that are happening to my sister, that we believe Ron is responsible for,” Luke started, “Ellie is doing a bang-up job of framing Annette for. She’s doctored pictures and painted this elaborate story that unfortunately doesn’t make any of us look good.”

      “Ellie? As in JD’s booty call?” JW asked.

      “She’s no longer that, or even a friend,” JD said, swallowing the bile that hit the back of his throat. “And we need to focus on how all this is connected and why the fuck anyone would want to do this to Annette. They aren’t coming after Luke, so it’s not an identity thing.”

      “I agree with that,” Luke said. “Besides, the media, and even all the crazies, they always focus their attention on me, not my sister.”

      “All right,” JW said. “We’ve got Ron, who has been threatened by Annette’s presence ever since she landed on the ranch. But he’s not talking. What about Larry?”

      “He doesn’t seem to know much,” Luke said. “The emphasis is on the word, seem. The cops are still questioning him. But they can’t keep him and Ron forever.”

      “We know that Bull isn’t a fan of yours, and Veronica doesn’t like Georgia Moon or JB much,” JD said, trying to connect the dots. “But where does Ellie come in with all of this, and how does it add up to Ron going nuts?”

      “It all circles back to Robert and Bella,” JW said with a nasty tone. “Let’s not forget that Bella and Ellie are the same age, and they used to be friends back in the day. As a matter of fact, they were as thick as thieves in high school, but Bella started doing daddy’s dirty work, and Ellie, according to Bella, became white trash.”

      Luke smacked his palm to his forehead. “I saw Ellie coming out of the jewelry store, the one that Veronica’s husband owns.”

      “When?” JD asked. “And what were you doing at a jewelry store?”

      “Yeah. I was going to ask the same thing,” JW said.

      “Earlier today and I was there with Georgia Moon, because I’d be insane to pick out a ring without her permission. Now, drop that subject until we make an announcement, and let’s stick with the problem my sister’s facing, okay?”

      JD held up his fist and gave Luke a little bump and a nod. His sister had her own way of doing things, and Luke was a good man for giving her exactly what she wanted.

      If he didn’t, she’d kick him to the bull pen.

      “So, putting this all together, it’s very possible Robert is still fucking with us from prison, using his daughter’s friendship with Ellie and exploiting Ron’s inadequate feelings and insecurities with Annette being here,” JD said. “God, saying that out loud, it sounds so lame and stupid. Why the fuck would anyone go to so much trouble?”

      “I asked myself that for hours while I sat in jail staring at a picture of Bella’s smashed face,” JW said. “I still get sick to my stomach over the fact she paid someone to beat her up to ruin me. It’s something we all may never truly understand.”

      “We need to grasp some of it,” Luke said. “And soon. My poor sister has been through enough.”

      “I’ll call the detective,” JW said. “Keep me in the loop.”

      “Will do.” JD snagged his phone and tucked it in his back pocket. He stood and turned toward the picture window. “Oh, fuck.”

      “What is it?”

      JD’s heart burst, bleeding out to the floor as he stared like a doe in headlights at red and orange flames stretching up like snakes slithering across the land for prey from the roof of the manager’s house to the sky.
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      “I don’t want to be the cause of any more problems here.” Annette set the baby monitor on the kitchen counter and poured herself a glass of wine before hobbling over to the table. Her foot throbbed, and her wrist had ballooned up again, but none of that mattered.

      She was tired of being a burden to everyone around her.

      “Trust me, you’re not the root of this issue. It all comes back to Bella and her father. We just don’t know how it’s all connected. But we’ll connect the dots, and don’t you worry, all that bullshit that Ellie was spewing will disappear.” Georgia Moon picked at a piece of string cheese and examined it before plopping it into her mouth. “I need to ask you a question, and it’s an important one.”

      “Sounds serious.”

      “It sort of is,” Georgia Moon said. “Luke and I said we’d take things slow, but it’s not working out that way.”

      “So I’ve heard.” Annette welcomed a change in conversation, especially when it was something so positive and joyous. “But he’s been vague about the topic.”

      “We picked out rings,” Georgia Moon said. “I didn’t want an engagement ring. I also don’t want to be engaged forever. I know it worked for Kitty and JW, but she had to finish school and everything. Luke and I are pretty settled already. I just kind of want to do it out at the gazebo with just family as soon as this bullshit passes.”

      Annette jumped from her seat and raced, as best as she could with a bad foot, around the table and hugged Georgia Moon. “This is so exciting. Congratulations.”

      “Well, don’t tell anyone. Luke really doesn’t want to say anything until your name is cleared and we know for sure there isn’t any danger lurking around a corner. But when it does happen, I was hoping you’d be my maid of honor?”

      “Oh, my God. Of course. I’d be honored.” Annette snagged her glass. “Do you mind if we take this into the family room where I can put my foot up? It’s flipping killing me.”

      “Works for me.”

      Annette made herself comfortable on the sofa, grateful that Georgia Moon brought her an ice pack. “So, did my brother do a proposal or something?”

      “I would have said no if he had,” Georgia Moon said with a laugh.

      “I would have been shocked if he had. He’s not the most romantic.”

      “Neither am I,” Georgia Moon said. “But he has his really sweet moments. Neither one of us wants this to be a big deal, but we know Kitty and JW would want us to have a small ceremony.”

      “So would I,” Annette admitted. “I honestly never thought I’d see this day. For years, all I heard about was how amazing you were, yet Luke would never tell you how he felt.”

      “I didn’t tell him either, so we’re making up for lost time.” Georgia Moon waved her hand in the air. “Did you know we all grew up in this house?”

      “I did. JD told me some fun stories about when you were all little, like when he and JB used to sneak out by climbing down the lattice from their bedroom.”

      “So, he told you about when he broke his leg in two places falling from the damn thing at two in the morning when he’d been only fourteen.”

      “Oh yeah. And he had to show me the scar too.” Annette’s stomach sloshed and rolled. An image of JD’s devastated expression as he told her about his loss filled her mind. The Whiskey family had all had their share of pain, but what JD endured, most didn’t come back from, and JD was still a broken man.

      He might not ever get to the point where he could move forward in his life. He held on to his past for the sole purpose to keep himself from truly living again because he was too afraid to take the risk. She understood that sentiment, but she didn’t agree with it.

      Life was too short not to risk your heart. Her son had taught her that lesson, among many others.

      “How are things going with you and JD?” Georgia Moon asked. Her bluntness was one of the many things that Annette appreciated about her future sister-in-law’s personality. But it was also one of the things that often caught her off guard.

      Like right now.

      “I honestly don’t have an answer to that question. He’s a very private man who has some pretty big walls he’s built up around him.”

      “I wish I could tell you why, but I could never break that kind of confidence I have with my brothers. Not ever. Not for anyone.”

      Another thing Annette loved about JD and his siblings. Family always came first. And it wasn’t just their family. Anyone that worked on their ranch, their families were part of the Whiskey family, which meant, they were dedicated to making their lives better and always being there for them.

      But if you turned on any in the Whiskey family, watch out.

      “JD told me about Susanne and Zannie.”

      Georgia Moon spit out her wine. “Fuck. I’m sorry.” She quickly snagged a napkin and cleaned it up. “I didn’t expect that.”

      “I don’t think JD expected to tell me either, but he feels responsible for what’s happening to me, as if it’s his fault someone shot at me and killed Coco.”

      Georgia Moon waggled her finger. “You and JD are a lot alike in that sense.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You constantly think you’re a burden when you’re actually carrying your own weight and then some. For as long as you’ve been on this ranch, you’ve been working without pay, until this week. Really, you’re far from a burden. And don’t start on this bullshit about what happened with Ron, because that would have happened with whoever we brought in.”

      “Okay, but that doesn’t explain Ellie.”

      “Jealous bitch. It wouldn’t matter who JD was interested in; she’d be all over that like flies on shit.”

      “She has other men in her life so why would she care.”

      “Because JD is a good catch,” Georgia Moon said. “She might not be a gold digger or even want a baby daddy, but she doesn’t like the men she thinks belong to her finding someone else before she dumps them.”

      “We’re not an item.”

      “And I’m not madly head over heels in love with your brother so much so that I’m willing to buy a fucking white wedding dress and have his babies.”

      Annette tossed her head back and burst out laughing. “Please tell me you’re going to wear cowboy boots with your wedding dress.”

      “Hell to the yes.” Georgia Moon pulled out her phone. “Want to see the dress?”

      “You have one picked out?”

      “I ordered it an hour ago.”

      Annette snagged the phone. “It’s beautiful,” she said.

      “I’m not showing that to your brother. All he knows is that it won’t be traditional.”

      “Which I’m sure he’s totally on board with.” Annette turned her nose toward the staircase and sniffed. “Do you smell something burning?”

      “I do.”

      Tony let out a small cough and a cry.

      “The monitor is in the kitchen,” Annette said.

      “I’ll go get it, and I’ll check on the smell.”

      Annette knew that she needed to stop thinking in terms of having to rely on people as being weak. That didn’t mean she wasn’t capable of taking care of herself. Not at all. And she knew that. It was just hard to change self-dialogue.

      But getting JD to change his self-dialogue might be impossible, and that was something Annette needed to face, regardless of her feelings or how he behaved, as if he really cared.

      The burning smell continued to tickle her nose. She sat up just as her phone buzzed. She glanced at the screen.

      JD: Fire! GET OUT NOW!

      “We need to get Tony and get out.” Georgia Moon skidded around the corner and started running up the stairs. “Luke texted. The house is on fire.”

      Completely ignoring the pain in her ankle, Annette raced past Georgia Moon and took the steps two at a time until she reached the top where she came to a screeching halt. Thick smoke instantly filled her lungs. Heat prickled her skin. Flames filled the hallway, making it impossible to get to either bedroom.

      “We have to get out.” Georgia Moon tugged at her shirt.

      “Not without my son.” Panic gripped Annette’s heart. She covered her mouth and dropped to her knees. Crawling across the floor, she felt her way toward her son’s bedroom, ignoring the pleas of Georgia Moon, begging her to leave, letting the fireman, who were supposedly on their way, get her son out of the house.

      Not going to happen.

      She found the door to Tony’s bedroom. She reached up and twisted the doorknob. Gagging and coughing, she pushed back the door and made it into her son’s room. The roaring sound of the fire filled her ears. She glanced over her shoulder as the hallway walls were painted with bursts of red fire. Sucking in a deep breath, her lungs filled with ash and smoke. She squeezed her eyes closed. “Tony,” she whispered as she collapsed to the floor. Her chest hurt. Her skin stung. Smoke billowed around her head. “Tony,” she managed again before the world went black.
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      JD kicked Jax a little too hard. He’d apologize to the horse later, but he needed to get to Annette, Tony, and his sister before the old manager’s house went up in flames. “Come on, old man.” He leaned forward, forcing Jax into a full gallop. He glanced over his shoulder. Luke was only five paces behind.

      Flames blew out the front windows from the master bedroom. He could see a silhouette running down the front steps.

      Georgia Moon.

      But where are Annette and Tony?

      His heart pounded so fast he couldn’t tell when one beat ended and another one started.

      “Whoa, boy.” He pulled back on the reins and jumped. “Where’s Annette?” He gripped Georgia Moon by the shoulders.

      She stared at him with wide eyes and pointed. “She went upstairs. I couldn’t stop her. Tony’s up there too. The fire is burning hot and fast.”

      Sirens rang out loud as the first fire truck pulled in down the long driveway.

      “Tony’s in the back bedroom?”

      Georgia Moon nodded. “That’s where she started crawling to just five minutes ago.”

      “You stay here with Luke. Tell the firemen to get a ladder to that window because I don’t really want to have to shimmy down that damn lattice again.” JD didn’t waste any more time. He raced into the house and up the stairs, only stopping to grab a blanket to wrap himself in when he reached the top. Only, it didn’t help; the flames were too hot. He pulled his shirt over his head and covered his mouth. “Annette,” he called.

      Nothing.

      He made his way into Tony’s room. The smoke was so thick he couldn’t see but an inch in front of his face. His skin burned. He smacked at his shoulders, putting out the sparks on his T-shirt.

      “Ma Ma! Ma Ma!” Tony cried.

      “Hey there, buddy,” JD said through a couple of coughs. He managed to get to the window. He punched through the glass and stuck his head out, gasping for air. He glanced down at the firemen. “Up here,” he yelled.

      “Who all is up there?” a fireman called.

      “Me, a baby, and a young woman, but I haven’t found her yet.”

      “Can you get the baby? We’re maneuvering the ladder now.”

      “I can.” JD lifted Tony from the crib. “You’re going to be okay.” JD brought him to the window, all the while scanning the room for his mother. He caught a glimpse of her lying on the floor on the far side of the crib, facedown in the carpet. “Hurry,” he yelled to the fireman.

      The truck below inched forward, lifting a fireman in a basket toward the window.

      “I’ll take him from here,” the fireman said. “And you as well.”

      “I need to get my girlfriend.” JD pried Tony’s fingers from his neck. “It’s okay, Tony. Go with the fireman. He’s a good guy. He’s going to help you while I go get Mommy.”

      “Sir. Let me go get her.”

      “No.” JD pushed Tony into the fireman’s arms and then dropped to the floor and crawled to Annette’s side. He didn’t bother to call her name or do anything other than lift her over his shoulder. On shaky legs, he stood and made his way to the window.

      “That was a dangerous stunt,” the fireman said as he helped JD into the basket.

      “Dangerous, but necessary.” JD cradled Annette in his arms.

      “JD!” Tony called, reaching for him.

      JD took the little boy into his lap as well. He leaned against the cold metal as the truck lowered the basket. Looking down, he saw Luke and Georgia Moon standing under the big tree, holding each other, staring up at him. JD closed his eyes, holding the two people who meant more to him than anything else in this world.

      “I love you both,” he whispered.
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        * * *

      

      JD paced in the waiting room, gnawing on a toothpick. The florescent lighting beat down on the tile floor, showing off every dirty stain, reminding JD that the tile was, at one point, white.

      “Either stop pacing or stop chewing on that damn thing,” Georgia Moon said.

      “How about you stop both.” Luke stepped in his path. “You’re making everyone in this room absolutely fucking nuts.”

      “I really don't fucking care.”

      “She’s my sister, and he’s my nephew, and I’m not acting like a lunatic.”

      “Well, maybe you should be,” JD said, letting out a large puff of air.

      “Maybe you should go home,” Luke said.

      “Maybe you should fuck off.”

      “Okay. That’s enough.” Georgia Moon stepped between the two men. “Chest pounding among friends in high stress situations is never a good idea. We know they are both alive and JD’s burns were worse Annette’s. It’s just a matter of understanding the smoke inhalation in both Annette and Tony.”

      “Thanks for the play-by-play that we don’t need.” JD turned on his heels and stomped to the nurses’ station. “Can you please check on Annette and—”

      “Mr. Whiskey. When we know something, you will be the first we inform,” the nurse said.

      That answer wasn’t good enough, but what choice did JD have.

      The emergency room doors swished open, and Detective Miller strolled in. “I’m glad I caught you all.”

      “What have you found out?” Luke asked.

      JD stayed huddled by the nurses’ station. He decided he’d let Luke handle this, hoping that the nurse would secretly let him in through the side doors if he continued to give her the stink eye.

      “Ron has confessed to it all, except the fire. That was Ellie, Veronica, and Bella with the help of Bull. They have all been arrested. Of course, they all have lawyers, and you all know how that goes.”

      “But what about the accusations about my sister?” Luke asked. “And the pictures? We know they were doctored.”

      “Those are still at our forensics lab, but as far as your sister is considered, she’s not on our radar for anything.”

      JD let out a small sigh of relief. “Has Ellie, Veronica, or Bella admitted to anything?”

      “Just Ellie and Veronica. Bella isn’t cooperating at all.”

      “Not surprising,” Luke said.

      “Excuse me, Mr. Whiskey. Miss Hannah and her son were just moved into a private room. The doctors have said she’s asking for you, and they have given a green light for you to go see her.”

      Without saying a single thing to Luke or his sister, he slipped through the doors and strolled down the hallway. His mind filled with a million words he wanted to say, and his heart swelled with the kind of love he never thought he’d feel again.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure?” Annette asked the doctor for the hundredth time.

      “Yes. All the tests on both you and your son have come back looking really good. We’re going to keep you both here overnight and continue to give antibiotics and oxygen, but we don’t see any damage to the lungs. You’re both very lucky that Mr. Whiskey got to you when he did.”

      Annette blinked. “JD Whiskey?” She’d woken up in the ambulance, disoriented and scared. Since then, the only people she’d seen had been nurses, doctors, and her son. They’d cleaned and wrapped her burns. Thank God, Tony had very few and seemed to be in very little pain. But she hadn’t heard, nor had she asked too many questions about what happened.

      The nurse nodded. “My husband was one of the firemen who were called to your home. He was not happy when he arrived to find out JD had raced into a burning building.” The nurse rested her hand on Annette’s calf.

      “I remember the upstairs was filled with thick, black smoke.”

      “My husband said the fire burned fast and that three of you were trapped in a bedroom. There was no way you were getting out except for by ladder. JD literally had to walk through flames to get to you and then pass you and that precious little boy of yours out the window.”

      Annette reached into the crib next to her bed and placed her hand gently on Tony’s side. His chest rose and fell rhythmically as he slept peacefully.

      “JD is pacing a hole in the waiting room floor waiting to see you,” the nurse continued. “He barely let us take care of his burns.”

      “He was injured?”

      “He has some surface burns on his legs and arms. They aren’t bad, but they are painful and could cause infection if he’s not careful. They might scar, but he’ll be okay.”

      “Can he come back?”

      “Sure,” the nurse said. “Your brother and his girlfriend are here too. We’re not supposed to have that many people in the room, but I can make a special—”

      “I want to see JD alone, first. Luke and Georgia Moon can come back shortly after, if that’s okay.”

      The nurse patted her leg. “Of course. I’ll go get him.”

      For the first time in a long time, Annette wished she had a makeup mirror so she could see what she looked like, though it was probably for the best. She imagined she looked like death. She continued to stare at her baby boy. The love of her life. Her shining star. She would lay down her life for her son, but she would never expect anyone else to risk their own.

      Not in the way JD did.

      The crib was on the opposite side of the room, so Annette’s back was to the door, but she could feel JD standing in the doorway. She rolled her head. “Hey you.”

      “Hey yourself.” He inched forward, holding his Stetson between his fingers, fiddling with the brim.

      It was better than that damn toothpick.

      “The doctor said you and Tony pretty much have a clean bill of health,” JD said.

      “Put your hat on the chair,” she said in a commanding voice. She scooted to the edge of the hospital bed and pulled back the sheet. “Join me.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me.” Tears stung at her eyes. She couldn’t imagine what it would have been like if she’d lost Tony. Her heart and brain couldn’t go there.

      But they couldn’t fathom what life would be like without JD either, and he very well could have died saving her and Tony.

      JD kicked off his boots and slipped between the sheets. She rolled and rested her head and hand on the center of his chest.

      “What—”

      “Shhhhh.” Squeezing her eyes closed, she focused on the sounds of his breath and the beating of his heart.

      His warm lips pressed against her forehead. “What’s going on?”

      She kept one hand on his chest and reached out and touched Tony with her other hand. “I just want to feel both your hearts beating for a little while.”

      JD chuckled.

      “It’s not funny,” Annette whispered. “I just found out you could have died.”

      He cleared his throat. “You’re mad at me because I went into the house?”

      She slapped his chest.

      He groaned.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled, realizing she must have hit where he’d been burned. “But you ran into a burning building. What the hell were you thinking?”

      “Are you kidding me? You ran in first, and I know what you were thinking.”

      “Yeah. My son was upstairs sleeping. Besides, I didn’t run in; I was already inside, and the place wasn’t engulfed in flames.”

      “How do you know how bad it was when I went inside? You were passed out on the floor because of all the smoke you inhaled,” he said with a tight voice. “Besides, what did you think I was going to do? Stand there and watch the house burn while the woman I love and her son were inside?”

      She gasped.

      He did not just say the word love. Nope. The pain meds had affected her hearing. Or maybe she was hallucinating. JD might have taken a brick or two off his wall, but he hadn’t knocked it over, allowing himself to fall in love with anyone, much less her.

      Oh God.

      “Are you okay?” JD asked, tilting her head back with his thumb and index finger. He stared at her with an arched brow and a half-grin.

      “No. Yes. I don’t know. You make me crazy.”

      “I hope in a good way. I mean, you’re the one who demanded I climb in this bed, which I’m sure is against hospital policy.”

      “It might be, but you’re staying right here with me until they let me go home.” She let out a long sigh. “I don’t have a home, do I?”

      “You will always have a home at Whiskey Ranch.” He kissed her nose. “But the manager’s quarters are gone. We’ll rebuild, but it will take time. Until then, you and Tony can move in with me.”

      “Are you sure you didn’t get hit in the head and got a concussion or something?”

      He leaned in and kissed her tenderly, but with purpose and a sense of hunger. “I’m thinking clearly for the first time in years. I don’t know what’s going to happen next, but I want to give you and me a real shot. I meant it when I said I love you. And I love Tony. I might occasionally freak out and get scared. I’m scared right now. But when I saw the fire, all I could think about was how you were right and that I’d been letting life pass me by. It was as if I was just waiting for life to end. But I don’t want to live like that anymore. I know that I could get hurt again, but what I feel right now, here with you, it’s worth losing half my chest hair.”

      She buried her face in his neck and laughed.

      “It’s not funny. It’s really mostly gone.”

      “I love you,” she whispered.

      “I love you too.”
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Two Weeks Later

        

      

    

    
      JD nursed his beer and stared at his sister and Luke taking their first dance as husband and wife in the center of the gazebo. Georgia Moon glanced in his direction and gave him the thumbs-up.

      “Only your sister could carry off a strapless white wedding dress with cowboy boots,” Annette said, twirling Tony around to the music.

      The only people in attendance were immediate family members, and JB’s date. He always had a date. Currently, JB and his latest conquest were sucking face under a tree while JW and Kitty shared a private moment on the steps of the gazebo.

      JD set his beer on the table. “Come here, little man.”

      Tony skipped over. “Is wit time?”

      “Almost.” JD was shocked that this kid hadn’t blown the secret, even though he’d only known for the last ten minutes. He took Tony in one hand and Annette by the other, leading them toward the golf cart. “Climb in.”

      “I’m not ready to go home,” Annette said with sad puppy eyes.

      “I’ve got a surprise for you,” he said. “We’ll come back here in about a half hour.”

      “Shouldn’t we tell them? I don’t want them to leave without us saying goodbye. Georgia Moon and Luke have an early flight for their honeymoon.”

      JD got himself settled behind the steering wheel. “They all know about my little surprise.” He’d broken out in a cold sweat a few times in the last five days. Things were moving fast, but he’d let the last ten years of his life fade away into the abyss without even really experiencing them.

      He wouldn’t do that with the rest of his life.

      Not when he had the most amazing woman and child to love, and he was lucky enough to have them love him back.

      “You know I’m not the biggest fan of surprises,” she said.

      “I’m hoping you’ll like this one.” He flicked on the headlights and headed up the service road and toward the wooded area and up the hill to the overpass where he took her that very first day. As he pulled into the clearing, they saw the lights he’d put up on one of the trees. Under the branches, he’d set a table covered with rose petals with a bottle of champagne and two glasses and a sippy cup of apple juice.

      “JD, what is all this?”

      Tony jumped off Annette’s lap. “Uprise, Mama!” He danced around in circles, digging into his pockets with his chubby little hands.

      It took all of JD’s energy not to burst out laughing. The kid was going a little off script, but why not let him go with it. This was just as much about him as it was about Annette.

      This was about making them a family unit and giving each of them everything they could ever want or need.

      “He knows about this?” Annette wrapped her arm around JD’s waist and glanced up at him with a loving smile.

      JD nodded.

      “And what is he doing?” she asked.

      Tony fiddled with his pants and pursed his lips, making his face turn red.

      “Let me help.” JD knelt and stuck his fingers into the front pocket of Tony’s suit pants. Careful to keep the ring covered, he placed it in Tony’s palm. “Okay. Go ahead.” JD stood and took Annette’s hands.

      “He wants to vmery us!” Tony exclaimed, holding out the ring and prancing about as if he had to go to the bathroom so bad he was going to do it right there.

      “He wants to what?” Annette took the ring in her shaking hand. She glanced between Tony and JD with shock etched in her bright-blue eyes. “You want to what? This is what?” She waved the ring under JD’s nose.

      This wasn’t the response JD had been hoping for. He took the diamond. “I want to marry you. I want to make us a family. And this is an engagement ring.”

      “Say yes, Mama! Say yes.” Tony tugged at the hem of her dress.

      Annette’s eyes narrowed into tiny slits before growing wide. Her jaw slacked open.

      The sound of horses galloping up the trail caught his attention.

      Fuck. Their timing was off. Way off.

      “Annette. I love you. I thought you loved me.”

      “Oh, God. I do. I love you so much.”

      “I know we haven’t talked too much about this, but I thought we both wanted to get married.”

      “Oh shit. Yes. Yes. One hundred times yes.” She threw her arms around him, jumping on him.

      He lost his footing and stumbled backward. His back slammed into a tree. He groaned. “That hurt.”

      “Sorry,” she said, kissing his neck over and over again. “Why do I hear people in the background?”

      “JW and Kitty are here with our horses. They are going to take Tony for the night. They need the practice since Kitty is expecting.”

      Annette jerked her head back. “Oh, that’s nice.”

      “What? The fact she’s going to have a baby or that they are going to take Tony tonight, and I’m taking you camping.”

      She laughed. “Both.” She cupped his cheeks. “There is one thing I need to know before we really make this engagement official.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I want to have more kids, and that isn’t something we’ve talked about.”

      He smiled. His heart swelled. For the first time since Zannie died, he could remember his daughter with all the love he had for her, and not just the pain of losing her. Tears filled his eyes. “I’d like to start by adopting Tony, officially, and then we can work on having more kids. But know, I love Tony as my own.”

      “Tony Whiskey. Interesting name,” she said with a laugh. “And when we do have more kids, please don’t make me name them after whiskey.”

      “Well, since Tony is Tony, we can negotiate that point.”
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