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Chapter One

Livia walked straight up to a big construction worker sitting at her bar and tapped him on the shoulder. “Everyone out. Sorry.”

Swinging his gaze to her, he lowered the burger from his mouth. “What?”

“I need you to leave. Your friends too. There’s a problem with the…um…building.” She searched her brain to come up with an excuse to back her lie.

He set his burger on his plate. “You want me to check anything out? I am in construction.”

The last thing she needed was heroics. The urgent necessity to get all the lunch customers out of her bar made her stomach cramp. Only minutes before, one of her dear friends had been kidnapped—right here, in the parking lot behind her bar.

She shoved a foam takeout container at him. “No, no. I’ve got a contract with a service provider through the insurance company. You can take your food with you.”

Quickly, she moved down the line of barstools, passing out the containers as fast as possible.

Livia’s stomach burned with fear for her friend. She and Ivy didn’t get a lot of time for things like pedicures or girl talk, but they always had each other’s back. That sinking sensation in her stomach was a heavy reminder that she had failed her friend.

How could she know that, after picking up enough food for the entire Gracey Ranch, Ivy never made it to her truck?

Rushing to the exit, she held open the door. “Everyone out now!”

People began to file past her, looking confused, carrying their boxes of food.

“Thanks for coming. Make sure to come back later in the week.”

Would Badlands Bar and Distillery even be open later this week? The cops could shut it down. After all, it was a crime scene.

As the crew of regulars ambled past her, she slapped a bright smile on her face. But her stomach wobbled with fear.

Ivy was gone.

Her truck was still out there, the food dropped on the ground. When one of the guys from the Gracey Ranch told her what happened… Well, Livia couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

Until she opened the back door a crack and peeked out to see for herself. Sure enough, Ivy’s truck with the Gracey Ranch logo was parked there.

Livia had a suspicion that someone was lurking around, keeping an eye on it. If Livia were a criminal, she’d be watching.

After the last patron left, she did a quick sweep of the back of the bar to make sure no one lingered. With a lot of trepidation in her throat, she peered out all the windows too.

Undecidedly, she turned in a circle. Everything about her bar was the same as usual—it smelled like beer and the rum she distilled on Wednesdays. Each morning she tidied up, wiped down the tables and mopped the floor.

But everything was wrong.

She rushed to the back door and paused, hand hovering over the handle. Her fingers trembled.

Should she take another look outside? It wasn’t like the kidnapper would return Ivy, no matter how much of a pain in the ass her friend could be.

Even that thought didn’t make her smile.

She strode to her office and leaned over the desk. Only occasionally did Livia pull up the footage from her security cameras placed on the perimeter of the building. Usually to see if someone who’d had a few too many had caused damage to personal property or a vehicle.

She was glad she had the security system in place, but she dreaded what she would see.

She pulled up the view of the parking lot on the screen.

At that very moment, a guy pulled in.

Without hesitating even a heartbeat, Ivy whipped around and pulled the gun and her Taser out of the desk drawer. Both were hand-me-downs from her late father. He always told her that if one didn’t work against a threat, then use the other.

Movement on the screen caught her eye. A man had jumped out of his vehicle and was walking with purpose toward Ivy’s truck.

In three long strides, Livia reached the door. She threw it open just in time to see the man swipe something off the ground.

Oh god. It looked like Ivy’s purse. How had Livia missed it before?

The guy jumped in his vehicle and took off, tires peeling when he reached the road.

Gripping the gun in one hand and the Taser in the other, Livia barely got a chance to gain her wits before another vehicle turned into the parking lot.

What was going on? They sent two guys to fix the bad kidnapping job?

She darted behind the dumpster and pressed her back against the wall of the bar. Chest heaving, she listened hard.

Footsteps grated on the asphalt parking lot. The man wore cowboy boots, if she had to guess by the sound.

Compiling clues in her brain, she stole a peek around the edge of the dumpster. The man walked away from an old beat-up blue car, striding with purpose toward Ivy’s truck.

Before she could consider her actions, Livia leaped out from behind the dumpster. When she closed the short gap between them, she held her Taser at the ready.

The electronic current struck the man in the ribs, and he hit the ground. His scream got cut off by the electricity arcing through his body.

She let off the taser, and he rolled onto his hands and knees. Feet away, a truck was still idling with a driver who’d dropped him off—to get Ivy’s truck? She clenched her fingers around the grip of her handgun.

“Dammit! Fucking woman!” The guy tried to heave himself to his feet, and Livia darted forward, prepared to hit him with the electrical current again.

He leaped up. The icy silver flash of a blade whipped past her vision as he pulled a knife on her.

But she had a gun.

He lunged at her with the blade. She jumped back and fired a shot in the same movement.

Blood spurted from his lower leg, and it buckled underneath him. He collapsed with a bellow.

Then Livia swung toward the driver. Behind the windshield between them, his eyes widened.

Livia lifted the weapon and aimed it right between his eyes. She wasn’t good with the physics or trajectory of a bullet through glass, but she was pretty sure her aim would be true.

The man writhing and bleeding on the ground picked himself up, limped to the side of the truck and threw himself into the bed.

The driver took off. Livia didn’t shift her glare from the taillights, and she definitely wasn’t going to lower her weapon. If they came back, she had enough rounds in the chamber to take them both out.

When the driver laid on the gas to make a getaway, they left black marks on the pavement.

Livia watched them go, prepared to squeeze that trigger just like her daddy taught her to do back at the gun range when she was fifteen.

As the truck disappeared, she tried to make out the license plate but could only get the first two digits before they vanished out of sight.

Her hand wavered. All at once, her muscles seemed to give out, and her arm swung to her side, the gun loosely gripped in her hand.

The next few minutes were a blur, but she managed to go back inside her bar and lock the door. She laid the weapons on her desk and pulled out her phone. When her friend’s boyfriend plugged his number into Livia’s contacts, she never thought she’d actually need it.

“C-Colton?”

“Livia. What happened?”

“They came back and took Ivy’s purse. Someone else came and tried to take her truck too.”

“Tried to?” His tone was low, deadly.

“I stopped them.”

“Fuck! Lock yourself in the bar, Livia. Don’t open the door for anyone but me. Do you understand?”

“Yes.” Her legs folded, and she sat down hard on her desk chair.

“I’ll be there soon.”

He ended the call. Livia stared at her phone screen for several heartbeats before turning her attention to the security footage again.

The parking lot looked empty. To a bar owner, no customers meant no money earned. With high overhead costs, that was very bad. Payroll came at the end of the week. She had shipments of alcohol arriving and invoices to be paid. Her rum distillery business hadn’t taken off the way her father expected, which meant the bar carried the secondary business.

When Colton appeared on the security camera, she leaped out of her chair and rushed to let him in.

He took her by the shoulders and looked into her eyes. “You’re okay? Not hurt?”

She shook her head. Her friend Meadow was so lucky to have a man like Colton in her life. And Ivy had Hunter. God, the man must be going out of his mind.

Livia had never felt so alone.

“Let me have a look at the footage.” Colton released her and moved behind her desk.

After a minute of replaying the video, he met her gaze.

“What is it?” She wet her dry lips with her equally dry tongue. She owned a bar. She should never be thirsty.

His gaze burned into her. “You were brave as hell, woman. But you just made yourself a target. You need a bodyguard.”

* * * * *

Carver Wolfe had no business being on a ranch. While the place was scenic, and quieter than any place he’d ever stayed, he had only come because of his men. Colton and Hunter had come to take care of business on the ranch that their late friend, Forest Gracey, had talked so much about.

Wolfe had been back with his fellow SEALs for all of a few hours and they had already stepped on a landmine. But he had their six.

He met the gazes of his men. At least he thought of Colton and Hunter as his men—they were practically babies when they joined the SEAL team that made them into men. He’d watched them grow as warriors and took pride in shaping them into the badasses who stood before him.

“What the hell have you gotten yourselves into?”

Colton filled his chest with air.

“I see there’s a story. There always is. I’ve been here for hours now, and nobody’s told me a fucking thing. Debrief me, guys. I’m ready.” Carver wagged his fingers to coax the tale out of Colton. Since Colton was always known for bucking authority, Carver could guess that he’d stepped into quicksand.

Hunter issued a grunt. “We’d hoped to welcome you to the Gracey before throwing you into the flames, but there isn’t time. A woman’s in trouble.”

At that, Carver stiffened. “What kind of trouble?”

He already knew half of it. The woman Hunter had claimed as his had been kidnapped. The men got her back and returned to the ranch with her just as Carver arrived.

The breeze kicked up into what could only be called a stiff blast of wind, and he caught the scent of nature in a way he hadn’t experienced before. He was well-traveled when it came to foreign countries. Deserts and jungles he knew, but the country felt foreign.

Lush fields with cattle in the distance were framed by the stark steely gray of the mountains. Thick, dark evergreens filled the space in between. Yeah, he’d never seen anything like this place.

“Short story is that a woman in town requires protection.” Colton scrubbed a hand over his face.

“Who’s after her?”

Hunter’s expression hardened, and he curled his fists. “The guys who kidnapped Ivy returned for her purse. When they came for her truck, the bar owner put a bullet in one.”

“Jesus. Tough woman.”

“Country girls are a breed of their own, at least around these parts.” Colton sent a look toward the house.

In the few hours since Carver stepped foot on the Gracey Ranch, he saw for himself that their buddy Forest hadn’t been exaggerating when he told him that his father had been fucking things up in Montana.

“Sounds like you guys are in a world of shit. What do you need me to do?”

Hunter and Colton traded a look.

Colton spoke first. “We need someone at the saloon to protect the owner. Her name’s Livia, and she owns Badlands.”

Hunter gripped Carver by the shoulder. “Your timing is as impeccable as always, Wolfman. Once again, you’ve lived up to your reputation. How many times did you come out of nowhere and save one of us?”

His own burning torment ripped through his chest. Not often enough.

His one regret was that he couldn’t save them all. So many friends lost. Men with mommas at home, devasted by the news that their sons died, even as heroes.

At least he could keep telling himself the part about their being heroes. Operation Nicklaus was the worst screw-up Carver ever had the misfortune to be a part of.

How many times had he asked himself, if he had to do it again, would he join the fight or run for it? Without question he had gained a new nightmare every night, but not even that would stop him from leading his men during the strike.

Someone had to look out for them—same as his reason for being here now.

Instead of responding to the question, he directed one of his own at Hunter. “I see they saved the leg.”

With a nod, Hunter rubbed his palm over his thigh absently, a faraway expression in his eyes. “You’re perfect for this job. You’re new in town. Nobody knows you, and you don’t have any ties to the ranch.”

He cocked a brow. “I understand the woman needs a bodyguard, but are you sure that’s a good call? I might be of better use to you here.”

Hunter cleared his throat and shot another glance toward the house. If Carver had to guess, his brother-in-arms was itchy to return to Forest’s little sister, Ivy.

Carver took in his surroundings. Too many outbuildings dotted the ranch. Too many places to hide. Without more men, they didn’t stand a chance of securing the ranch. They all knew too well that it only took one armed man hiding in a building and everyone was dead.

Hunter swung his attention to Carver. “Believe me, Wolfman, we could use your skills here. But we can’t keep watch over the bar too, and Livia’s plastered a target on her back by getting involved.”

A sudden idea floated to the surface of his mind. “Three of us are already here. Why not send for more of the team?”

The guys stared at him with blank looks.

“Call Ledger.”

Their buddy had been with them in every battle damn near since the beginning. Through thick and thin, Ledger was their guy. Last Carver knew, though, he took off to the mountains of California and nobody had heard from him in months.

Colton steeled his spine. “Think he’ll come?”

“Ledger sticks to himself, but he’s always got our six.”

The guys nodded.

“Give me the coordinates and I’ll head to this bar. Good thing I haven’t unpacked yet.”

Colton compressed his lips. “Livia is strong, but she’s stubborn too. Her only worry is for her friends—Forest’s sisters. She didn’t believe me when I told her that the trouble is headed for her and won’t just stick to the Gracey.”

The guys spoke of the ranch with an undertone of fondness that he’d never heard from them before. From what Forest had shared with him, Carver knew it was a special place—but he got the feeling that the rancher’s daughters had more to do with Colton and Hunter’s ties to the place.

In minutes, he was in his truck, following the long, winding road that circled the mountain and led to a small town called Eden. When he pulled into the packed parking lot of Badlands, he let out a groan.

His buddies weren’t kidding when they said that Livia was stubborn. The woman hadn’t even closed the bar. The parking lot was full, which meant the inside was packed with people who could attack her any moment.

Grabbing his duffel, Carver set off across the parking lot of Badlands Bar and Distillery. Before he ever reached the front door, loud music reached him.

A huge, muscled guy stood sentry at the entrance. As far as Carver was concerned, the guy didn’t have enough brain power to protect a flea. He’d seen guys like this before—all brawn and no tactical abilities. All the bouncer seemed capable of doing was throwing a punch.

Carver eyed him. “Livia inside?”

His brows shot up. “Who’s askin’?”

“Her new bouncer.”

Narrowing his eyes, he folded his thick arms over his chest. Carver’s arms were thicker, his chest broader, but he didn’t need to flex.

“Livia said you can go for the night.”

Now the guy appeared confused. Just as Carver thought—he wasn’t too bright. Which was dangerous. If he was so easily led, he was useless to a woman who had somebody after her.

“She didn’t tell you I was coming? That’s just like her. Look, I’m sure she’ll pay your night’s wages.” He clapped a hand on the bouncer’s shoulder. “I got this.”

He stood there a moment, mulling it over. Then he shrugged and walked off into the parking lot.

“Good choice,” Carver muttered under his breath.

That was far easier than it should’ve been. The bouncer should have put up a huge fight and at least attempted to rip off Carver’s head.

He’d bet anything that Livia hadn’t told her employees about shooting a man earlier.

He walked into Badlands. Moving through the crowd of bodies, he arrowed straight for the bar. In his experience, the owners liked to sit back and watch their customers drop money on the drinks that paid their bills.

When he saw a skinny waitress walk up to a redhead behind the bar and start waving her hands in animated conversation, he looked harder.

The redhead squeezed her forearm and then gave it a pat. Then she took the tray of empty glasses from her and set it aside. In  distress, relief or both, the waitress threw her arms around the woman in a big hug.

The redhead patted her back in a genuine way, though she wore a surprised expression.

Carver walked up to a guy seated at  the corner of the bar and gave him a nudge. He looked up from his shot glass.

“Is the redhead the owner?”

He glanced around at the woman, eyes glazed with inebriation, and bobbed his head in a nod.

Wordlessly, Carver walked right behind the bar and stepped up to the woman.

She broke away from the waitress and reached for a baseball bat propped within reach.

If she didn’t look so worried, he might have chuckled.

He dropped his duffel. “You Livia?”

Annoyance pinched her pale red brows as she glared up at him, fingers curled around the handle of the bat. “Who the hell are you?”

“Your new bouncer.”

She cocked one hip forward, showing off the petite curve of her waist wrapped in a black cotton apron. “I already have a bouncer.”

“Yeah…I sent him home.”

“What!” She shoved her way around Carver, pushing her way through the crowded bar to reach the front.

He tailed her, amused by her shocked outrage but irritated that she’d take risks with her life after what she’d been through.

Reaching the entrance, she swung her head left and right. “Dammit!”

When she whirled to go back inside, she barreled right into Carver. Hitting his chest hard, she issued a loud grunt. “Oof!”

He gripped her by the shoulders to steady her.

“How dare you dismiss my bouncer! Who the hell are you anyway?” Sparks shot from her eyes like burning sapphires.

“You can call me Wolfe. Colton Nox sent me to guard you.”


Chapter Two

Livia did not need a bodyguard. And definitely not one who barged into her bar and took over.

She stalked away from the big, buff jerk as fast as she could given Badlands was already packed with people.

“Where are you going?”

How did Wolfe’s voice carry over the loud music and her customers having a good time?

Tossing her head, she shot him a glare over one shoulder. “I’m calling Big Dan right now.”

“Big Dan?”

“My bouncer. You already failed—you’re supposed to watch the door!”

She rounded the bar in a show of irritation. The wide wooden top would provide a bit of a barrier between them while she thought about her next move.

One, call Big Dan.

But if this imposter managed to persuade her bouncer to leave, that wasn’t very good, was it?

She let out an inner wail. She did not need the added stress today.

Then things got worse.

Wolfe strolled behind the bar like he owned the place, forcing her waitress, Emory, into a corner.

Livia whirled to face him. “Do you mind? This is a place of business! If you want to act like a big, tough bouncer, why don’t you throw out the guys in the back who insulted my waitress and upset her?”

She waved a hand at Emory. The young girl needed a leg up in the world. She was too shy and fearful to fend off assholes who hit on her until she was in tears. Working at Badlands was a bad fit for her personality, but as long as she was willing to try, Livia was willing to do her best to shield her from the evils of working in a bar.

Wolfe eyed Livia. She was used to dealing with pushy men, but this one was the ultimate alpha-hole.

He also towered over her by more than a foot and was stacked with muscle. One swipe of his hand would send her flying.

Seeing an opening, Emory darted out and made an escape.

Livia glared up at the overbearing man.

He took a step closer.

So did she.

She pitched her voice low, hoping only he heard her. “I am totally safe.”

Danger flickered in his dark eyes. “I heard different. And I always listen to my men.”

Colton was his friend. That meant Wolfe probably had military training.

Helpful…yet unneeded.

“Look. I drove off that guy before he could steal Ivy’s truck. Colton’s wrong about the danger turning on me.”

He hitched a sandy brow upward. She wouldn’t call his hair color blond, and it wasn’t quite brown. The color reminded her of a child who spent a lot of time in the sun.

Wolfe was no child, though. His beard sported more than one silver hair glinting among the sandy brown. Now that he was standing so close, she noted the age lines around his lips and eyes that glinted like black steel.

She waved a hand, hoping to shoo him away as easily as a fly. “You don’t know how men in these parts operate. At a young age, my father taught me just how easy it is to scare someone much bigger than I am. And at five feet tall, I need all the help I can get from Mr. Smith and Mr. Wesson.”

His lips firmed as if he didn’t like hearing her thoughts on personal safety. Leveling her in his gaze, he offered her what she could only call a cocky look.

She’d seen his type before.

Okay, not exactly his type. This one oozed big dick energy boosted with confidence that bordered on arrogance.

As if to prove her right, he turned without a word and walked into the crowd. Bodies seemed to part like a sea around a mountain. Or a glacier. Yeah, this guy was probably as cold as one.

She craned her neck to see around the people blocking her view. Seconds later, a shout echoed over the music.

Then Wolfe appeared with the three guys who’d harassed Emory marching in front of him like prisoners. When one didn’t walk fast enough for his liking, Wolfe shoved him in the back to propel him forward.

Livia had to snap her jaw shut.

Well. If she no longer had a bouncer, at least Wolfe was a good stand-in.

Livia immediately saw just how wrong she was about him. He didn’t go stand guard at the door. Instead, he positioned his back to the wall and folded his arms over his broad chest, where he stood glaring over the room like some warlord.

“Hey, can I get a round of Badlands rum for my friends?”

She forced her attention  away from Wolfe to the man standing at the bar. “Sure.”

“When? I’ve been standing here for two minutes.”

“I’ll pour you that round now.”

As soon as she got a minute, she was going to call Colton and give him a piece of her mind. She’d spent years toiling to build Badlands into the vision her father had, and it was beyond maddening that a stranger would barge in at Colton’s command and just take over.

Since the day her dad keeled over from a heart attack, she’d been in charge of the staff, the business, and the distillery that she built but was her father’s dream.

Actually, being in charge went back a lot further to when her mother ran off, leaving Livia to basically raise her little sister.

Then the minute her sister saw a chance, she moved to Alburquerque with her latest flavor of the month. Last Livia heard, her sister’s new boyfriend was on parole awaiting trial for whatever crime he convinced her gullible sibling that he didn’t commit.

But that was no longer Livia’s problem.

“Can I get that round of rum?” The guy waved to get her attention.

She tore her glare away from her new bouncer—or bodyguard, according to him. She wanted to stalk back over to him and tell him what she thought of him. But she didn’t have time to argue with Wolfe. She had a packed house filled with thirsty customers.

Besides, it was almost time for the mechanical bull competition, and things always got rowdy.

She poured the shots, then pushed them across the bar at the guy. “Twenty bucks.”

“I thought shots were two bucks.”

“That’s only on Thursdays.”

He opened his mouth to argue, so she curled her fingers around the tray and drew it toward her.

A flash of movement in the corner of her eye had her turning her head to look at Wolfe. When he took a step her direction, she threw up a hand to stop him.

Just then, the customer fished out the twenty bucks he owed and dropped the bill in front of her.

Beaming her biggest smile at him, she released the glasses she held ransom and snatched up the cash. “Come back real soon!”

She swore she saw Wolfe’s lips twist at one corner before falling into the flat line that seemed to match his personality.

All night long, she felt his unwanted eyes on her as she worked. She could see that convincing him she didn’t need protecting was going to be difficult, but she was up for the challenge. Right after the bar closed, she would send him packing.

When she told Wolfe that the men around Eden, Montana backed off when challenged, she was dead serious. The guy she tased and then shot wouldn’t be back.

At least, she believed he was all talk like the rest, but she’d never actually shot someone until now.

She inwardly scoffed at the danger Wolfe claimed she had hanging over her. Mark her words, the man who was sporting a brand-new bullet hole wasn’t coming back for another.

The night wore on slowly. She blamed Wolfe for dragging the hands of the clock slower and slower. Only one fistfight broke out over the mechanical bull competition—a new record for a Friday.

By the time Wolfe heard the commotion taking place in the rear of the bar, Livia had already jumped in between the men and broken up the fight by offering each a beer on the house, but he made a big production of marching the guys to the door and tossing them out.

After that, he returned to his post with his back against the wall. She planned to ignore him. But each time she glanced up to speak to a customer, those unnerving dark eyes tracked her every move.

When she turned around with a tray of drinks to deliver to a nearby table, she almost plowed into him. For being so large, he was stealthy and fast.

An exasperated huff passed her lips. “I told you that you’re supposed to stand at the door.”

His gaze roamed over her face…then dropped to her lips. What the hell was he staring at? The last thing she needed was for Wolfe to be interested in her, but Livia knew men, and when one stared at a body part—

His gaze dipped over her throat.

She felt her pulse triple.

His stare lowered to her breasts.

Oh god. She did not need her nipples to start acting up too.

She twisted away from Wolfe and circled the bar to reach the table she was about to serve. After delivering the drinks, she had enough for one night.

She strode to the bar and hoisted her backside onto it. Drawing to her full height on top of the bar, she stuck two fingers in her mouth and blasted out a shrill whistle. Half the bar silenced. The other half fell into line in no time.

“Last call, everyone!”

Groans sounded from those customers reluctant to end their fun. Then everyone rushed the bar for their final drink of the night.

When Livia moved to leap off, a big hand with very long fingers appeared beside her.

Wolfe. How did the man make it across the room so fast?

She pushed her chin up a notch. “What are you doing?”

“I’m here to make sure you don’t get hurt. Remember?”

“I don’t need your bodyguard act!” She walked down the length of the bar and jumped to the floor. Around her, a few guys cheered her on.

After that, she was too slammed with drink orders to take notice of where her unwanted wart of a bouncer had taken himself off to. Hopefully Colorado. Or Cuba.

A short time later, most of the patrons had cleared out. One young man hung back to speak to Emory. Livia riveted her attention on her waitress’s body language just to make sure she wasn’t being harassed, but the girl seemed to be enjoying the discussion.

Another sweep of the room and her gaze landed on a certain regular. He still sat at his usual table, gripping his empty glass and staring into space.

She inwardly groaned. No matter what time she and her staff tried to cut him off, he always managed to drink too much.

Livia started toward him but before she could take a step, Wolfe wedged himself between them.

He tapped the guy on the shoulder. “Hey, buddy. Time to go.”

He looked up at the big brick wall that called himself Wolfe. His eyes didn’t clear but his lips twisted in anger. “Don’t touch me!”

Livia had seen this a time or twenty. She rushed over. “Hey, Roger, it’s time to go. Come back another time.”

When he didn’t move, Wolfe gripped him by the back of the shirt and ripped him out of his chair. “I said—”

The customer cocked his fist.

Livia squeezed between them again. “Rog! Listen to me—don’t make this difficult. End the night on a high note. What do you say?”

Her customer stared at her for a long minute and then shook off Wolfe’s hand.

As she herded the customer toward the door, she caught the quirk of the bouncer’s lips.

What the heck did he have to be amused over? Well, he sure wouldn’t be wearing that tilted smile when she fired him. And if he believed she was paying him for his night of work, he was dead wrong.

“Roger, is your son coming to pick you up tonight?”

“Yeah.”

“Good.”

After she shut the door behind the customer and locked it, she turned to Wolfe, arms folded. “You can go now. I won’t be needing you tomorrow. Big Dan will be in.”

He arched a brow. When she noticed his hard lips were still lifted at one corner in amusement, her stomach gave a very…unwanted…flutter.

He took a step toward her.

Livia planted her feet on the worn floorboards and stood her ground. After all, she owned this bar.

Wolfe’s stare burned into hers.

A gulp rose in her throat.

She was not going to back down. She owned this bar.

Her foot edged backward as if it had a mind of its own and wasn’t going to stay in place no matter how much willpower she exerted.

“I said you can leave!”

He leaned even closer, filling her nose with the scent of fresh musk and pine.

“You’re cute, Livia. Not only will I be back here tomorrow…but I’m going home with you tonight.”

* * * * *

She was damn adorable when she was fuming. Ever since he dropped the bomb on her that she couldn’t shake him off so easy, she’d been worrying her bottom lip with her teeth.

She had it trapped there now. The pink flesh didn’t deserve such torture.

“You don’t have to take out your frustration on your lip.”

She jerked her head toward him. That was when he noticed her dimple.

It dipped in and out of her cheek.

“I can’t believe a woman with a dimple shot a man.”

The dimple vanished as she went stone-cold sober. “Stop looking at my dimple! I don’t even want you in my car, let alone staring at me.”

Fighting a laugh, he figured he’d give her a break and twisted his gaze to the windshield.

Thanks to her death grip on the steering wheel, her fingers blanched to the same color as the white fur cover she had on it.

Under her breath, she began to mutter. “It’s only a six-minute ride and it feels like six hours.”

“Would you consider yourself overworked, Livia?”

Her volcanic glare oozed with fury. “Would you consider yourself an asshole?”

“I do.” No point in denying that he’d learned from the best of the best in the United States military.

She let out a choked noise that wasn’t even close to the laugh he was hoping for.

“Usually women enjoy my frank responses.”

“Clearly you only know dumb women.”

“I can see you’re not like most women.”

“No. I’m not.” She bit the words off in violent chunks. He wouldn’t be surprised if she took a snap at him too, like a small, cute lapdog.

She began muttering again. “No idea why I agreed to this. I should stop the car and toss him in the ditch.”

“Do you always talk to yourself?” Stretching his legs in her compact car was impossible, and his knee struck the glove compartment. His thigh was getting a cramp. His head brushed the ceiling, and the tendons in his neck were starting to ache too.

“I only talk to myself when I have an irritating passenger. Can you be quiet for the next three minutes?”

He couldn’t stop his lips from quirking, but he gave no reply. The next three minutes would be well spent coming up with a plan for once they reached Livia’s house. First, he would check the door locks and then inspect every window for security risks.

But these thoughts shimmered in the background of his mind, nudged farther back as he drank in Livia’s appearance.

Her ginger hair hung in a thick swoop over one shoulder. The ends curled over her breast, which he determined to be the size of a small peach.

The black T-shirt she wore had the Badlands logo stretched across her chest, and the top barely skimmed the waist of her jeans. The hole slashed in the denim across her upper thigh was frayed, and the opening revealed very pale skin. It was too dark to see if her flesh was speckled with tiny freckles, but he was a betting man.

Her porcelain skin was so stark compared to his own natural tan that had been bronzed in the beating desert sun.

He abandoned his vow of silence. “How old are you?”

She slammed the heel of her hand against the wheel. The thump made no sound on the furry cover. Probably didn’t give her any satisfaction either. Like punching a pillow.

“I’m twenty-six. How old are you?”

“Thirty-eight.”

She barked a low laugh. “You’re far too old for me.”

“Who said anything about hooking up?” He sent her a sidelong look.

For the next two minutes, she chewed her lip and that dimple played hide-and-seek in her cheek.

When she pulled up to a dark house without so much as a security light to guide her safely to the door, he threw out a hand to stay her. “Stay here. Lock the car door—”

He hadn’t finished the sentence before Livia jumped out of the car, purse in hand, and made a rush for the entrance.

“Jesus Christ.” He ran after her, overtaking her with his longer strides.

Gripping her forearm, he dragged her to a stop and posted himself in front of her.

She tore her arm from his grasp. “What are you doing?”

He had to duck his head to stare down at her.

She craned her neck to stare right back.

Christ. The woman had a worse attitude than a SEAL in training.

“I am checking out your house to make sure nobody is hiding inside, ready to attack you. Give me the key.”

Even in the darkness, he knew she was rolling her eyes from the flash of white he saw. Then she slapped a key in his hand.

He closed his fingers on the thick, squishy object. “What the hell?” He glanced down at the rubbery keychain he couldn’t read in the dark and shoved the key into the lock.

“One lock,” he grated out.

“Now who’s talking to himself, hmm?”

“Stick close to me.” He pushed the door open, located the light switch and began a search.

Livia did not obey his command. She set down her purse on a small blue painted side table and kicked off her boots with a soft moan of relief.

His good buddy Colton was going to get a piece of his mind the minute he got a chance to call.

“At least shut the door behind you,” he called over his shoulder as he made a sweep of the small house.

When he had all the lights blazing and each corner thoroughly checked—twice—he returned to the entryway, where his charge was standing with her hands on her hips and a glare on her face.

“Told ya nobody’s out to get me. You can go now.”

“Not a chance.”

They stared at each other for a determined heartbeat.

Carver had sized up a lot of men in his time. Few even came close to the attitude he detected in this woman.

She whipped out her phone.

“What are you doing?”

“Calling Colton.”

“For what?”

“To tell him to come get you. I don’t need your protection.”

He took a step closer to her, waiting for her to back down from his silent challenge that brought hard men to their knees.

She only narrowed her eyes at him. “What do you and Colton expect to happen to me? That guy wasn’t after me. It was Ivy he wanted.” She paled slightly at her own words, which made her freckles stand out more in the golden light from overhead.

“He’s a criminal. He kidnapped your friend—what makes you think you aren’t next?”

This time he did see her eyes roll, right before she stepped around him and walked away.

She kept on walking to what he knew was her bedroom and slammed the door.

Carver clenched his fists at his sides. He’d run rescue missions. Hell, he’d even protected diplomats.

Working with Livia was harder.

A moment later, she returned carrying a bundle of bedding. She dropped it at his feet. “You get the couch. Hope you have a terrible rest.”

He doubted he’d sleep at all. Not when anyone could blast through that single cheap door lock and invade her house.

Without another word, she spun around and stalked back to her bedroom. Her stiff spine warred with the twitch of her curvy hips. She probably wasn’t even aware that her attitude and her body operated in different universes.

One screamed tough girl.

The other? Come get me.

As he picked up the pillow and blanket she dropped on the floor, his mind worked at the puzzle that was his new ward.

His very resistant, uncooperative, sassy ward.

Owning a bar and dealing with men probably gave her a hard exterior. Truth be told, he couldn’t spot even a tiny scrap of a soft inside to balance that out.

She was a tough woman who climbed on her bar to get her customers’ attention and broke up fights like she did it on an hourly basis. Hell, she might. Eden, Montana didn’t seem all that civilized, for all the many churches lining each side of the main road.

After dumping the bedding on the couch—equally as small as the rest of the place—he returned to the front door. There had to be some better way to secure it. After a moment, he moved a vase of daisies in a blue jug from the blue painted entry table and set it in front of the door.

It wouldn’t hold back a home invader, but the object would tip over and make a noise to alert Wolfe before an intruder ever took a step through the door.

“What are you doing with my flowers?”

He pivoted to look at Livia. She hadn’t changed out of the clothes she wore to the bar, but she had run a brush through her hair. The long mass lay smooth over her shoulder. Less tangled than it had been from the night of constant work.

“That’s an old trick,” he told her.

“Pretty sure you learned it from a cartoon cat.”

He couldn’t stop the short huff of laughter from bursting past his lips. “I wouldn’t know. I haven’t watched cartoons in a long time. What’s it been for you? Five years?”

The dimple sucked into her cheek, creating a deep pucker to go along with her scowl of disapproval. “I see this is going to be a long night.”

He nodded in agreement. “A very long one.”

After Livia walked away, Carver made his humble bed on the couch and listened to the sounds of the house. The refrigerator hummed. Despite the late hour, a neighbor across the street was playing country music, the notes drifting through their open window.

And Livia took a long shower.

The first few minutes, he tuned out the sound of the water. But soon, he was picturing her naked within those white tiled walls he’d checked out. Her freckled skin streaked pink from the warmth of the water, and her red hair darkened by the wetness.

Even her red curls between her legs.

He groaned and flipped onto his side, facing the back of the couch, trying to shut out the loud thoughts in his head.

It had been months since he was with a woman. The last one-night stand had left him far from satisfied when the woman asked for his phone number—and cold, hard cash in US dollars.

Disgusted that he’d slept with a woman like that, and more annoyed that his judgment had been so far off, he left with a personal vow to steer clear of the opposite sex for a while.

That was right after the attack on his SEAL team. His only excuse for the poor judgement call being that he wasn’t totally in his right mind at the time. Still, it was no justification.

Eventually the water switched off and the house went quiet. Livia was most likely asleep. Carver rubbed his eyes to erase the image of her, sweet, vulnerable…

And silent for once.

Next thing he knew, he was back there, fighting in that godforsaken desert. Staring through the thick fog of destruction following the missile strike.

Then came the blood. Pools of it sinking into the hot earth.

He jolted upright, eyes wide open. But he didn’t see anything but death and destruction. Heart racing, he curled his fingers. Instead of finding the steel of his weapon, he crushed a soft cotton blanket in his grip.

Fuck. He was at Livia’s place.

He never planned to drift off. Had he made any noise during that nightmare?

He sat up on the edge of the couch and then got to his feet, making his way to the kitchen for a drink of cold water. The tile floor was cool under his bare feet. Too bad it didn’t alleviate the coating of perspiration on his throat and chest left from that dream.

He stopped dead in his tracks.

Livia stood in front of the open fridge. The frilly ruffled hem of her silky nightgown barely covered her round ass.

Realizing that he was right behind her, she straightened and slammed the refrigerator door shut.

Her stare latched on to his bare chest, then ran down to the jeans hanging low on his hips.

He almost didn’t notice. He was too busy staring at her cleavage in that adorable…pink…negligee.

“What the hell are you looking at?” Her sharp tongue whipped away any softness he felt toward her in that moment.

He cocked his head, eyeing her up. “I took you as more of a cami and shorts girl. But I see you do have a softer side. I like it.”

“I am not soft!”

“You’re cute.”

“Actually, not cute. I’m mean.”

In the dim light over the kitchen sink, he studied her face.

A clatter came from the other room.

“Fuck—the vase!” He rushed out, but not before he spotted the glimmer of fear in her eyes.


Chapter Three

The noise of the vase falling over and then rolling shoved Livia’s heart into her throat and out her nose.

She hated admitting that Wolfe was right about someone coming after her.

Gripping the counter so hard that the edge bit into her fingers, she stared at his retreating back. She should go after him. After all, this was her house.

She kept a weapon in her nightstand drawer, but to reach her bedroom, she needed to walk through the living room. She pictured armed men engaged in hand-to-hand combat with Wolfe.

Of course, the huge man would win. He hadn’t informed her that he was a Navy SEAL, but he being friends with Colton and Hunter meant that he likely was.

Counting to three, she braced herself to make a run for her weapon. She pushed off and dodged into the living room just in time to see Wolfe swiping at a big white ball of fur.

“Angel!” Livia rushed forward and scooped up her cat before Wolfe sent her flying. With the cat cradled in her arms, she whipped around. “You can’t hurt my cat!”

He blinked at her. Those dark eyes like obsidian and steel melded into one otherworldly material to make up his eyes.

“I didn’t know…you had a…cat.” The words burst out in spurts, low and deadly in their anger.

She cuddled Angel closer and kissed her soft head. “She hides whenever somebody new comes in. I’m not surprised you didn’t see her when you were searching my house.”

“I didn’t see a litter box either.”

“It’s hidden in the side table.” She pointed.

He swallowed hard. The manly action made it hard for her to quit staring at his throat. But the glare he aimed at the cat made Livia clutch Angel tighter out of sheer protectiveness.

“Go to bed, Livia. Take the damn cat with you.”

With a tilt of her chin, she met his stare for two solid heartbeats before twisting on her bare feet and hurrying to her bedroom.

Once she was inside, she set Angel on her bed. The cat immediately went to Livia’s pillow and slipped into her usual spot next to her head.

“Menace,” she gritted out, unsure if she was talking about the cat or Wolfe. That man was a huge thorn in her backside. First thing in the morning, she was going to call Colton and demand that he call off her unneeded, unwanted bodyguard.

Morning couldn’t come fast enough. Even though she was wide awake, she climbed into bed and forced herself to close her eyes.

By lunchtime tomorrow, everything would be back to normal. Her usual bouncer would be back in Badlands, and she could pretend that this pseudo-threat and this thing with Wolfe never happened.

When she drifted into a light doze, she felt Angel next to her, vibrating with a constant purr that always helped Livia fall asleep.

Too soon, sunlight stabbed her awake, and she groaned. Since she worked late nights, she normally pulled the blackout curtains closed to block out the sun. After all that happened the night before, she forgot.

She reached for her cat but didn’t find her sleeping in her spot. When she cracked an eye and looked over the rumpled covers for her white puffball, she spotted the open bedroom door. Apparently the blackout curtains weren’t the only things she’d forgotten to close the previous night. Angel must have slipped out of the bedroom.

Was Wolfe still here? She could only hope he already realized his mistake and left in the night.

After brushing her teeth, she threw on some jeans and an old Badlands T-shirt. Then she walked into the kitchen for coffee and froze in her tracks.

Wolfe had his back to her. Oh god, what an impressive back it was too.

Carved muscle twitched and rippled all the way down to the jeans slung low on his hips, barely clinging to his rock-hard buttocks. Her mouth dried out watching muscles she didn’t know existed roll under his tan flesh.

He let out a grunt, bringing her attention to what he was doing. He made brushing movements over the front of his body.

Should she alert him to her presence? Or ignore his existence? She did need her morning pot of coffee.

Just as she pivoted to step farther into the kitchen, Wolfe threw her a look over his beefy shoulder. “Your cat sheds.”

Livia’s spine stiffened. “How do you know that?”

He swung toward her, and she saw the small tuft of white fur clinging to his carved pec.

Blinking rapidly, she fought to focus her not-yet-caffeinated mind on something besides his impressive expanse of man-chest.

“I woke up covered in hair. That’s how I know she sheds.” He sounded as grumpy as a bear disturbed from hibernation.

A quick glance around the space didn’t reveal her cat. She’d been a pet owner long enough to know that didn’t mean much. Angel was great at slinking off and hiding for hours at a time.

Still, the urge to dispute his claim burned in her. She tilted her jaw. “Angel only sleeps with me.”

“She didn’t last night.”

No way would her pampered princess of a housecat curl up with a big, scary stranger…except that puff of hair on his chest was a dead giveaway.

“Just get dressed. I need to get to the bar. Your buddies can pick you up there.”

He stopped swiping hair off his chest, brows lowering into a sharp V. “Why would they pick me up?”

“To take you back to the ranch.”

His jaw firmed, but he said nothing. As she brewed a pot of coffee, she tried not to notice how his body rolled with every step he took to the bathroom. When the shower switched on, she attempted to block out the images of a tall, muscular military man under the spray.

A short time later, the shower stopped. When Wolfe walked into the kitchen, she damn near dropped her coffee mug. Hot brew dribbled over her fingers.

His sandy hair was slicked back, giving him a more dangerous, even dastardly appearance. If he were in a suit, he could pass as a swanky billionaire type or a mafia don. It was all too easy to picture him in a suit, doing business from some luxe club and ordering hits on the lives of his enemies.

She stifled a shiver, shocked to realize it wasn’t a shiver of fear.

To cover her discomposure, she pointed to the coffeepot. “Coffee?”

“If you’ve got a to-go cup, sure.”

She grabbed a black mug with a lid and poured a copious amount of the coffee she so badly needed after her broken night’s sleep and held it out to him. When his warm, callused fingers brushed over hers, she dropped her hand and stepped away.

He insisted on checking that the coast was clear before allowing her to walk to her car. He even inspected the back seat. She hated to think of what a man with his skills might do to somebody stupid enough to lie in wait for her. Luckily, she didn’t find out.

They rode to Badlands in a miasma of tense silence. She was so stressed she was counting down the minutes until Colton or Hunter picked up their friend.

But as soon as they pulled into the parking lot, Wolfe stiffened in the passenger seat. He threw out a hand to stay her.

“The back door is open.”

Her jaw dropped. Sure enough, the door she knew for a fact that she locked the previous night hung open a crack. Wolfe had even double-checked it.

“Stay in the car. Lock the doors.”

“This is my bar!”

His dark gaze cut through her. “You’re not going to do as you’re told, are you?”

“No.”

“Fine. Come with me, but if you don’t do everything I tell you to when I tell you to do it, you will not enjoy the outcome.”

The way he said that in a low, urgent tone, gave her body the opposite idea. In fact, her insides fluttered with the thought of what that punishment might be.

But now wasn’t the time to test her limits with Wolfe. Someone had broken into her bar.

With one hand clamped on her forearm and a gun in the other, he led her across the parking lot to the back door. He forced her to walk so close to him that his body heat scorched through her thin T-shirt, and the scent of her own bodywash he used in the shower hit her in waves.

Using his boot, he nudged the door open farther. It swung silently on its hinges. The back room, always neat and orderly, was trashed. Boxes of paperwork and cleaning supplies were dumped all over the floor.

She let out a sharp gasp.

“Shh!”

She gulped at the hiss he made to silence her and allowed him to tow her through the space to the entrance of the bar.

Livia stared at the wreckage. Liquor bottles were smashed. The burning stench of spilled alcohol tingled in her nostrils. Several tables were overturned, the legs smashed. Someone had bashed one of the TVs with a bottle, creating a spiderweb on the glass.

“I know who did this.” Her whisper sounded loud in the stillness.

“The man you shot.”

“No. It’s the guy you kicked out last night. The older man who drank too much.”

He turned his head sharply to pierce her in his gaze. “How do you know that?”

She nodded toward the broken table. “The only tables that are broken are the ones in the vicinity where he was sitting.”

Jerking his head, he followed her gaze. She pulled her arm from his grasp and started toward the closet for a broom to start cleaning up.

His tough fingers bit into her flesh as he grabbed her again. “Don’t move. Let me check out the rest of the bar first.”

She nodded, feeling more unsteady than she let on. It wasn’t the first time a pissed-off customer had broken into Badlands and unleashed their anger over being thrown out. Back in the day, her father had endured the same thing several times before he figured out who was responsible and handed over the matter to the cops.

But the last thing she needed was for the police to get involved. They’d ask to pull her security footage—and there was a small clip of her shooting a man out back.

Wolfe appeared at her side. He slipped the weapon into the waist of his jeans, along that glorious spine of his.

“You don’t look shocked that somebody broke in and smashed up your bar.”

She shook her head. “It’s not unusual. This is why I have cameras.”

“I’ll check the footage.”

“Not without the password.”

“Then add me to the account.”

She shook her head. “You’re already too involved. Call your friends to take you back to the Gracey Ranch. I’ll get busy cleaning up. We open at lunch, but if I start here with the bar, I can get it clean enough—”

He reached up and cupped her jaw in his palm, forcing her to focus on him. She jerked at his touch, but he refused to let her go. Under his strong hand, she felt delicate. He could easily break her with a mere flick of his hand if he wanted to.

But he wouldn’t do that. Wolfe was here to protect her, even if she didn’t want him to.

“I need that footage.”

“You’re not getting my password.”

They glared into each other’s eyes for a long heartbeat. Then he released her and began prowling around the room, boots crunching on broken glass.

With shaky hands, she pulled up the security app on her phone to check the camera footage.

“Hold up, Livia. Don’t bother checking that footage.”

She looked up from her phone. “Why not?”

He stared up at the camera mounted high on the wall. “The cameras have been tampered with—someone spray-painted over them.”

* * * * *

Livia didn’t seem surprised that her cameras had been painted over. As if this happened all the time. If this was a regular occurrence, Eden was a more fucked-up town than Carver originally guessed.

“Livia.”

She swung her stare to his. Her sapphire-blue eyes were dry without a tear in sight.

Tough cookie.

One with a soft, gooey filling if he was right about her.

He waved toward the smashed bottles. “I can’t imagine a scenario where a drunk I tossed out took a tantrum and vandalized Badlands. There has to be more to it. Damage like this doesn’t come from a drunk, belligerent customer.”

She compressed her full lips, and that dimple popped in her cheek.

He slowly closed the gap between them, purposely invading her personal space. First, because it would force the truth out of her.

And second, because he couldn’t stop this urge inside him to stay close to her.

“What aren’t you telling me?” He imagined a ticked-off ex-boyfriend bullying Livia and his fists clamped at his sides.

She chewed at her plump lip. “My sister’s ex could be responsible.”

His brow hitched up. “What?“

She edged backward, away from Carver. “He’s broken in before.”

“What!” His rage echoed through the bar. Livia had been putting up with jerks terrorizing her? He took another step toward her.

Wincing, she backed up. Her foot collided with the broken shards of a bottle, sending it rolling.

“How many times?”

She dragged her tongue across her bottom lip. “A few.”

“Did you turn him in to the cops?”

“The first time. Look, I didn’t know he was back in town. I heard he left after…”

He battled for patience. He would need it with this woman. “After?”

“My sister had a few guy friends who…persuaded him…to leave Eden.”

He gave a slow nod. Understanding. “I see.”

“What do you see?” Her voice came out as a rasp.

“That you’ve been dealing with all this on your own for far too long.”

She opened her mouth, then closed it again.

When he stepped away from her, his chest gave a hollow lurch. “I’m calling Colton.”

“About time.”

He fixed her in his stare. “I’m not leaving your side, Livia. Get that through your head.” He pulled out his phone and located Colton’s contact.

As soon as his friend picked up, Carver spoke. “I have a problem.”

“What sort of problem?”

“Someone broke into Badlands.”

“Jesus.”

He was aware of Livia moving behind the bar. She dragged over a trash can and began picking up the broken bottles and tossing them in.

He kept his stare riveted to her stiff back and the tumble of red hair.

“They broke a lot of shit, and the worst part is they were smart enough to know how to keep from getting caught.”

“How so?” Colton’s voice took on a sharp edge.

“Spray paint over the cameras.”

“Damn.”

“I need new cameras. And locks. The sturdier, the better. How soon can you get them to me?”

“As soon as we can, but we’re all pretty tied up here. Sean Gracey’s home from the hospital. His phone’s been ringing…a lot.”

Damn. That meant shit was going down on the ranch. Colton and Hunter were needed there to protect the women they loved. Forest’s sisters deserved better than to be thrown into their father’s world of outstanding gambling debt.

“Did you get in touch with Ledger?” He pictured their fellow SEAL. He bore scars of his own, maybe deeper than the rest of theirs. After all, his best friend had bled out in Ledger’s arms as he attempted to save the man’s life.

He passed a hand over his face.

“I spoke with Ledger.”

“And?”

“He’ll be on the next flight to Montana. As if you thought he wouldn’t come at your command, Wolfman.”

The nickname sent him back to old times. While they weren’t simpler times, at least everyone had been alive.

Colton’s question shook him from his thoughts. “Can you bring Livia to the ranch? If she stays here, we can watch over her.”

He stared at the entrance to the back room where she had vanished. “I don’t think she’ll agree to leave. She’s stubborn.”

At that, Colton laughed. “So you’re saying you like her. A lot.”

“I don’t tango with crazy.” Not only was Livia the most stubborn woman he’d ever encountered, but she had absolutely no regard for her own safety. He couldn’t understand her brand of loyalty to her business, her willingness to put up with break-ins from drunk guys or ex-boyfriends just to keep the doors open.

“Please, Wolfe. She’s totally your type.”

“I don’t have a type.”

“The fuck you don’t. You love a badass, sassy woman.”

“I didn’t know that was a type.”

“You love difficult women.”

It was time to end this conversation. “I hold rank, so don’t even try to argue with me, Nox.”

Colton issued a low chuckle. “I’ll get the cameras and locks to you as soon as possible. But it’s going to be a little while. We’re looking for a calf. The mom dropped a baby somewhere, and we have no idea where it is.”

The ranch life was so different from what Carver knew and even from what he was dealing with here in the small-town saloon with the stubborn—and stunning, sassy and utterly adorable—owner.


Chapter Four

It took a little elbow grease, but Badlands had been restored to normal. Well, almost normal. Wolfe still had a tall ladder out and was replacing the ruined security cameras around the room.

Livia sat on the bar, taking a break from her whirlwind morning and watching him.

Her stare roamed up and down the SEAL’s body from his work boots to his hair that had air-dried into a swoop that kept falling across his forehead when he worked.

Occasionally, he’d shake it out of his eyes. And every single time, Livia felt her fingers fold in a fist, fighting against the urge to go over and push it away for him.

“I’m glad to have new cameras—and locks too. But I still say you’re overreacting,” she called out.

He grunted and angled the camera to point toward the center of the room. Then he climbed off the ladder with a grace most big men didn’t possess.

When he started toward her, Livia braced herself to jump off the bar top. But she was no runner.

As he swaggered across the freshly mopped floor, a small flutter hit her core. If he wasn’t such a big alpha-hole, he would be good-looking. Hot, even.

Okay, really hot.

She gripped the edge of the bar, forcing herself not to wiggle.

He stopped in front of her, his face on a level with hers. “You really don’t believe this break-in could be the result of you shooting that guy.”

She cocked her head, swiping her thick hair over one shoulder. “Not likely.”

“You’re cute.”

She narrowed her eyes. “I told you, I’m not cute. I’m mean. A badass.”

Something in his eyes shifted, but she didn’t have time to analyze the change because a knock sounded at the back door.

She moved to push off the bar, but he planted himself in front of her. “That will be my waitress. I have to let her in.”

“I am the only person opening a door around here.”

His deep, commanding tone washed over her…and then the absolute worst thing happened.

Her nipples shriveled into hard points.

Before she could gather her wits or question what the hell that was, he sauntered off to open the door.

Low voices sounded as Wolfe had a conversation with her waitress. There was no telling what he’d say to her.

With a sigh, Livia leaped off the bar to rescue her staff from Wolfe’s egomaniac ways.

Melanie, her daytime waitress, was staring at Wolfe like he was a slice of cake and it was her birthday. At Livia’s entrance, she shifted her gaze away from the SEAL’s hot body. A flush climbed her cheeks and even spread into her hairline, drawn back in a ponytail for work.

“Hi, Livia. You didn’t tell me Badlands got a new bouncer.”

She darted a glance at Wolfe. “It’s a new development.”

So are these hard nipples.

Shut up, body! I am in control here.

But are you?

Bringing her own mind to heel, Livia bobbed her head. “Do you want to get started by stocking the bar?”

Wolfe cleared his throat.

Livia swung her stare to his.

“Are you going to tell her about—”

“About that new whiskey shipment we just got in? I was just about to tell her.” Giving him a pointed look to convey that he should keep his mouth shut about the break-in, she tipped her head at Melanie. “Let me show you where I stacked the crates.”

As she walked away, she swore she felt Wolfe’s gaze burning into her.

When she and the waitress were in the stockroom, Melanie opened her eyes wide. “The new bouncer is…just…wow.”

Seeking to get her employee’s mind off the man who would not be sticking around Badlands—and her own mind off him too—she waved at the crates stacked in a corner.

“What did you say his name is again?”

“Uh…Wolfe.”

“Damn. He even has a hot name.”

“Why don’t you get started on the bar?” Before Melanie could add to Livia’s already overactive awareness of Wolfe, she left her to the whiskey.

When she returned to the bar, she found the SEAL back on the ladder, this time in another corner. She busied herself by cleaning glasses, but Melanie interrupted when she dragged a crate behind the bar to stock the new whiskey.

“Just wow,” she said again in a loud whisper.

“Stop looking at him! You’re only making him more full of himself!”

A snort sounded from near the ceiling, where Wolfe was hanging a camera.

“Well, he is handy. And all glisteny. He looks hot up there on the ladder. Maybe he needs a drink.”

“Somebody save me,” Livia muttered to herself.

Another snort came, louder this time.

“I wouldn’t kick him out of my bed for eating crackers.”

At that moment, Wolfe turned his head, giving Livia a perfect view of his chiseled profile—and his cocky smirk.

Then to her shock and chagrin, he grabbed the wood beam that spanned the bar and performed a series of pullups.

His strong body hitching up and down, up and down, up and down.

She watched him go. Melanie’s head bobbed with him.

When he planted his feet on the step of the ladder again, Livia waved a hand as if shooing off a horsefly. A horse’s ass, more like.

“Why are guys so dramatic?”

“He’s pretty perfect.” Melanie wore a silly smile.

“He’s not my type.”

“Honey, he’s everyone’s type.”

“Get back to work!”

Melanie laughed to herself as she continued stocking alcohol. Livia needed to do some bookwork, but she didn’t trust Wolfe not to blurt out all the troubles to her employee. And rumors in Eden were like a plague of locusts—they overtook the town in minutes. The last thing she needed was word to get out about the break-in or Wolfe’s reason for being here.

She couldn’t let word get around that she’d shot that man. Only Ivy and Meadow Gracey, Colton, Hunter and Wolfe knew about it. Colton mentioned speaking to the local police department about it, but she hadn’t heard of it happening, and no cops had come to speak to her.

Suddenly, Wolfe moved behind the counter with her.

“Run out of places to do pullups?”

His lips quirked. The carved line in his cheek also caused small crinkles to appear at the corner of his eyes.

Her stomach flipped and butterflies fluttered around.

“I’m installing a camera back here. To watch the register.”

“If you must. When you’re done, you can go back to the ranch.” She stood back, overseeing the work. After all, if he was making improvements to her bar, she should be aware of the quality of work. Livia didn’t do anything halfway.

At this moment, she was throwing her all into being irritated with the show-off SEAL who insisted on guarding her life.

* * * * *

Wolfe had been showing off, but only to get a rise out of Livia. He’d heard every whisper between her and her waitress about him. While the waitress seemed to like what she saw, he was more interested in Livia’s thoughts about him.

She had a bad opinion of him and everything he did. But each minute he spent in her company, he liked her more.

Whether she was polishing shot glasses or sweeping up broken glass, she did it with an ounce of spunk that did more than catch his eye.

It riveted him.

While he worked, she moved behind the bar, tidying shelves that were already tidy. And making it impossible for him not to notice how her body moved.

His mind shot back to their late-night encounter in the kitchen. How she looked in that skimpy, girly nightie bent over in front of the refrigerator.

He’d been knotted up ever since, but when she darted back and forth in front of him, moving a stack of freshly folded bar towels to another location, his body reacted.

In months, he hadn’t bothered relieving his sexual needs with more than a cursory jack-off session in the shower. Now his cock remembered its primary job was to stand at attention when a beautiful, sexy woman walked by.

Hell, it even saluted.

His jeans grew tight, and he felt more perspiration break out on his face and neck. What had the waitress called him? Glisteny.

He’d say horny was a better word for his current predicament.

On his phone screen, he checked the angle of the camera in comparison to the money till. It needed to go up a hair.

Then Livia walked in front of the camera, and his screen filled with a prime view of her luscious round ass.

On second thought…

He left the camera where it was.

Those hips filled the screen.

Damn, it was hot in here. He was thirsty.

Moving to the shelf of glasses, he pulled one down. When he grabbed a bottle with the Badlands label on the front, Livia whipped around to stare at him.

“What are you doing?”

“Pouring myself a drink.” He poured a splash in the bottom, and holding her gaze, took a sip.

His face screwed up at the flavor of the rum.

“What is that look about?” She cocked a hand on her hip.

“What look?”

“The one on your face when you tasted my rum.”

“Nothing. It’s good.” He resisted a cough around the unpleasant tickle in the back of his throat from the bitter herb she added.

He set the glass down on the bar. “I have all the cameras set up.”

“Oh? Let me check if they work.” She yanked her phone from her back pocket, making him think of her ass on that screen again. Damn, he could watch her all day. Twenty-four seven Livia TV.

It would be such sweet torture.

She was staring at her phone. “I don’t see the cameras on my feed.”

“That’s because you don’t have access.”

Her head shot up, her glare hotter than lava.

“They’re on my feed now. Don’t worry—I’ll give you access. But not control.”

“This. Is. My. Bar.”

“Yes. And you’re under my protection. Which puts me in charge of the security around here. You already have enough to do without worrying about camera footage.”

She stomped a small, booted foot into the floor. “This is my bar!”

Goddamn, she was cute. Adorable. Sexy. Desirable. And completely untamed.

I could tame her.

The thought jolted through his brain and lit up every pathway in his system with molten need.

He hated to think Colton was right about his taste in women…but he was right.

“You really hate giving up control, don’t you?” Carver didn’t hesitate to call Livia out.

She shot him a dirty look and folded her arms in a defiant pose that didn’t fool him at all. She might have a tough exterior, but inside…she was hurting. All the time.

He recognized all the signs. Had seen it in his fellow SEALs he fought with, Ledger in particular.

Seen it in himself too.

“My father owned this bar. He poured his whole life, all his time and energy, into it.”

“So you never saw him.”

“I never said that.” But her expression told Carver otherwise.

“But he was always here. Did he drink too?” He pitched his voice lower and edged closer to her, moving slow, like he would with a frightened animal.

She bowed her head. “He was an alcoholic.” Pain slashed her whisper. “He wasn’t a bad man. Just flawed.” She looked up into Carver’s eyes, a bold challenge in hers.

“I’m sorry to hear that, Livia. You deserved better. And your sister too.”

Her nostrils flared as she drew a breath. “My parents had an unhappy marriage. Women were constantly throwing themselves at my father to get alcohol, and well, my mom couldn’t handle it. She took off.”

“Leaving you to take care of your sister, am I right?”

Her delicate throat worked in a swallow. “I have authority over everything in Badlands.”

He nodded. “I understand it’s hard to relinquish control, Livvie.”

She sucked in a breath at his use of her shortened name.

He reached out and touched her arm. She lowered it, dropping her shield, and he folded his fingers around hers.

“I experienced the same when I left my squadron. I was used to giving the orders, keeping tabs on my men. When I didn’t have that anymore, I realized how much a part of me it is. How much I missed the brothers I fought with.”

She searched his eyes, the blue depths softening and losing the hard glint she typically looked at him with.

All of a sudden, she yanked her hand out of his grasp. She looked around for an escape, but he stood in the way of the only exit.

She hitched herself onto the bar, but before she could spin around and jump off the other side, he stepped between her legs.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

“Laying down the rules.”

“Like what?”

“No leaving without me. Ever.”

She leveled him in her solemn gaze.

“You don’t answer the door.”

“I have deliveries coming every day.”

“Doesn’t matter. I handle the deliveries from now on.”

She laughed, a tinkling sound that slipped into his cold heart. “No way am I following those rules.”

“It’s for your own good.”

The hard edge snapped back into her gaze, and she narrowed her eyes. “Don’t say that. My father told me that all the time, and none of it was for my own good!”

Fuck. He’d triggered her.

“Please get away from me.”

The pain in her voice punched him in the chest.

There seemed to be no good way out of this conversation. An apology would seem too watered down. How could he make things right with Livia?

Inspiration took hold, and he nodded toward his rum glass on the bar. “The rum needs to age longer. So it has time to gain those notes of nuttiness you want in a rum.”

Livia let out a scream and whipped around on her backside, swinging her legs off the other side of the bar. She stormed off, her cowgirl boots thumping on the floor, and slammed the door of the back room.

He pulled in a deep breath.

He did what he had to do by pissing her off, and it would most likely mean that she’d never see him for what he was—an ally.

It was better that she kept those thick walls. It was how she protected her soft, vulnerable side.

The one thing Carver couldn’t shield.


Chapter Five

All night long, Livia nursed the small throb of pain in her chest that Wolfe put there with his words.

It’s for your own good.

He might have spoken them, but they didn’t have the same meaning as when her father said them.

“Why can’t I come to the bar with you? I’ll be good. I won’t give you or the bartenders any trouble.”

“It’s for your own good.”

That was one exchange between them that she kind of understood. A bar was no place for a young girl. But the next had an undercurrent of meaning behind it that was much, much harder to understand.

“Why can’t I go out with my friends?”

“It’s for your own good.”

It was never for her own good—it was for his. So he could go on working and drinking himself into a nightly stupor. So he could take those women into the back room and have his way with them—the reason her mother had finally given up.

Wolfe couldn’t know any of this when he poked her with the sharp edges of that phrase.

She took a deep breath and then closed out the payroll spreadsheet she’d been trying to work on for hours to no avail. She couldn’t concentrate.

Her mind was overloaded from that attack on her friend, the man she’d shot, the break-in at her bar and all the destroyed property that would affect her bottom line for the month.

Not to mention things that needed done in Badlands and the distillery too.

Great—that brought Wolfe to mind again. What he told her about her rum…was probably right. Not that she’d tell him that. Let him run a distillery and see for himself that getting the product out into the world was the fastest path to money in the bank.

Still, his rudeness rankled her.

She pushed away from the desk and walked out into the bar.

The noise level was at a high, bordering on the tipping point where they’d start receiving noise complaints.

Her waitresses were bustling through the crowd, serving drinks. Two bartenders poured them as fast as they could manage.

And Wolfe stood at the front of the room, his back to the wall…and his heavy stare fixed on her.

A thrill she didn’t want to experience tore through her. Lifting her jaw, she started toward him. His eyes registered the challenge she sent him.

She strode right past him. To the door.

Rule number one—no leaving without him.

Watch me, big guy.

Without so much as a backward glance, she whipped open the door and walked out into the night.

The cool mountain air cut through some of the fog in her brain.

She hadn’t taken a single step before Wolfe blocked her.

“Maybe you didn’t hear me, Livia. Or you didn’t understand me when I told you not to leave without me.”

The big overhead lights in the parking lot carved shadows over his chiseled features, making them even more rugged than they already were.

She squared her shoulders. “What are you gonna do? You gonna spank me, Commando?”

“For the first and last time…I am a SEAL. And actually, the spanking is a great idea.”

Her jaw dropped. When he yanked her off her feet, a scream tore from her lips. She struggled against his hard body.

Oh god, it was sooo hard.

“Let me go! What the hell are you doing?”

In long, purposeful strides, he carried her around the side of the building to the alley and planted her on her feet.

She took off—but he grabbed her by the shoulders, whipped her around to face the wall of Badlands and trapped her.

She twisted and turned in his grasp, fighting to escape. His hot breath washed over her neck, and his muscled torso anchored her against the wall.

“I’m going to scream!”

“Go ahead. It won’t stop me from doing this.” He brought his hand down on her ass cheek. Hard. The sting tore through her. Shock tore through her.

Desire tore through her.

Her chest heaved.

When he took her by the shoulders and turned her around to face him, his features were stony, giving her no indication of what he thought of his behavior toward her.

As she struggled for air, her chest heaved again, dragging her hardened nipples an inch up his granite chest…and down again when she released it.

God, the want building inside her. The feel of his hand on her ass…was so forbidden. So…

Exciting.

She planted a hand on his chest and twisted his shirt. “Game on.”

She went on tiptoe and kissed him.

* * * * *

Fuck. Carver’s dick stiffened at the crush of Livia’s body against his. He was already half hard when he laid his hand across her ass…but the feel of her lips sent his body into hyperdrive.

He shouldn’t be surprised that testing Livia brought out a reaction like this in her.

Next time he’d spank her bare ass.

He applied pressure to her plump lips. She pushed closer for more.

With a primal groan, he swiped his tongue across her closed lips. When she gasped, he went deeper, plunging his tongue inside her sweet mouth. Christ, she tasted like hops and woman—a striking and unexpected combination.

The tip of her tongue passed over his. They shared a moan.

He tore from the kiss long enough to say, “Game fucking on.”

Bracing a hand on the wall, he latched on to her hip, yanking her in. Each pass of their tongues drove him higher. Hell, he could easily lose himself in her.

He couldn’t let that happen. He had a job to do, and that was to protect her. Whether she believed it or not, she put herself in danger the instant she pulled that trigger.

As her palms landed on his spine, he felt the light stab of her fingernails. Fuck yeah. He had no doubt she’d be a little hellion between the sheets. Much more of this kiss and he’d find out.

Tearing from the kiss, he skimmed his mouth down her delicate jaw to her throat. Was it terrible of him to want to mark her with the scrape of his rough beard stubble while pounding his cock into her tight pussy?

Skating his hand up her side, he curled his fingers around her breast. Her quiet moan filtered into his psyche and plucked at the threads of his control.

When he closed his fingers around the tiny bud of her nipple, she rocked her hips into him. Digging her fingers into his scalp, she brought his head up. Their gazes locked and held.

He saw the instant she realized what they were doing. The lights in her sapphire eyes flickered out.

She dropped her hands. “I need to get back in there.”

He closed his eyes for a moment, battling to get a grip. Was this how it had been for Colton and Hunter when they found their match in women? He didn’t know Meadow and Ivy well at all, but could guess that the women who snagged the hearts of his men had cores of steel.

So did this petite redhead who’d just kissed him first.

Kissed him like it was her last day on earth.

He didn’t push away from her but stared down at the storm clouds banking in her eyes as she threw up her walls again.

Walls he could rip down again and again if he had a mind to.

He didn’t earn his nickname by being soft. He hunted. He prowled. He got what he wanted.

Right this second, he wanted Livia.

“What do you need to do inside? You were so eager to come out, defying my rules.”

Her dimple popped out whenever she was angry. It appeared and then smoothed away as she searched his eyes.

She lowered her stare to his chest. “I…need to finish out the night.”

“I’ll walk you.” Still, he hovered over her, unwilling to move away when her lips were so close, so ripe for the taking.

When he took a step back, she didn’t move, but she spread her hands on the building as if she needed to steady herself.

Was she as fucking dazed by that kiss as he was? His eyes hooded as he trailed his gaze over her stunned expression, down to her lips that were swollen from his kisses.

He hadn’t gone easy on her, and he wouldn’t. That wasn’t his way. If he had to guess, Livia didn’t want a gentle lover either. She wanted someone she could fight and bite and fuck and orgasm with until dawn broke the sky.

In silence, he walked her back to the door of Badlands. She slipped inside and walked away from him without a backward glance…but he did note how her demeanor had changed since he laid the flat of his palm on her rounded ass.

She returned to her post behind the bar and started slinging drinks immediately. Carver took up his position at the entrance and fought the impulse to grab her and carry her outside for round two.

The rest of the night went off without a hitch. No fights broke out. He didn’t need to toss anyone out or ban them from ever stepping foot in Badlands again.

Livia closed down the bar and said goodbye to one waitress. When the other server, Emory, hung back, Livia looked up from removing the cash from the till.

Emory stepped up to her. Carver couldn’t make out the words she spoke, but her bowed head and slumped shoulders gave away that something was wrong.

He shut out the low strain of music still playing in the jukebox in the back of the bar in an attempt to hear what they were saying.

Livia stepped up to Emory and drew her into her arms. Emory’s thin frame seemed to shake. They only held on for a second before they broke apart.

Then Livia reached into the front pocket of her own apron and pulled out a wad of cash—her own tips from the night of hard work she put in as much as the rest of her staff did. Without bothering to count it, she stuffed the money into Emory’s apron.

Whatever she said to the server, he couldn’t hear, but she nodded. Then she turned away from Livia to leave. As she passed Carver, he gave her a nod.

She shot him a polite smile before leaving Badlands.

Just to ensure that she made it to her car safe, he watched her cross the parking lot. At least she had the good sense to park under a light.

“Did she make it okay?”

He turned to face Livia. “Yes. What the hell was that, Livia?”

“It was nothing.” She swung away from him, but he caught her arm and drew her close.

“What do you say we start being open with each other and you tell me what that was all about?”

“Sure. You go first.” She tipped her chin in that cute little show of defiance that made him want to kiss her until she was soaking wet for him.

Hell. He hadn’t thought about his words before blurting them out.

“That’s not how this works. You first.”

“Oh, is this another rule of yours?”

“Liv-i-a.” Her name rolled off his tongue as a warning, but he heard the gravel of need in his voice.

“Wo-l-fe.” She dragged his last name out with an attitude.

“Cute.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Mean.”

“If I’m going to protect you, I need to know everything that goes on.”

“Fine,” she bit off. “Emory is between places to stay right now.”

He straightened. “She’s homeless?”

“I guess you could call it that. Sometimes I let her sleep on the couch in my office. But since the break-in, I didn’t feel comfortable with that. So I gave her my tip money for a motel.”

Jesus. This woman would go to great lengths to help anyone. Anyone but herself.

As soon as he could talk to Colton and Hunter, he’d see what they could do about getting the server a safe place of her own. He had no issue with withdrawing money from his savings, and if the guys couldn’t pitch in, then he could still swing it until Emory got on her feet.

“For the record, mean women don’t go around giving their employees money for places to stay.”

Livia issued a small noise that sounded like a huff and circled past him. A minute later, she returned carrying her purse.

During the car ride to her place, she was super quiet.

Had he pushed her too far? Sure, she kissed him first, but he’d taken it two steps farther. He also pushed her to recognize her own strengths and weaknesses—something he suspected she wasn’t comfortable with. Though she was a smart, savvy businesswoman, Livia hid behind her walls.

He’d guess that few people—if any—knew the true Livia. She’d spent her entire life being strong, taking care of others.

When they reached her house, he anticipated that she wouldn’t wait for him to scope out her house, so he walked to her door and reached out a hand for her.

To his deep pleasure, she slipped it into his.

Inside, she remained silent while he searched every corner of the house where somebody could hide. Last time, he never saw the cat. Now he was on the lookout for the white ball of fluff that so irritatingly shared her fur with him.

When he woke up on the couch with a cat on his chest, he hadn’t been in the best of moods. Add in all that fur clinging to his chest, neck and arms and he was ready to send Livia’s pet on a nice little trip to the closest alley. Only the certainty of Livia’s displeasure kept him from opening the door and shooing Angel out into the night.

Livia’s routine was the same as before. She kicked off her boots and went straight to the shower.

That left Carver pacing the cramped living room with a bad case of blue balls.

After the water switched off, he waited for her to emerge from her room, but the door remained shut. He fixed his makeshift bed on the couch, shucked off his boots and shirt and stretched out the best he could on the short sofa.

He lay there with his arms propped beneath his head, listening to the sounds of the house. An hour ticked by. Still, his body couldn’t let go of those kisses they shared…or the feel of Livia’s curves under his hands.

Then he caught another noise. The click of Livia’s bedroom door opening.

Soft footsteps moving to the kitchen brought a smile to his face.

So they were going to play this game?

When he trailed into the kitchen after her, she was bent over, looking in the fridge. Wearing the shortest nightie he’d ever seen…

And his handprint on her ass.


Chapter Six

Livia felt Wolfe’s stare on her long before she turned around.

Part of her wanted him to see what he’d done to her.

Part of her wanted him to see what he did to her.

When she spotted the red mark from that smack on her ass in the mirror, her blood heated. At first, she thought it was anger. Then the tingle taking up residence between her legs told her just how turned on she was by what he’d done.

She didn’t explore much in the bedroom. She took lovers the way she took shots of Badlands rum—knocked them back and enjoyed the short-lived burn. Then she moved on.

As she slowly straightened and pivoted to face Wolfe, she silently dared him to comment on her choice of sleepwear. A cami and shorts girl? He knew nothing about her.

In the dim light she always left on over the range at night, Wolfe’s face was partly in shadow. But the desire in his hooded eyes was very clear.

Her insides, that had been tingling before, blazed. The skimpy thong underwear she’d donned after her shower flooded with desire.

She cut her gaze over the chiseled planes of his chest. His shoulders were thick, blocky with muscle put there from who knew how many pushups and toting a heavy weapon all over the world. His pecs were hard, she knew from pressing against him so wantonly in the alley outside Badlands.

And that trail of brown hair was like an arrow between the two halves of his six-pack abs, disappearing in the low-hanging waist of his jeans.

Her mouth dried out at the memory of just how hard that part of him had been. When he kissed her, she’d felt his stiff cock surge against her body and had to clench her fingers to keep from taking it out and guiding him between her legs.

Harsh need pulsed between them for thirty straight seconds.

Just as she thought they might be going on a minute, he broke the silence.

“You’re cute.”

“Mean.” She didn’t sound very convincing. The word sounded raspy with desire.

He opened his arms. “Show me what ya got, woman.”

It was on.

She threw herself into his arms. He planted his hand on her bare ass cheek, right over the red mark he put there. His mouth crashed onto hers, drawing a dual moan from them.

Their tongues twisted together. He skipped over the preliminaries and cupped her breast. When he swished his thumb across her nipple, it puckered, and her pussy squeezed with want.

Passion throbbed in her core as she explored his bare skin with her hands. Then she tore her mouth free to taste him.

He tasted like salt and musk. His flesh felt like silk covering steel.

She imagined that his cock would feel the same in her mouth.

He plucked at her nipple and let out a growl. Before she realized what he was doing, he picked her up and set her on the counter. Dipping his head, he took control of her mouth. His kisses dizzied her. His hands made her burn up.

When he ducked his head and captured her nipple through the cloth of her nightgown, she let her head drop back on a moan of ecstasy.

Each sucking pull of his mouth shot her higher until stars shimmered behind her closed eyes.

He skimmed his hands down her waist, her hips.

As he gripped her thighs—hard—she let out a gasp.

His dark eyes flashed. She had no clue of his intention until he hooked his finger in the crotch of her thong and yanked it aside, exposing her wet pussy.

He dropped to his knees and buried his tongue inside.

Right there. With her sitting on her kitchen counter.

Juices flooded his probing tongue. Crying out, she dug her fingers into his hair and rocked her pussy against his tongue.

“Oh god!”

He growled in response, slicking his tongue through her folds to her stiff clit. He closed his lips around her nubbin and gave it a soft tug that made her eyes roll back in her head.

This was insane.

It was bliss.

She’d never ached for a man as much as she did right this moment. She needed his tongue all over her body, his fingers inside her. His cock thrusting into her tight walls.

He fucked his tongue into her drenched opening over and over and alternated with those mind-bending gentle pulls on her clit. The hard and soft, the push and pull, sent her sailing.

Her mouth opened on a silent cry and she shook apart in release.

* * * * *

Carver lifted his tongue from Livia’s delicious folds and stared into her glazed eyes. Gliding to his feet, he ran his tongue across his cum-wet lips.

“We can stop here, Livia. Tell me what you want while I can still walk away.”

She hooked her arms around his shoulders and wrapped her legs around his waist. “I don’t want to stop. I want you inside me.”

Fuck. There was no turning back now.

His cock pulsed, the head shoving at the waist of his boxer briefs like he was an adolescent boy. One brush of her lips against the head of his cock and he’d be a goner.

He lifted her off the counter that he’d never look at the same way again and turned toward the short hall leading to her bedroom.

With each step he took, she tested his patience by kissing him. Licking his neck. And digging her blunt nails into his back. Fuck, he loved that about her. That she was just as untamed as he was when it came to the bedroom. Hell, even in life they both threw themselves in headfirst.

Once they reached her bedroom, he felt something brush up against his ankle. Without looking down, he knew it was her damn cat.

He took another step toward the bed and it wound around his ankles.

“Your cat is a menace.”

Livia raised her head from the line of nibbles she was placing on his throat, confusion pinching her pale brows. “Angel? What’s she doing?”

“Trying to make me trip and fall on my face.”

She giggled. “As long as your dick falls inside me, we’re good.”

He let out a rumble around the quirk of his lips. He would never agree with her that she wasn’t cute. Everything she said and did was cute…especially when she came on his tongue.

Suddenly, realization stopped him one foot from the bed he so badly wanted to tumble her into.

She searched his face. “What’s wrong? Is it Angel again?”

“No.” He barely bit off the word through the hot clog in his throat. “I don’t have any condoms with me.”

“Don’t worry—I got it covered.”

He swallowed around the clog and a few growls threatening to erupt at the thought of another man in this bed with his ward.

Then she kissed him again and derailed that train of thought—and any other besides getting inside her.

He tossed her on the bed. Tore off that sexy-as-sin nightgown along with the scrap of lace barely shielding her pussy.

She stared up at him, eyes burning with lust.

“Get on your hands and knees.”

At his order, she blinked.

Dragging her tongue across her bottom lip, she whispered, “Really?”

“Now, Livia. I want to see that handprint I put on your ass while I take off my clothes.”

A shiver ran through her entire body. Her nipples tightened into small buds.

For a moment, he didn’t think she’d actually obey his command. She hadn’t followed his rules before.

Then she stunned him by very slowly rolling onto her stomach and shifting into the position he wanted to see her in.

At the sight of her round ass thrust his way, of that darkened stain of his handprint on her pale flesh, his cock surged. Precum streamed from the tip, and he barely held it together long enough to strip off his jeans and boxers.

With his fist clamped around his cock at the base, he tried to stave off his release while staring at his mark on Livia’s sweet ass.

She craned her neck to glance back at him. Her jaw dropping was the most amusing thing he’d seen in a long time, but there was no laughing. He needed inside her—now.

“Where are the condoms?” His gravelly tone sent her into action. She stretched out on her stomach, one hand reaching for the nightstand drawer. When she came out with a large box, the urge to hunt down all her past lovers, one by one, scorched through him.

As she drew one out of the box and tore it open, his case of blue balls tripled.

She crooked her finger at him, her expression part temptress, part tease. “You’ve been taking care of me. Time to let me return the favor.”

His feet were propelled across the floor by the mere look in her eyes. When she pushed to her knees, naked and gorgeous as hell, and reached for his cock, he damn near exploded.

“Easy,” he gritted out.

She flicked her gaze up at him. Her lips tipped into the first smile he could remember her ever giving him.

Tenderness washed through him. He raised his hand and cupped her cheek, tangling his fingers in her mussed red locks.

When she curled her fingers around the base of his cock, a shudder tore through his body.

“This…” she gave him a long, slow jack through her fist, “is impressive.”

“Thanks.” His molars gnashed on the word in his effort to keep from blowing all over her hand and making a complete fool of himself.

She eased her fist down his length again, and he swung his hips away, snatching the condom from her fingers.

“It’s been a while for me,” he volunteered by way of apology.

“That makes two of us. Hurry, Wolfe.”

Her use of his last name brought a laugh to his lips. “No woman’s ever called me that when I was about to do this.” He pinned her to the mattress and claimed her lips at the same time he slid balls-deep in her pussy.

She moaned into his mouth, and he swallowed it, feeding her one of his own. She fit him like a fucking glove. A perfect fit, actually—something that rarely happened.

Planting her heels on his ass, she ground her hips against him, taking him a fraction deeper.

He thrust his tongue inside her mouth as he withdrew his cock through her drenched walls on the first stroke. By the second, he was hooked. The third, addicted.

By the fourth, there was no turning back. He intended to pound into her until she shuddered around his cock the same way she had around his lips and tongue.

He broke the kiss, still tasting her pussy and wondering if she did too. She met his gaze for a throbbing heartbeat and looped her arms around him, holding him close as he filled her with steady strokes.

Broken cries ripped from her throat. With a deeper push, he located a sensitive spot on her throat and teased it with the point of his tongue. She writhed underneath him. Her pleasure became his—another first for him.

He liked showing women a good time, but he was only in it for the release.

Livia was different.

She thrashed, grinding her hips, rocking and bucking. Her release struck—and his followed right behind. The first tightening of her pussy walls around his length stole all thought, and Carver pounded into her.

Hot jets of cum spurted from him. Each pulsation of her inner walls milked him. The orgasm went on far longer than most he experienced.

When his wits returned, he’d rolled onto his back. Livia was draped across him, her fingertip circling his nipple in a lazy flick.

Hell. He never lost it that way. Had he given her enough satisfaction?

A quick study of her face told him that he had done his job—and done it well.

In the dim light of the moon streaming through the open curtains, he could see she wore a flush across her high cheeks. In the light of day, he knew her pale skin was dotted with faint freckles.

A smile stretched across her beautiful face, and the strain around her eyes had smoothed.

He brushed his lips over hers, drinking in the scent of her bodywash and shampoo.

“You’re—”

She nailed him with a stinging slap on the chest. “Don’t even say cute!”

“Stunning,” he finished.

She snapped her lips shut. “Oh.”

“Mm-hmm.”

They fell into a silence that wasn’t uncomfortable. Her breaths came more and more slowly. He knew the moment she drifted to sleep. Her arm thrown over his chest grew limp and boneless.

Carver waited for long minutes until he was certain she was in a deep sleep before he slipped out of bed. He scooped up his dropped clothes and paused to stare at the beautiful bar owner.

What had been a kernel of affection for her had quickly swelled into a ball of want sitting in his groin. But the longer he stared at her, the bigger and higher that sensation spread until he felt it touch the edges of his heart.

For the first time ever, he wished he could crawl back in bed and hold the woman he’d just thoroughly loved. But he had a job to do.

He was here to keep Livia safe.


Chapter Seven

Livia woke up all alone. Hot damn. Could she ask for a more perfect end to her night with Wolfe?

She would never be able to express her appreciation that he let her have the bed to herself. She did love to sprawl.

The intimacy of sleeping together was dicey. Waking up and trying to hold an awkward conversation was the worst.

As she swung her legs over the bed and stretched, she felt small twinges in her overworked thigh muscles.

Another bonus—she didn’t often get a workout of that caliber.

Then she remembered the red mark on her ass.

Twisting toward the full-length mirror in the corner of her bedroom, she stared at her skin.

Her pale skin.

The mark was gone.

Was that a flip of disappointment deep in her belly? She needed a good shaking if she was sad that Wolfe’s handprint had faded from her ass.

Time to get her life together, starting with a shower to wash his scent off her.

But he did smell yummy, a sharp musk laden with spice.

Oh lord. She’d never been that woman. She had a big life with big responsibility. Now was not the time to go soft.

After a cursory shower, she dressed for work at the bar again in her usual uniform of jeans and a Badlands T-shirt. This time she mixed it up with a white tee instead of black.

When she walked out into the living room, she spotted Wolfe standing at the window, arms folded, staring out.

He was fully dressed and his clean, sandy hair was slicked back off his forehead.

“When did you get a shower? I didn’t hear—”

He turned from the window, the sight of what he held in his arms cutting her off.

Angel. Her cat.

What. A. Traitor.

Her pet hated strangers. She hid for hours and hours when Livia brought men home. She even hid from Livia’s sister.

Now she wasn’t only curled up in the crook of Wolfe’s arm but lying on her back like a baby.

Livia shook her head. “How is she letting you hold her that way?” She narrowed her gaze on him. “What did you do to my cat?”

He bent forward and let the cat slip out of his arms. Angel immediately began to weave in and out of his legs, claiming him as her own.

“I didn’t do anything to her. She’s all over me. I woke up with her on top of me again.”

She glanced at Angel still swishing her tail like a kitty hussy for the big, hot SEAL, and then back up to Wolfe’s face.

“Livia, about me leaving the bed this morning—”

She threw up a hand to stop him. “You don’t need to say anything. I prefer waking up alone.”

His shoulders relaxed.

Did he have to look so relieved? Now he was bordering on rude.

He raked his long, tanned fingers through his hair. “I want to sleep by the door. In case.”

She darted a look at the door and saw that he hadn’t placed the jug of daisies there as an alarm system again. Probably a good thing since Angel did enjoy knocking things over.

“Are you wearing that to work at the bar?” His gaze roamed from her loose hair, down to the tiny white tee she wore. He flicked his gaze back up, eyes burning with desire.

She nodded. “That’s the plan. Why?”

“Your top’s a little…small. Isn’t it?”

She waved a hand. “It shrank in the dryer. I admit to buying a batch of cheap T-shirts last year. Besides, wearing it earns me a lot of tips, and even though I’m the owner, it’s still nice to come home with a pocketful of cash.”

As she jabbered, she walked past him to the entryway to locate her boots. But she didn’t get far before he grabbed her by the arm.

He went dead still as he stared down at her. “I don’t like the idea of men giving you tips because of how you look in a top.”

Twisting her head, she met his stare with a defiant tilt of her chin. “You don’t get a say in that.”

She meant for her response to come out with the strength she usually used…but the words were raspy.

Breathy.

“You’re right—I don’t.” He released her, masking his expression with a neutral one that got under her skin.

She withdrew her arm from the clasp of his warm, callused fingers. “Let’s just get to the bar. I need to clean up before the lunch rush.”

He grunted and opened the door, annoying her more by checking that the coast was clear before allowing her to walk to the car—with him half a step behind, of course.

The same routine took place at Badlands. Wolfe did a sweep of the interior, while she got straight to work. She began to clear away the empty beer bottles and glasses on the tables left from the previous night while stealing looks at the man who’d been in her bed.

He stood with his back to the wall. He swiped his long finger over the screen of his phone, scrolling through what was probably the security camera footage. But she couldn’t quit thinking about what those long, callused fingers could do to her body.

How he lifted her onto the counter and ate her pussy.

A shiver coursed through her, and she battled to fill her lungs with air that had been sucked out of the bar.

When she started dragging the full trash can across the room, Wolfe looked up from his task and saw what she was doing. Without being asked, he walked over and took the can from her, hoisting the heavy, full bag up in one hand like it weighed nothing.

He started toward the back door to place it outside.

She admired his strong, straight back and the carved lines of his ass in a clean pair of jeans. “Thank you,” she remembered to call out.

He tossed her a look over his shoulder. “No problem.”

Maybe she should do something nice for him. After all, he wasn’t getting paid to pretend he was her bouncer, and she never hired him on as a bodyguard either. Attempting to press money on him would only insult the man, she knew.

Inspiration struck. She’d make him lunch. Nobody could resist her special sandwiches. Guys came in for the lunch special just to eat her sandwiches and watch sports on TV.

Since her father’s passing, she’d remodeled the kitchen, updating old fixtures and streamlining so food could be prepared faster. Her business had tripled over the past three years, and she just knew if she could launch the rum side of things, she could finally start up that retirement account she always wanted.

As much as she appreciated having Badlands, she didn’t want to still be slinging drinks when she was sixty. She needed to keep her exit strategy in sight.

While she pulled out all the ingredients for one of her famous pastrami and pickle on rye sandwiches, she hummed along to the music that always played through the speakers. The country tune was one of her favorites. For the three minutes it played, her worries over the break-in and even how things had gone so far with Carver faded to the background.

On the surface, she downplayed the trouble in her bar and with the man she shot, but how could she ignore the events? But she’d worry about them later—right now, the music filled the space.

By the time the song finished, she had one sandwich whipped up and another on the prep board. Then with a plate in each hand, she carried them out to the bar.

Carver looked up at her, and she twitched her head toward the stools for him to take a seat. Once he did, she settled next to him and pushed one dish his way.

“What’s this?” He rested his forearms on the worn bar. The thick ropes of muscles wrapped around each sent a small thrill through Livia’s lower belly.

“My specialty. Pastrami and swiss on rye with crispy pickle.”

He looked into her eyes. “Nobody’s fixed me lunch in years.”

“Well, I hope you like it.” She picked up half of her sandwich and brought it to her lips.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him do the same. When he bit off a huge chunk and let out a moan, she smiled.

“Good?”

“Very good.” He took another bite. “I’ve never been a huge fan of pickles, but these make the sandwich better.”

“Mmhmm. People come from all over the tri-county area for one of my sandwiches. I have a few options, but this is my personal favorite.”

They ate, with the music and TVs breaking the companionable silence. When she reached for a potato chip on her plate, she sent Carver a sideways glance.

“What brought you to Eden?”

He finished half of the sandwich and reached for the other. “My men. I had to make sure they were okay.”

She studied him. The carved line of his jaw gave nothing away about the inner workings of his brain.

“You fought with them? You were SEALs?”

He nodded. While she wouldn’t call his expression closed off, she couldn’t read it either. “There was a huge attack. It took out most of our friends.”

“Forest Gracey was one.”

He gave her a penetrating stare. “He lost his life before that attack. But both events changed all of us… brought me back together with Colton and Hunter. When I learned they’d come to Montana, I knew I had to be here to make sure they weren’t fucking up their lives.”

The heavy statement hung between them. Livia was the first to admit that she didn’t do well with emotional stuff, so her tactic to deflect was the first thing that popped into her mind.

“Jeesh. And you think I’m controlling. Colton and Hunter aren’t even under you anymore.”

His gaze wandered over her face as if searching for things she tried to hide from anyone else. “You are controlling. I’m concerned about you, but in a totally different way.”

She dropped the chip she nibbled onto her plate. “How so?”

“My need to be in control comes from the military, discipline, brotherhood. Yours comes from childhood trauma where you felt like every bit of your life was out of your control, so now you must control everything.”

Stunned, she stared at her plate. Damn. Shots fired.

“What makes you think that?”

He pointed to a photo behind the bar, a framed print of her father and his daughters.

She rolled her eyes. “Everybody has daddy issues. I bet you do.”

“I don’t have any issues. I have a good family.”

“When was the last time you saw them?”

“Two years ago.”

She hiked up her brow. “And you say you don’t have issues with them? If that’s the case, why didn’t you visit them when you left the SEALs?”

“They just don’t understand me like my guys do.”

She stilled, feeling his emotion wash over her.

“My family always says I’ve changed. That’s why I love my SEAL family. We just know. We don’t have to say it.”

She processed this for a moment, nibbling on her potato chip again. They resumed eating their meal, which helped ease his obvious discomfort at speaking about his feelings, and she recovered from his stab about her father.

Looking at the photo, she felt an admission she’d never said aloud before—to a single soul in the world—slip onto her tongue. “I think my father liked his regulars more than his family.”

Carver turned his full attention on her.

“He liked to drink with them.”

His nod felt like the most validation she’d ever received in her life. She knew that he understood and she didn’t have to say a word—just like his brotherhood.

Time to lighten the mood. Livia brushed the crumbs off her hands. “I need to go check the distillery.”

He slid to his feet before the words were out of her mouth. “Not without me.”

For the first time, she truly appreciated having the bodyguard along for company.

* * * * *

Carver caught Livia by the shoulder. Standing at the door of the distillery, she tossed him an annoyed glance.

“Yes?”

He cleared his throat and angled his jaw toward the door.

She rolled her eyes. “If that grunt means I should let you go first…” She waved a hand at the closed door.

Reaching around her, he punched the key code into the alarm system. With one hand on the weapon riding along his spine, he opened the door. The few windows high on one wall shed a dim gray light over the space.

On red alert for any threat, he took a step inside.

Suddenly, all the overhead lights snapped on.

With a groan, he shot Livia a look. “You just can’t let me do my job, can you?”

She offered him a sweet smile. Damn, the woman had charm for days but enough spark to burn down a forest. He was beginning to question if he was the right man for this job.

“Mind closing the door?” He tipped his jaw toward it.

She did as he asked—shocker—and watched him prowl around the space.

He’d done a daily security sweep of the distillery, but he hadn’t spent any time investigating this side of Livia’s business. He had to admit, he was intrigued. A female brewing rum in small-town Montana was far from any norm.

After making a circle of the room, he returned to Livia’s side.

She tipped her head back to meet his gaze. “All clear, Commando?”

“Ha-ha,” he stated in his driest tone.

To his surprise, she shook her head on a giggle. “I’m going to check the latest batch of rum. If that’s okay with you.”

He stepped aside, sweeping an arm out for her to lead on.

In long strides, she crossed the room. The huge tanks and copper piping looked like a futuristic creature with extra arms of iron and steel. She walked to the long wall and reached overhead to pull down a glass jug.

When she moved to one huge tank, Carver watched her with hooded eyes. Damn, the woman had enough bounce to lure any man close enough to touch her curves. In her business, she was probably targeted much more often than she realized.

His fists curled at the thought of that asshole breaking in and destroying her property. If she happened to be in the bar at the time…

Livia bent over, cutting the synapse in his brain and creating another pathway that ran straight to his cock. Since touching her, he could barely focus whether she was right in front of him or in the other room. Half the night, he lay aching for her, head swirling with thoughts of digging his fingers into that mass of red hair, pulling her lips down to his as she rode his cock.

She twisted the top of the spout, and rich amber liquid flowed into the clear jug. She let a small amount flow in, then shut off the spout.

Long after she straightened, his gaze was glued to her round ass. God, what a woman. She was a little badass. She ran a bar. She brewed rum. Badlands was a fantastic name for the place, and she’d made everything neat and tidy, with sharp, modern branding and just enough rustic edge to appeal to the country locals.

She strolled to a wooden table at the far corner of the room. A single light hung over it. The things that bare bulb reminded him of would make weaker men curl up in the fetal position, but he was a trained SEAL. He knew how to compartmentalize all the torture he’d endured in his life and stow it away deep inside, in dark recesses.

Wandering over, he watched her draw two shot glasses closer. She filled each with a splash of rum and sent him a look.

“This is the raw state. It hasn’t been aged in the barrel room yet.”

He’d been in the barrel room during his security checks and been equally impressed with the setup. All those oak barrels stacked on metal racks from floor to ceiling was evidence of Livia’s hard work and dedication.

She lifted one glass, and he took up the other. She raised hers in tribute. “Bottoms up.”

He took a slow pull of the liquid into his mouth. Flavors mingled on his tastebuds.

She polished off her shot and set the glass on the table with a small clink. “What do you think?”

“You’ve got a good product here.”

“But you said it needs to age longer.” She pulled out a chair and sat. Once he was seated across from her, he took a moment to glance at their surroundings.

“How did you ever afford this? I got the idea your father drank too much. Usually bar owners tend to drink all their profit.”

She cocked her head in an inquisitive fashion, seemingly unfazed by his direct jab at her dad. “The bar was actually paid off when I inherited it. That meant I could put the profits back into the business.”

He touched the empty shot glass with a fingertip. The last drop of amber glimmered in the bottom from the light of the industrial lighting. “Why rum? Don’t tell me—you love a good rum and Coke.”

She waved a hand. “This is an artistic endeavor.”

His lips quirked. “I bet you put that on the label.”

“You bet I do.”

They shared a laugh. She really was lovely when she smiled. As if she could hear his thoughts, a light pink flush climbed into her cheeks.

He stared at her for another long heartbeat that felt like it was going too hard, too fast. “So this is your dream.”

She tilted her head again, an action he was quickly beginning to see came with her process of thinking, just like her dimple appeared when she was riled.

Finally, she drew a deep breath. “I’d rather have a brewery.”

Her revelation came with a deeper red flush from her and made him blink.

“So why are you making rum?”

“It was always my father’s dream. But the people in these parts are beer drinkers. Do they look like they crawled off a pirate ship to you?”

He laughed again, loving how her mind worked, and her wit and humor definitely kept him on his toes these past few days.

She directed a thick wave of hair over her shoulder, which pulled her top tighter across her breasts, flattening the letters making up the Badlands logo.

“I’d love to make Badlands Beer. It just has a ring to it… I’ve never admitted this to anyone—not even my dear friends Meadow and Ivy—but my heart isn’t really in the rum.”

“I think Badlands Beer sounds brilliant, Livia.”

“Oh, it would be!” Excitement caught hold of her, and her eyes gleamed. “I’d make a few varieties of craft beers to start with. I wouldn’t get ahead of myself. I’d perfect each recipe before working on another. I think it would really take off around here—with tastings and game nights.”

He could envision her vision, and he had to admit he caught her excitement. “You could offer it at local restaurants through a partnership.”

“What a great idea!”

“A few tweaks to the rum label and you’d have one for beer.”

“I’ve already worked up a couple designs!” She pulled her phone out of her pocket and swiped a finger over the screen. When she passed the device to him, his cock jumped at the warmth of her flesh clinging to it.

He studied the two designs side-by-side on the screen. He almost didn’t want to pass the phone back to her. Knowing where she stowed it against her round ass left him with a deep desire that no amount of rum would be able to kick.

“They’re both really good designs. I prefer the one on the right, though. It’s—”

“Clearer,” they said at the same time.

He returned her phone, and her hand brushed his. Unwilling to let her move away too fast, he covered her fingers with his own, trapping them.

Livia sucked in a breath. For a long heartbeat, their gazes locked.

Damn, this woman was going to be the end of him.


Chapter Eight

Livia glared down at her cat. The white, long-haired ball of fluff was curled up on Carver’s chest. Angel never got this cozy with Livia.

Traitor! she mouthed.

The cat blinked at her and then tucked her head, nose to tail, on the big SEAL’s chest.

She let her stare slip from her pet to the man fast asleep on her couch. He was so long that he propped his feet on the arm and his shoulders swallowed the cushions.

Damn, he really was glorious in the buff. Her insides tingled at the memory of their one brief encounter. Though they both seemed to enjoy the sex, it seemed that they’d only have a one-night stand.

Sometimes she caught a stray glimmer in his eyes that made her wonder if he desired her. But then it would fade, replaced by the shards of steel always present in his eyes.

His chest was bare, the bronzed skin sporting a few patches of fluff from Angel making him into a bed. The sight made Livia’s lips curl in amusement.

The thin blanket she gave him to use was twisted around his long, muscular legs, dipping low enough to reveal that he’d slept in his jeans.

When she looked at Angel again, she narrowed her eyes at the cat. She seemed to be having all the fun, sprawled out on the man who was supposedly guarding Livia from harm.

Not that she believed she was ever in peril. What happened with Ivy behind her bar was tangled up with the happenings on the Gracey Ranch. Livia had no doubt that they were digging deep into who was behind the attacks on the family…but she’d heard a few rumors too, all of which she’d shared with Colton when he grilled her.

She managed to tear her gaze away from Carver and focused on the clock on the range. If she was going to get her errands in, she had to stop gawking at Angel—okay, and Carver too—and get a move on.

Her socked feet didn’t make any sound as she crossed to the entryway and put on her boots. With her purse and car keys in hand, she reached for the door handle.

“Where the hell do you think you’re going?”

She leaped and spun in the same motion. Carver was standing so close that her nose brushed his bare, muscled chest. The springy hair tickled her nose, and his musk teased her senses.

Rocking backward, she stumbled over his big boot on the floor. He closed his hands on her upper arms, holding her upright.

“What the hell are you doing awake? You were asleep a minute ago!”

He cocked a brow.

Her mouth formed an O.

He wasn’t asleep. He knew she was standing over him. He probably felt her stare linger on his body for far too long.

She drew up to her full height. “Well? What do you have to say?”

“I asked you a question first. Where are you going, Livia?”

“I’m off to run errands.”

“Not without me.” He firmed his jaw, which made him look even meaner. She would not want to meet this guy in a dark alley.

She darted a look at the door, then back to Carver.

He folded his arms. The move drew attention to a stray tuft of cat hair clinging to the springy hair on his chest.

“Don’t try to leave, Livia. I will track you down and haul you back here to safety so fast, you won’t know what hit you.”

Oh god. That was kind of hot.

So hot that maybe she wanted to try it.

She eyed him for a long heartbeat before regaining her wits.

“I really don’t have time for this. I’m supposed to be at the bar.”

His sandy brows lowered into a line. “I thought you said it’s closed Mondays.”

“It is, but a special delivery of liquor is arriving today to replace what was smashed in the break-in the other day.”

He nodded. “Give me five minutes.”

When he turned to walk off to the bathroom, she couldn’t quit staring at his hard spine and the way his jeans hugged his perfect, carved ass…

He tossed another grumpy look over his shoulder. “Don’t even think about leaving without me.”

Why did her body react to everything he said and did today? Maybe she needed to go back to bed. With her battery-operated boyfriend. Until lunchtime.

She issued a shaky sigh and attempted to keep her wits about her while she waited for Carver to return. She checked her phone for messages, and found one from Ivy saying that she was all right and would talk to Livia soon.

What a weight off her shoulders that was. Now if her little sister would check in about her new life with her delinquent boyfriend in Albuquerque, all would be right in her world.

After a few minutes, Carver emerged from the bathroom, looking fresh and wide awake. He’d changed his clothes and looked like he’d run his fingers through his damp hair.

“Wait—did you shower?”

“Grabbed a quick one.”

A thrill coiled through her belly. “How did you have any time at all? You were only gone five minutes.”

He shrugged, drawing her attention to his broad shoulders clad in black cotton. Her gaze dropped to his chest.

“Where did you get a Badlands T-shirt?”

“Found a box in the storeroom yesterday. Figured your bouncer should at least look the part, yeah?”

She started to splutter out some sharp reply but snapped her jaws shut.

“It looks good on you.”

His chuckle washed over her, sending even more awareness into her already hyperactive system. When he snaked a long arm around her and opened the door, his body heat scorched up her side.

Her nipples hardened. Her mouth dried out. Her insides clutched.

By now she was getting used to Carver bossing her around when they left the house. She settled in the driver’s seat of her car and started the engine.

“Would you look at that? I managed to make it all the way to the car without taking a bullet.”

“Never joke about that.” His hard monotone shot goose bumps over her forearms.

“Sorry. I wasn’t thinking about the things you’ve seen and done.”

He said nothing as she drove to the bar. When they reached the back door where she accepted deliveries, the truck was already parked there.

Carver whipped open the door, long leg extending to the ground. “Let me check him out first.”

“Carver, really? He’s fine. I know this guy. I see him every week.”

He fixed her in his dark gaze.

“Fine!”

He walked over to the driver, and they exchanged a few words. When he twitched his fingers, indicating she could get out of the car, annoyance rolled through her.

When she approached the driver, she threw him a small wave of greeting. “Hi, Tom. Thanks for making the extra trip this week.”

He leaned close. “This your new bouncer?”

“Uh…yeah. Why?”

“He ex-military or something?”

“Um…” She didn’t really want to talk about Carver or answer questions as to why he was here.

“He asked to see my ID to prove I’m who I say I am.”

She forced out a stilted little laugh. “Oh, he’s just thorough. He’ll ease up in time. You know how these guys are.”

He gave her a look that said he didn’t but would take her word for it.

When he unloaded the shipment using a dolly, Carver supervised his every move. After Tom climbed back in his truck and drove off, Livia smacked Carver in the arm.

He turned his head to look at her. “What’s that for?”

“Do you have to be so intimidating? I consider Tom a friend. He keeps my business stocked. Without him, I’d just be a low-brow restaurant serving nothing but rum.”

“Can’t have that now, can we?”

She rolled her eyes and waltzed inside. The stockroom was always a mess after delivery day. Livia walked over to a big, heavy crate full of alcohol, threaded her fingers together and cracked her knuckles.

“What’s that for?” Carver stood too close.

“I’ve got a lot of heavy lifting to do. I’m preparing myself.” She jabbed the air with a couple punches and bounced on her toes.

His low chuckle and the amusement spreading over his rugged features warmed her. “Step aside, woman.”

Her jaw dropped. Before she could fill her lungs with all the attitude she could muster to blast him with, he lifted the first box as if it were filled with bottles of air.

“Just direct me to where you want them.”

Seeing that he wasn’t going to take no for an answer—and he was a lot stronger than her—she hurried ahead to the wall of shelves. “Here is fine. I’ll unpack them and stock the shelves and the bar while you carry over the boxes.”

“Sure thing.”

After she unpacked a few boxes, she realized how much more efficient it was to work with another person. The task went by much faster.

From the corner of her eye, she watched Carver. He was so strong. His thick biceps bulged as he balanced the box.

At this rate, she was never going to want to do this chore alone again.

When he set the final box on the floor next to the others, she moved to cut into it with her box cutter.

He cast out a hand, holding her back. “I’m going to open this one.”

“Why is that?”

His expression was blank and still, giving her no read whatsoever on what was going on.

“This box is heavier than the others.”

Scoffing, she bent over the box and sliced into it before he could stop her. When she pulled up the cardboard flaps, she let out a shrill scream.

Carver swept out an arm, shoving her behind him. Livia’s pulse throbbed faster as she watched him grab a broom and use the handle to remove the rattlesnake from the box. He shoved the snake out the back door.

She rushed behind to see what he was doing. He hooked the snake on the broom and whipped it toward a patch of thick trees.

When he swung to face her, she balled her clammy hands into fists. That was far too close a call for her. She hated snakes. Luckily, living in the small town, she didn’t see many. Only when she’d go hiking in the Montana mountains would she see snakes and other such wildlife, but she’d never had such a close brush with one.

Carver fixed his stare on her.

She shook her head. “Don’t try to tell me that was an attack. Mice are a problem on the loading docks. The snake probably came looking for food.”

He took a step, crowding against her. “You’re shaking. Come here.”

She couldn’t toss up her hands to ward him off. She didn’t know if she even wanted to.

He enveloped her in his strong arms.

* * * * *

Carver held Livia against him, determined to absorb every last shiver coursing through her body. As much as she wanted to believe there was no threat against her, he knew better.

He was trained to read signs of danger. If this wasn’t a direct attack or some dark warning to Livia, he’d be the first to admit he was losing his edge.

But he was never wrong.

She slipped her arms around his back and clung to him. When she pressed her cheek against his chest and released a sigh, he flexed his arms around her tighter, more protectively.

He bent over her, and her sweet scent flooded his nose. “I want you to go into the kitchen while I unpack the rest of those boxes. Okay?”

She nodded, her cheek brushing over his chest and sending a sharp pang to his heart. “I’ll fix us some sandwiches.”

“I’d like an extra pickle on mine.”

“You got it.” She pushed back, tipping her head to look into his eyes.

“Oh fuck. Livia.” He kissed her hard, claiming her lips in a gesture that made her rock onto her tiptoes and throw her arms around his neck.

He planted his hands on her waist and held her tighter, dragging her against his stiffening cock.

The blast of a car horn on the street out front forced him to break the kiss. When he stared down into her beautiful eyes, warmth closed around the walls of his heart. He let his hand dip to her round ass and give it a gentle squeeze.

“About that pickle.”

She issued a husky laugh. “Is that what we’re calling it now?” She rocked against his erection again, then withdrew from his hold and walked inside.

As he unboxed everything, his mind flipped to what could have happened to Livia if she had opened that box alone. And she worked alone so much of the time.

He dragged a palm down his face, trying to compartmentalize the anger raging inside him. Someone wanted to hurt her.

Who?

Besides the man she shot, what enemies did she have? She could have pissed off some drunk by not serving him, or a guy who wanted a date she didn’t agree to.

Or more likely, her father had enemies that Livia might not even know about.

He had to get to the bottom of all this, and he needed to speak to his men. Colton and Hunter would be the voice of reason when it came to Livia’s case…because Carver was quickly starting to realize that he was far from impartial when it came to the woman.

It had taken everything inside him to keep from tossing her back in the car and driving her to the closest safehouse. Just like it had required all of his control to keep from yanking her down on top of him that morning while he lay on the couch, aware she was studying him.

A footstep in the doorway made him glance up from the last box he was loading onto the shelf. Livia stood there, hands in the front pockets of her jeans, red hair wild around her beautiful face.

Dammit, he had to get her to safety.

“Sandwiches are ready.”

He straightened from his crouched position and set the final two bottles of alcohol on the storage shelf. “Can’t wait. Livia?”

Fine red brows hitched upward in question.

“What do you think about going to the ranch with me after this?”

“The Gracey?”

He nodded.

“Sounds fun. It would be good to see Meadow and Ivy. But…is it safe there?”

“You’ll be with me. That means you’ll be safe.”

She swiped her tongue over her full bottom lip as if tasting the kisses they’d shared. Goddamn if he didn’t want to stomp over to her, whip her into his arms and capture her mouth again.

And again.

“We’ll go after we eat.”

“And go to the bank.”

His lips quirked. “Okay.”

“And I need to pick up some laundry detergent.”

God, she was adorable even when making lists of chores he could only think of as husbandly duties. But he was willing to do all of them with her.

After sharing their meal and running all their errands, they drove to the Gracey Ranch. When they pulled in, two men came out of the barn. Colton and Hunter looked hot, dirty and pissed off.

But when they saw Livia, they slapped more pleasant looks on their faces and approached her to say hello.

Each gave her a brief hug.

“Meadow’s with her horses. Ivy’s at the house working on the books.” Colton nodded toward the big ranch home that screamed money. But money didn’t make for a happy world. Carver knew that money was the real reason why the Gracey family was under attack.

Livia bobbed her head. “I’ll go say hello to Ivy first. Maybe she’ll walk with me to the training pen to see Meadow.”

The men stared at her.

She didn’t take a step to do those things.

Then she glanced at Carver.

Fuck. She was waiting for him to give the go-ahead. Whether he’d finally convinced her to allow him to do his job or she’d been frightened by that rattlesnake in a way she hadn’t relayed, he didn’t know.

He stepped up to her and took her hand. Squeezing her fingers felt so damn good, so damn right. “It’s safe. Go on. I’ll find you at the bonfire pit.”

She nodded and pulled free. When she walked across the verdant green yard, he watched her go.

“Damn. Never thought I’d see the day.” Hunter’s comment brought Carver around.

“I won’t pretend I don’t understand what you’re talking about. But I’ve got more on my mind. Where can we talk?”

Colton and Hunter traded a look. Colton canted his head for them to follow, leading them to a long line of fence that overlooked a pasture. Cattle dotted the land, and beyond that, the stark mountains sliced into the sky.

It was a beautiful place. A place to feel part of the universe—or totally alone, depending on a man’s mood.

Carver had been in both places, especially after that strike on his team. But right now, he was glad to have his brothers with him.

They took up spots leaning with their elbows on the fence. He didn’t pause a beat before stating his reason for being here.

“What do you guys know about rattlesnakes in these parts?”

He felt the surprise ripple through his friends.

“Not a lot. But I haven’t been here long, and I stick close to the ranch.” Hunter didn’t need to say that he was staying close because of the woman he loved.

Colton shifted. “What happened?”

“Livia got an alcohol shipment at the bar today. And when she opened a box, there was a rattler inside.”

“Goddamn.” Colton tugged his cowboy hat off and raked his fingers through his disheveled hair.

“You got a photo?”

He nodded.

“You think someone put it there.” Colton’s tone made it clear it wasn’t a question.

“Damn right I do. I need to find out who’s after her. Then you guys better have the local police on speed dial, because I will kill him if it comes to protecting Livia.”

Neither SEAL moved nor spoke.

“Later on, we’ll find Webb and show him the photo you took. He’s lived here his whole life. He’ll know more about the snake.” Colton placed the Stetson back on his head.

Satisfied with this next step in the process of finding out who wanted a piece of Livia, Carver relaxed against the fence. “Tell me what’s going on around here. Any new developments?”

“Some things recently went missing. We found the items sold through online auctions.” Hunter twisted to look over his shoulder at the house.

“Ivy located the items?” Carver guessed.

“Yup.”

“You don’t think someone’s coming onto the ranch and stealing, do you?” He was already getting antsy being away from Livia for only a few minutes. Anything could happen in a blink—he knew that better than most.

Hunter and Colton exchanged another look.

“Hunter thinks that Webb’s behind the theft.”

“And you don’t.”

“No. The guy is a dark horse, that’s true. But he is loyal as hell to the Gracey family. I don’t think he’s capable of such underhanded behavior.”

Hunter shifted from boot to boot. “He’s the only person who could get the equipment off the ranch.” Colton started to speak, and Hunter held up a palm to stop him. “We’ve been over it all, brother. Let’s stick to the facts.”

“Has Sean Gracey been sticking close to the ranch?” Carver’s question made both men straighten.

Colton eyed him. “What did Forest tell you?”

“It seems he told each of us something a little different. A little more,” Hunter added.

A lot of time had passed since that day he and Forest shared a deep conversation about his family and the ranch.

One point stood out to Carver above all the other clutter.

“He made it clear he thought his father had a gambling problem.”

Hunter wagged his head. “Damn. Knowing that a few weeks ago might have saved all of us trouble. But yeah, man. Forest had his old man pegged right.”

They talked a little more about the situation on the ranch. The trespassers caught on film, the ranch hand who’d been found dead in the pond months before. The attack on Meadow and then Ivy. Both women had barely made it out with their lives. The heavy weight of everything crashed down on them, and they all fell silent for several minutes.

Finally, Colton clapped Carver on the back. “C’mon. We’re going to break you in right.”

“Put a shovel in your hand.” Hunter flashed a grin.

Carver nodded. “Lead the way. I’m game for some hard work.”

Colton chuckled. “Like hanging around a beautiful bartender is work for you.”

Carver turned to stare at the house where Livia was hanging out with her friend. “Are you kidding? Have you ever talked to Livia? She’s the most stubborn, independent female I’ve ever met in my life.”

The guys busted up with laughter, and by the time the three of them reached the barn again, Carver was burning to keep on walking straight to the house. To Livia.


Chapter Nine

Tall orange flames flickered toward the sky, shooting sparks into the black of night. Livia watched the waves of heat and sank deeper into her lawn chair with a satisfied sigh.

When was the last time she kicked back and relaxed this way? All the stress of running a busy bar and keeping the distillery from falling off the map weighed on her every single day.

Livia didn’t have a degree, and her only job had been at the bar. She was proud to be a female business owner. She loved her work and was grateful that she had the bar to call her own. She didn’t have to sling food and drinks for some other bar owner for low pay. But it meant she didn’t take regular days off for fun or self-care. It had been so long since she did anything that didn’t involve the bar.

Looking at the faces of her friends seated around the bonfire in various lawn chairs and on tree stumps, she watched some of their strain fade away too.

The ranch manager Zach Webb cradled his acoustic guitar and strummed a chord. The soft music didn’t interfere with the conversations taking place between everyone. The ranch hands were joking and laughing, sharing a story about some mishap that had ended in a pair of jeans being ripped down the back and the ranch hand’s ass being on full display.

Across from her, Meadow was cozied up to Colton. He’d slung his arm around her shoulders. She turned her face toward him and said something too soft for the others to hear. He smiled and pressed a tender kiss to her lips.

Livia’s heart warmed at seeing her friend. Both Meadow and Ivy seemed to be finding happiness at long last. After the things they’d endured, losing their mom and then their brother, as well as the attacks on them, they deserved happiness more than most, in Livia’s opinion.

She turned her attention to Carver—and froze.

Her heart lodged in her throat.

Why was he looking at her with fire burning in his eyes? As big and bright as the bonfire in the ring between them.

The past few days, having him around…it had been different for her. She worked alone and didn’t really allow her fellow workers at Badlands to enter her life on a deeper scale. She was fine with being a loner. But that was good. Too many people walked out of her life. If she had nobody, there was nobody left to leave.

But Carver refused to leave. It was a wonder he even let her walk into the shower alone, he was so determined to keep her safe.

He had no reason for making himself her bodyguard either—he had nothing to gain from it.

His direct stare never shifted from her face. Her stomach dipped and seemed to melt into liquid heat that flowed between her thighs.

When he kissed her back at the bar, it took all of her self-control to keep from ripping off his clothes and tasting every inch of his big body.

That need spread through her belly, making it flip and flutter.

Her day with him and the others had been the best she’d experienced in ages. They had all come together for a big dinner eaten on the Graceys’ deck, sharing good food and drinks and stories before the sun dropped behind the mountains and they moved to the bonfire.

She flicked her gaze up to Carver’s. Their eyes locked and held. Several heartbeats throbbed between them.

Webb strummed some more chords on the guitar, and then he added his low, crooning voice to the notes.

A fairytale rose up in Livia’s head. One that she had absolutely no business allowing inside her brain. Between Carver’s steady gaze and the magic of the music, she was powerless to stop it.

Nights in the arms of her lover. Rolling. Fingers twisting in the sheets as pleasure crashed through both of them.

Of waking up to find him in bed next to her. Being able to reach out and touch him whenever she wanted to.

Sharing the workload at Badlands, talking, teasing and joking the way she’d seen Ivy and Hunter do together at dinner. Then going home together and starting all over again.

Having a person of her own to love who loved her back.

Tears suddenly stung at the back of her eyes. Normally, she’d blame it on the bright flames, but how could she deny this longing?

His gaze clung to hers, causing her heart to beat faster and out of rhythm. His fist clenched where it rested on his knee.

Her lips fell open on a soft gasp.

Then he pushed out of his chair. Each step he took to circle the fire toward her, she drowned in desire.

When he extended a hand to her, she clasped it. He pulled her to her feet.

He glanced around at the others. “We’re heading home now.”

They didn’t make it twenty paces from the fire before Carver grabbed her. He locked her in his arms and kissed her until her toes curled in her boots. She threw her arms around his neck, leaned into him and kissed him back with all the fervor scorching through her.

Seven passionate kisses…then eight. And he finally tore away. “I’m driving.”

She put the keys in his hand and allowed him to lead her on unsteady legs to the car.

As he drove, he sent her long looks filled with innuendo that seared her panties right off her body. Need tightened like a vise in her core. Her pussy throbbed and her nipples ached.

Inside her house, he grasped her by the shoulders. “I want you. Now. But I have to check the house first.”

“By the time you get back, I’ll be standing here naked.”

His eyes gave a wicked gleam. “I’ll be thirty seconds.”

“Start countin’, cowboy.”

* * * * *

Rapid-fire, Carver checked every corner and closet of the house. The burn to get back to Livia and see if she made good on her promise to be naked and ready for him flared strong.

As he exited the bathroom after a sweep of the shower stall, he looked toward the place where he’d left Livia.

His tongue dried out and glued to the roof of his mouth when he spotted her.

Her skin glowed in the faint golden light of the lamp she’d flicked on. She’d tucked her mass of long red hair over her shoulders, leaving nothing to restrict his view of her sexy body.

Curves for days swelled from her breasts, nipped in at her waist and flared again at a pair of hips just made for a man to grip while sinking inside her tight heat.

His cock jerked against his fly, suddenly pounding with need.

“All clear?” She ran her tongue across her bottom lip, leaving a glimmer of wetness he could see from where he stood feet away.

“All clear.” With slow, deliberate steps, he closed the gap between them.

They stood inches apart. His chest heaved with the effort to take this slow. She deserved slow, no matter how much he wanted to throw her down on the bed and fuck her until everyone in Eden, Montana knew his name.

“One of us has on too many clothes.” Her voice sounded as a soft purr that stroked him as if she’d touched him with her hands.

He let his gaze dip over her small, perky breasts. Mouthwatering. “That’s not you.”

She shook her head, hair swishing over her shoulder and caressing her nipple. Under his gaze, it shriveled to a small point.

“Fuck, darlin’. You’re the sexiest woman I’ve ever seen.” He gripped the hem of his Badlands T-shirt and whipped it over his head. He tossed it on the couch, but it slid to the floor.

Out of the corner of his eye, he caught a hint of white fur as the cat came out from behind the couch to loaf on his shirt.

He turned his attention back to Livia. She cut her stare over his chest, across his pecs and down his abs to the waist of his jeans.

“Still too many clothes.”

“Let me remedy that.” With a flick of his fingers, he popped his fly and eased down the zipper. Next, he worked off his boots. It meant bending over to untie them, which brought his face deliciously close to Livia’s bare thighs.

Dark need jolted through him like he’d gripped a live wire.

He had. That live wire was the woman he was about to claim every…single…inch of.

He kicked off his boots. Unable to stop himself, he brushed his lips over the front of her thigh, mouth moving upward toward her pussy as he straightened.

She sucked in a gasp and dug her fingers into his hair. Holding her gaze, he hooked his thumbs in his boxer briefs and jeans and shoved them down in one go. As he stepped out of the puddle of clothing at his feet, Livia’s eyes hooded in appreciation.

“Don’t forget the socks.” Her words ended on a squeal as he tossed her over his shoulder and brought the flat of his palm down on her round ass.

“You need to let go of that bossy streak. When it comes to the bedroom, I am the one in charge.” He strode toward the bed.

With a huff of defiant attitude, she wiggled on his shoulder. He clapped his hand over her cheek again.

“You jerk!”

He let her slide down his body. She landed on the mattress, her glare hot on his and her lips twisted as if prepared to come at him again.

He braced his hands on the bed and kissed her—hard. The thorough sweep of his tongue through her mouth had his cock leaking precum where it bobbed on his abs. When he broke the kiss, he wrapped her hair in his fist and forced her gaze to his.

“You like wearing my handprint. Admit it.”

A shudder coursed through her. “Never!” Her hot whisper washed across his lips.

Then they were kissing again, and he pushed her back on the bed. Her blunt nails raked over his spine.

“I can leave marks of my own.”

Goddamn, he liked the sound of that. He couldn’t wait to get inside her, but first, he planned on giving her an orgasm that would leave her screaming.

Throwing her ankles over his shoulders, he delivered a slow lick to her pussy, burrowing through her sweet folds and locating her drenched opening. When he thrust his tongue inside her, she bucked into his mouth and issued a cry.

Her flavors coated his tongue. Need exploded in him.

Gripping her hips, he brought her in closer, sinking his tongue deeper. She rocked and dug her nails into his shoulders deep enough that he knew when he looked in a mirror, he’d be wearing the crescent marks left by her nails.

Throwing himself into giving her pleasure, he tongued up her seam to her stiff clit. Trapping the bundle of nerves under his tongue, he took her higher and higher. She went wild.

When he speared her on two fingers, she stopped breathing. Slowly, he withdrew them through her slick walls, feeling the ripple of her response.

“Oh god! Carver!” She shook as her orgasm struck, pulsing around his fingers and tongue. She screamed his name a second time. The sound echoed in his ears…

But his heart absorbed the shock.


Chapter Ten

Carver’s angled jaw firmed as he gave his cock a slow stroke, applying the condom. She gazed up at him, heart throbbing, her body still pounding from her release and even more desire to have this man filling her.

“Spread those pretty thighs for me, darlin’.” His roughened tone rasped with the same feel of his stubbled jaw under her fingertips.

Slowly, she let her thighs part. He lowered himself between them, thick shaft poised at her pussy.

Wrapping her arms around his shoulders, she drew him closer. He held back from entering her, letting desire build between them.

Livia’s throat tightened. Life had made her tough. She knew the best way to roll to take a kick, knew how to lock up her heart.

Did she want to do that with Carver? Maybe she should. He wouldn’t be sticking around. After he finally determined that she wasn’t really in peril, he’d be gone. And where would that leave her? Neck-deep in love with a man she couldn’t have.

He braced himself on his elbows and hovered over her. As he slipped one big hand under her head, cradling it, a sound broke in his chest.

Being with him made her feel feminine—soft and small. He rubbed her nape with a forefinger, and the rough texture of his skin against hers gave her goose bumps.

“Are you ready for me?” His words should be recorded as a sin. A single drawl falling from those sexy lips had her pussy throbbing all over again.

He started to enter her and stopped. A ripple of strong emotion passed over his face. He dropped his forehead against hers. “Livvie.”

Her own emotion mingled with panic as she ran her fingers through his hair and let the moment sink in.

Carver just felt right. With her. In her bar. In her bed. In her life.

He rained warm kisses on the swells of her breasts and then lifted his head and claimed her mouth. In one smooth, slow glide, he entered her.

Hips bucking of their own accord, she fought an all-consuming need. He was so good at controlling her body this way. Even after she thought she was sated, he demanded more with lips, tongue, hands.

“Carver…” Worry resonated in her voice.

“Shh, love. Just feel.” He pulled his cock through her clenching inner walls. They shared a groan. Her body was electric under his hands and mouth. She wanted more and more.

“Christ, you fit me like a glove. So tight.” He thrust deep inside her.

She rocked with him. Their bodies were so good at this. They moved in tandem.

Her mind filled with other moments when they worked together well, including several nights at the bar. Even at the Gracey Ranch, they had shared the chore of carrying platters of food to the table for all to enjoy.

She cradled his jaw and kissed him with all the passion banked inside her. Waves of pleasure rushed the shores of her consciousness. Pressure built on every single hard thrust of his cock, and a scream built in her throat.

“Come for me. I feel you shaking. You’re close, aren’t you, love? Come for me.” As if her body automatically obeyed his command, she let go.

Her whole body shook as her orgasm whipped her up in a tempest of raw emotion and lust. Bucking against him, she drew out her pleasure as he stiffened. A primal roar burst from his lips, and she swallowed it with a kiss.

For long minutes, her sanity fled.

When Carver brushed his mouth tenderly over the corner of hers, she issued a soft moan and cupped his face in one hand. She felt his lips hitch upward and opened her eyes to see a satisfied grin she couldn’t help but return.

He rolled off her, bringing her up against his side.

Now was about the time when she would get up, maybe use the restroom. Anything but cuddle with the man she took to her bed.

Today, Livia didn’t want to go anywhere—and that scared her.

She worried her lip with her teeth, lost deep in too many questions about how to go about ending what was a really amazing evening.

“I spoke with the guys tonight about the drunk I kicked out of Badlands the other night.”

She started at Carver’s statement. “What about him?”

“He has a record.”

“That doesn’t surprise me. A lot of people have records, even some of the upstanding citizens of Eden. If he did smash up my bar, he’s probably worked it out of his system now.”

“And what about the rattlesnake?”

She gave an involuntary shudder at the memory of that thing. In her line of work, she glossed over a lot of crap she put up with. But she couldn’t ignore the fact that when she’d opened that box, that snake could have sunk its fangs into her, and then she’d be racing against the clock to get medical help.

Having a brush with mortality reminded her all too much of just how alone she was.

Meadow and Ivy had suffered huge losses, but they still had each other. What did she have? A sister who was just as flighty as their mom who had run off.

Carver swept his callused hand up and down her spine. The long strokes started to work into her tense muscles. Soon, her eyes grew heavy.

She rested her cheek on his hard pec, soothed even more by the velvet-covered steel.

She was relieved that he didn’t press her more for answers about the rattlesnake or break-in. Time would reveal that it was really all just coincidence, one of those curve balls life liked to throw at some people.

Her long day caught up with her, and soon she was drifting off to sleep with her head pillowed on Carver’s hard chest. When she awoke to the warm glimmer of daylight streaming through her bedroom window, Carver was gone.

She was alone again. But this time she wasn’t as happy about it.

* * * * *

Livia dropped the rag she used to polish the shot glasses and leaned over the bar. “Emory!”

Her waitress looked up from the last group of customers she was saying goodbye to and held up a finger to Livia to indicate she’d be a minute longer.

She resumed polishing glasses while keeping an ear on the conversation between the trio of friends chatting with Emory. In the front of the room, Carver stood in his usual spot, back to the wall, arms folded across his broad chest and his legs locked for battle.

Livia let her lashes lower over her eyes and stole a long peek at the man. When she woke up alone, a strange mix of relief and sadness washed through her. Thank god he hadn’t made any horrid apologies or excuses, and they’d gone about their normal working lives without mention of the mind-spinning sex they shared the night before.

The last stragglers ended their conversation with Emory and moved to the door. As they passed Carver, they avoided looking directly at him, but she saw him give them a nod.

Emory walked up to lean on the bar. “My feet are killing me.”

Livia could guess why. The young woman’s shoes were so old and worn, she’d probably do better waitressing in bare feet.

She nodded. “The place was slammed tonight. I went through about ten bags of chicken wings.”

“And I must have served over a hundred and fifty pitchers of beer.”

“I bet you did. Which is my reason for calling you over here. I’m giving you a raise. Two bucks an hour.”

“Two bucks!” Emory sputtered as if to argue with Livia’s decision, but she cut across her.

“You deserve it, and it’s already a done deal. I entered it into the accounting program this morning. Your next paycheck will reflect the change.”

The young woman’s eyes rounded and then glistened with tears. She circled the bar and threw her arms around Livia, who accepted the embrace like she would from any of her friends.

“You’ve got a safe place to stay?”

She pulled back and nodded, swiping a fingertip under one eye to catch the tear that had escaped. “I’m staying with my aunt now.”

“Oh, what a relief. I’m happy for you. If you need anything, Emory—anything at all—don’t hesitate to talk to me. I may not have a solution, but we’re both smart and together, we can figure it out. Other people care about you too. Carver mentioned he’d like to help.”

“Really? I can’t believe how kind everyone is. You’re the best boss that I could ever ask for!” They hugged again, and then Livia sent her off for the night.

Carver sent Livia a pointed look before walking Emory out to her car.

Feeling lighter than she’d felt in weeks, maybe even months, Livia walked over to the jukebox and plugged in the numbers to a few of her favorite songs. When she bopped back to the bar to polish the rest of the row of glasses she’d just taken from the dishwasher, she began to sing along.

Aware that Carver had returned from the parking lot and locked the door for the night, she looked up to see him slowly crossing the room to her.

God, the way the man walked. His muscles rolled with each step. His thick shoulders shifting with the movement and those powerful thighs with tight denim across them could bring a woman to her knees.

But not her.

He walked right behind the bar and plucked the glass out of her hand. She whirled, and he took the rag from her too.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

Without a word, he enveloped her hands in his big ones and started to sway with her.

“Is this your way of dancing?”

He did a shimmy.

Tossing her head on a laugh, she watched him for a heartbeat before she performed a wiggle of her own.

“Now we’re talkin’.” He whirled her in an awkward circle that ended too short, sending her tilting off-balance.

Laughing along with Carver, she straightened up and continued to let him lead, even though he was terrible at it. The song ended, and he twirled her again. This time, she didn’t spin out of control.

His eyes sparkled, and she found herself sinking into their depths. Just as she thought she could get lost forever in those eyes, he stomped on her toe.

“Ow!”

He quickly stepped back. “Sorry! I’m a SEAL, not a dancer.”

“Is that the opposite of you’re a lover not a fighter?”

“You know it.” With a palm on her spine, he reeled her in close until she bumped against his chest.

She did know. Especially her body. His fingers moving down her spine to press her even tighter against him made her pussy clench.

He ground his hips against hers like a dancer in a male revue. Even though her body pulsed with need, the too-serious expression he wore left her giggling.

He cradled the back of her head and kissed her—long and deep—just as a slow song kicked on the jukebox.

Oh god. Now she was in the arms of her lover…and the things she was feeling were far too deep for a bar owner and her sort-of bodyguard.

She dropped her arms and stepped back, away from him.

Confusion pinched his brows. “What’s wrong? Did I step on your toes again?”

Her heart jogged. “This is sweet. And nice. But it’s not how our relationship should work.”

“How should it work then?”

She shook her head, her words spinning on her tongue with no way to speak them in a coherent way. “This isn’t a relationship—but if it were, it doesn’t work like this.”

“It can be anything you make of it.”

She dropped her gaze to her squashed toes. “I need to focus on shutting down the bar for the night.”

A heartbeat passed before his boots moved out of the line of her vision. She listened to his footsteps moving away from the bar. Away from her.

She hadn’t done anything wrong, so why did she feel like she did? Carver was temporary in her life. No reason to get attached to him.

She was practical. She rolled with the punches life jabbed her way. Even if the things that had happened really were threats, they wouldn’t last forever.

Then Carver would be gone.

* * * * *

On the ride home, Livia was super quiet again. The streets of the small, quaint town were equally silent and still since everyone else was in bed at this hour.

Carver sent a sidelong look at her profile. Her lips were set in a firm line that told him she was still in a mood. Thing was, he didn’t understand her. One minute she was dancing and laughing, having fun. The next she put up walls and backed away because of some stupid idea in her head about what was and wasn’t acceptable in a relationship. Not that they were involved in one, she rushed to remind him.

He knew that too. When he gave in to the impulse to dance with her, he hadn’t asked for her hand in marriage. They were just having a good time, getting to know each other.

“Livia. Talk to me.”

She didn’t look away from the road. “What do you want to talk about?”

“How about what you’re thinking? What you’re feeling.”

Five full heartbeats ticked by.

“Well, I’m thinking about going home and making some toast because I’m feeling hungry.”

“That’s not what I mean and you know it.”

She whipped her head around and pierced him in her stare. “Why are you interrogating me?”

“Tell me what’s bothering you.”

“I wasn’t raised to be touchy-feely. Or talk about feelings. I didn’t realize military guys do both.”

She was deflecting onto him as a defense mechanism.

“I’m confident in my masculinity.”

“All you men are the same.”

“You don’t always have to be mean, Livia.”

She sent him a dark glower. “Look, you have no idea what it was like growing up with parents like mine. My mom was absent even when she was there, then she ran off. My father drank too much and partied with pretty girls trying to mooch free booze off him. I never wanted a relationship. I’m fine with not getting serious.”

“I bet you say ‘that was great, see you later.’”

“Yup.”

“’Don’t call me. I’ll call you.’”

“It’s the perfect end to any night.”

“You never let any guy spend the night.”

“Why should they? Any guys I took to bed knew what they were getting with me.”

I think I’m the only one who knows what I’m getting.

He bit down the words before they could leak out and infuriate her further.

He ran a finger down the bridge of his nose. “I was raised differently. I had two parents who loved each other. I’m not one of those guys who joined the military to escape family troubles—I joined to get the GI Bill. Then I discovered that I really liked what I was doing.”

Without a word in response, she turned onto the street leading to her house.

“My point is that plans change, Livia. I thought I’d go to the military to get the benefits and complete college so I could get a job I really wanted. Then I made the military my life. Now…”

She pulled into the short driveway and parked. “Say whatever you want to say, Wolfe.”

So he was back to being Wolfe. The lines were drawn in the dirt between them.

Hell if he was going to stay behind that line.

He stepped right over it.

“I was supposed to be here to protect you. Now I want to be here because I care about you.”

She sucked in a breath. Her fingers tightened on the steering wheel.

What did he have to lose? Not a thing. He was going to bleed on this battlefield or die for his efforts.

He brought his hand down on her thigh. Her muscle leaped under his touch. “Livia, I haven’t been around you very long, but I’ve learned enough to know that I want to know more. I want to know how you look when you wake up in the morning. I want to know what your favorite song is and sing a duet with you, even though I can’t carry a tune.”

“Wolfe.”

He barreled on. “You’re beautiful and sweet. You’re fucking strong.”

She made a soft noise but didn’t look at him.

“See those stars, darlin’? I want to kiss you under them and take your body and make you scream my name in pleasure.”

“Stop.”

“No, I won’t stop until I’m finished telling you just how amazing you are and how I never, ever thought I’d find someone who fit me. But you fit me, Livia.”

She turned her head, eyes glistening in the faint glow coming from a light on the corner of her house. “I’m going inside now.”

He studied her for a long moment. Who knew an angel could look so sad.

Seeing that she wasn’t ready to budge an inch on the topic, he opened the car door and climbed out. When Livia got out and waited for him to walk her to the house, surprise rippled through him.

At least the woman was listening to something he said.

After a quick sweep of the house, she gave him a cursory nod. “Goodnight.”

He swung toward her. “I thought you were having a late-night snack.”

“I’m not very hungry anymore.”

He watched her walk into the bathroom. For a moment, he hesitated, listening to her move things around, run water and open drawers.

He followed and stood at the open doorway. Livia stood at the sink with a thick buttercup yellow headband in her hair holding her locks off her face. As he looked on, she started to remove her makeup using a circular pad.

She spotted him in the mirror. “Can I help you?”

“Just getting to know you.”

She dropped the pad in the wastebasket and moved on to smearing some thick pink cream all over her face. She must have eight different bottles of face products lined up on the vanity. The medicine cupboard door hung open to reveal a row of various perfumes in girly bottles.

Livia was tough but had a hidden feminine side that included short nighties and face cream.

After she finished smearing the mask over every inch of her face, she snatched up a floral pink tool and began buffing her nails.

“You can go away now. I’m not in danger.”

“I’ll stay.”

She rolled her eyes and finished with her nails. Then she took a thick washcloth and rinsed off the face mask. When she lifted a pair of tweezers and plucked what he considered to be an invisible hair between her brows, he couldn’t stop the noise he made in his chest.

In the mirror, she met his stare. “What?”

God, she was cute. But he wouldn’t say it.

He pulled away from the doorway and returned to the living room to make up his bed on the couch. As soon as he stretched out, Angel jumped onto his chest and began making biscuits, trying to make his muscle more comfortable.

“Good luck, cat,” he muttered.

The house was silent, and Livia had gone to bed.

Carver lay there for long minutes, hoping she came out for that late-night snack and they could meet in the kitchen like they had other nights.

An ache blossomed in the space in his chest that he knew she had begun to fill. After so many of his fellow SEALs perished in that attack, he hadn’t been whole—not at all. But protecting Livia gave him purpose again. Now if anyone threatened even a single cute red hair on her cute head, he would shoot first and ask questions later.

He sat up abruptly, sending the cat onto the floor. She gave him a dirty look before swishing away.

When he found himself standing at Livia’s bedroom door, he had no recollection of making that conscious decision. He opened the door and saw her sleeping on her side, facing away from him.

Running on gut instinct and a primal need to be close to the woman he was falling for fast, he crawled into bed behind her.

God, her body fit his perfectly. Anchoring an arm around her waist, he buried his nose in her hair and gave the woman what she needed.

Even if she didn’t know what was good for her, he did.


Chapter Eleven

The scent of fresh coffee permeated Livia’s senses, drawing her to the surface of her dream.

Her dream about Carver.

She inwardly groaned—she couldn’t even keep the man from visiting her unconscious mind.

With her eyes still closed in sleep, she froze.

Wait. A. Minute.

Had she imagined turning over in the night to find a big, strong arm anchored around her waist? And a pair of steely thighs behind hers?

What about that stiff rod that rode along her backside?

Unless she dreamed those things, the man had shared her bed last night.

She opened her eyes and blinked at her surroundings. Carver wasn’t standing right in front of her and when she rolled onto her back, she didn’t see him anywhere in the room.

Just then, he pushed the door open and walked in carrying a mug of steaming coffee.

His gaze fell on her. “You’re up.”

She already knew she looked a mess. She couldn’t win any awards for beauty when she first woke up. Yet the expression in his eyes sent a trickle of warmth through her belly.

She cast around for something to say. Morning conversation with a lover was not something she was practiced at.

“The smell of coffee woke me.”

He crossed the room in a few long strides and placed the mug in her hands. Their fingers brushed in the transfer, lifting a memory of him touching her as she slept. Of one hand always resting on her.

He moved to the window and swished the curtain back, filling the room with early morning sunlight. The sky was streaked with the pink of sunrise.

“This is a good start with the coffee.” She took a sip of the delicious brew. “But why are we up so early?”

“I have a surprise for you.”

She lowered her mug. “What kind of surprise?”

Did she even like surprises? She couldn’t remember ever having a good one, only bad.

“Drink your coffee and get dressed.”

“Did you wake me up just to boss me around?”

He returned to the bed. His strong body sent a thrill through her. When he planted a hand on the bed and leaned over her very, very slowly, a knot tightened in her core.

“If you really want to see me bossing you around, try me, darlin’.” He kissed her, gently brushing his lips over hers.

She didn’t even get a chance to argue that she had morning breath before he straightened and left her alone.

What in the world was Carver up to?

How long was this surprise going to take? She had to open the bar in a few short hours or her lunch regulars would be disappointed.

The only way to find out what Carver had planned for her was to finish her coffee and get dressed.

When she walked into the living room wearing her standard uniform of jeans and a Badlands T-shirt, he was sitting on the couch with Angel in his lap.

He looked up at her entrance.

“Is this all right for whatever we’re doing?” She waved a hand over her attire.

He nodded. “We’ll be outdoors. Do you have a light jacket or sweater?”

After grabbing an old flannel shirt and slipping on her boots, she was ready for whatever came next.

Carver’s expression gave nothing away. He held out a hand. “I’ll need your keys.”

“Where are we going?”

“You’ll find out.”

“When?”

He gave her an exasperated look. “Livia, haven’t you ever had a surprise date before?”

Her mouth dried out. Her tongue grew thick. “Date?” she managed.

He gave her a single nod.

“The keys?”

“Uh…I forgot to feed Angel.”

“Already did that.”

“I only have a few hours before I need to be to the bar.”

“Quit stalling and hand over the keys, woman.”

She set a hand on her hip and craned her neck to meet his stare. “You can’t boss me around, Wolfe.”

Even if it was hot as hell.

“Fine. Please give me the keys so we can go.”

Seeing no more stalling tactics in sight, she reached into her purse and tugged them free.

Once he checked that no dangers lurked outside the house, he got behind the wheel and drove out of Eden. It wasn’t long before she realized they were headed to the Gracey Ranch.

Actually, the view of the sky and mountains were stunning. The pastel hues filled her with a peace she rarely felt.

“I’ve never seen this part of the land at this time of day.”

“It’s really pretty. I’ve seen a lot of pretty views in my travels, but this is one of my top five.”

“Five, huh? What were the others?”

He turned his head and pierced her with his gaze. “If I tell you that, I’d have to kill you.”

Caught off-guard, she laughed. “I see. SEAL secrets and all that?”

“Yup.”

She studied his profile. “What was it like? Fighting for your country?”

His jaw flexed at the crease. “A little like wing night at Badlands.”

Again, she laughed. He was glossing over his duty, but if she spent enough time with him, eventually, he’d start to talk to her.

Her mind flipped back to the previous night. All those things he said to her—did he really mean them?

They entered the gates of the Gracey Ranch and parked in front of the expansive garage. Next, he led her to the paddock. By magic, two horses were already saddled for them.

“You can ride?” His question had her gripping the pommel and swinging up into the saddle.

Carver’s grin flashed.

“What if I couldn’t ride? Would it squash whatever surprise you have for me?” Her horse shifted, and she balanced herself in the saddle to calm it.

“Nope. I would have made you ride with me.” With all the grace and ease of a cowboy, he slipped into the saddle and gripped the reins in his big, capable hands.

Those hands possessed so many skills—including ones that sent her over the edge into bliss.

They headed out, riding side by side on a trail that ran along the perimeter of one of the pastures. The beauty of the land dotted with cattle and the morning sun kissing the crest of the jagged mountain took her breath away.

They rounded a bend and she spotted something on the ground ahead.

“What is that?”

“Go see.”

She eyed him. It looked like somebody scattered objects across the trail.

He hung back, giving her a chance to show off her skills. She spurred her horse forward. As she neared the place and spotted a red and white checked blanket spread on the grassy trail and a picnic basket off to one side, there was no stopping the smile that spread over her face.

She wheeled her mount around just as Carver rode up.

He smiled into her eyes. “I hope you worked up an appetite.”

Oh, she had. For him.

The sudden urge to clench her thighs tighter around the horse burned like the sun scorching the dew off the mountain.

He dismounted and loosely hobbled his horse. Then he reached up a hand to help her down.

She slid her hand into his and allowed him to do what he loved to do—be protective and manly.

The thought gave her a beat of pause. Was it such a terrible thing to allow him to look out for her? She’d been bucking him every step of the way. He was protecting her, and how could she argue with him about that?

With both horses peacefully grazing on the tall grass growing on both sides of the trail, Carver led her to the picnic blanket.

When he waved a hand for her to take a seat, she spied the small rocks weighting down each corner of the blanket. With a gasp, she picked one up.

“It’s shaped like a heart!” What she said sank in. A heart.

His lips quirked at one corner, stopping that organ in her chest. As he took a seat next to her, legs stretched out in front of him and crossed at the ankles, she had to force her breathing to slow.

She wanted him. Now.

But she wanted to see what was inside that picnic basket too. She got the feeling it wasn’t a dangerous venomous snake but more touching overtures meant to sweeten her.

He flipped up the lid of the basket to reveal several covered dishes. He began to unpack them, setting them out on the blanket. She pulled the lid off one and couldn’t stop a sound of appreciation at seeing the fresh strawberries.

There were also croissants, spicy sausages, a tea cake and a thermos filled with more hot coffee.

She eyed him. “Okay, who helped you with this?”

He chuckled. “Ivy.”

“Of course. She’s always been good at organizing things.”

He placed a hand close to hers and leaned in. She leaned in too, inch by inch, until their lips brushed.

On a moan, he deepened the kiss, gliding his tongue over hers and creating a new kind of hunger.

When he broke the caress, she swore the birds were singing louder and the breeze was more fragrant with the scent of mountain pine.

A sudden wail broke the silence. A whoop of an alarm.

Carver jolted to his feet, hand along his spine. A ripple ran through Livia at the thought of him needing to pull out that weapon and use it to defend her. Defend both of them.

She started to clamber to her feet, but he threw out a hand to stop her. The scream of the siren sounded again, louder this time, coming their way.

“Is that an ambulance?” Her hoarse whisper was hot with the worry of somebody needing an ambulance. There was only one house on this road—the Graceys’.

While they were very isolated on the trail, the road ran close enough that they could see the ambulance lights through the trees.

The horses stomped their feet and shifted, restless from the noise.

Livia put a hand on Carver’s arm. “That has to be going to the ranch.”

He gave her a hard nod. “Let’s go.”

* * * * *

Carver led the way down the trail, weaving left and right to avoid branches stretched across the divide. Every few feet, he glanced back to make sure Livia was still seated, but she held her own in the race back to the ranch.

On a working ranch, injuries happened. It was also possible that Sean Gracey was having more heart problems. He was still recovering from bypass surgery, and sometimes things happened.

Carver just hoped it wasn’t his men or the Gracey daughters. They had suffered too much already. They deserved peace and time to heal.

Under him, the horse’s muscles rolled, and the hooves thundered in his ears. When they hit the trail head, he threw a look back at Livia. Confident that she’d keep up, he spurred his horse faster and took off at a fast gallop along the edge of the pasture.

She edged her horse neck and neck with his. If his chest weren’t burning with worry over what happened to warrant an ambulance being called to the ranch, he would be turned on with the competition Livia threw at him.

When they rounded the pasture, a cluster of people came into sight. He spotted the flipped ATV just as Livia let out a cry.

Oh god. An ATV accident. Those things killed people. Accidents were no joking matter.

As they raced toward the site, so did the rescue unit, bumping out through the field. Colton was crouched over the victim on the ground, but at the sound of their horses approaching, he looked up.

Carver drew on the reins to bring his mount to a halt, and Livia wheeled around the group, leaping off her horse to run on foot to them.

“Get back. Let us in!” The medics directed everyone away.

Colton scrambled to his feet, and to Carver’s relief, Hunter stood too. Both of his men were fine.

“What happened? Who’s hurt?” Livia threw herself into the knot of men.

“It’s Marks.” Hunter tore off his hat and sliced his fingers through his hair. “Goddammit!”

Carver gripped his friend’s shoulder in a show of support. “The medics will do their jobs. Did he flip it in a groundhog hole or something?”

At that, Colton lifted his head and met Carver’s stare. He waved a hand for them all to follow. Once they were several feet away from where the team worked on the ranch hand, Colton dropped his mask, showing them all the fury in his eyes.

“It’s an act of sabotage.”

Anger hooked Carver in the gut. “Somebody tampered with the ATV?”

“That axle didn’t just break on its own. Fuck!”

Livia touched Colton’s arm, bringing him back from the brink of rage. Carver knew that strong emotion—all three of them did. And every time one of their own took a hit, it surfaced again.

“Marks is a good guy,” Colton grated out.

“Don’t count him out yet. Men like him are fighters,” Carver put in.

“Yeah, well, he’s got a neck injury.” Hunter’s voice grew ragged.

Oh fuck. That wasn’t good. He met Hunter’s gaze for a heavy beat—and read the truth there.

They’d seen men with injuries to the spinal cord before. More often than not, they were never the same.

“We have to hold on to hope for Marks,” he heard himself say.

Livia turned her stare to his, the depths of her sapphire eyes bright. “Yes. We have to think positive for him.”

Two figures ran across the pasture. Seeing them, Livia let out a cry and raced toward Meadow and Ivy. The three embraced, as tight as he was with his brothers-in-arms. In that moment, he realized that Livia had been a support system for the Gracey girls the same way he had been for his men after the attack that scattered what remained of their SEAL team.

He looked between Colton and Hunter. “If somebody tampered with the ATV, it means there is still a trespasser problem on the ranch.”

Several yards away, the medics’ voices carried to each other as they stabilized Marks to move him.

Colton stared past him at the wreckage of the flipped ATV and let out a curse.

Carver knew what he had to do. “I need to be here with you guys, keeping watch.”

Hunter scrubbed a finger between his furrowed brows. “Ledger’s on his way. He hit some snags, but he’ll be here.”

“Not soon enough.” Carver couldn’t stay away from the ranch forever protecting Livia. But he needed to be there for her too.

Colton swung his attention to him. “You can’t leave Livia either. That rattler was as much of a coincidence as that ATV axle snapping.”

He ground his molars. “You’re right—someone is after Livia. And they’re also after the Graceys.”

The three of them looked at each other, letting that sink in.

“You could bring her here.” Colton had a valid suggestion there.

But it wouldn’t work. “She’s stubborn as hell. She’ll never agree to it.”

“Told you that you like difficult women.”

He gave him a grim quirk of his lips. “But I’ll never get bored with her.”

The traits that Livia believed made her unattractive to other men was what made her a perfect match for him.

“I can’t deny we need guards posted all around the ranch. Somehow these assholes are getting around our cameras and we can’t catch them on tape.” Hunter thrust his hand deep in his pocket, his pose stiff.

“Ledger’s coming, but who else can we reach out to?”

They stared at each other, at a loss.

“Not many of us are left.” Colton dragged in a deep breath and blew it out. “But I can reach out to my buddy, Ross Wynton. He runs a security agency—WEST Protection.”

Carver spotted Livia walking toward him and knew they needed to go open the bar. What began as a romantic date with the woman he was falling for had ended in disaster.

They all turned to watch the medics load Marks into the back of the ambulance. Colton broke away and jogged over to the ambulance. He stuck his head in the open doors, speaking to Marks.

Livia reached Carver, and he slipped an arm around her, pulling her against his side where she belonged.

Where he could keep her safe.

They all looked on as Colton stepped away from the ambulance and one of the medics closed the doors, the double thuds ominous after what happened.

What they all felt coming.


Chapter Twelve

Every time Livia looked up from serving alcohol, Carver’s gaze was fixed on her. What had gotten into him? He was always protective, and more than a little highhanded too, but he seemed even more dialed in to her every move.

As if he wasn’t already watching her through the security cameras he put up around the bar. She knew at least two were trained directly on the place she stood—and another was directed right at her ass.

How many times had she caught him staring at his phone, lips tilted in a private smile?

Emory slid a tray across the bar at her. “Six drafts please, Livia.”

“Got it.” She started pulling glasses off the shelf.

The waitress shot a sideways glance at the front of the bar where Carver stood. “That man is so into you.”

She didn’t need to look his way to know he was still staring. She felt his dark gaze like his callused fingertips on her bare skin. Her insides gripped.

“Who would that be?” She set a full glass on the tray and reached for an empty one.

Emory leaned over the bar. “Come on, Livia! The new bouncer is crazy about you! He can’t stop staring at you.”

“I don’t see it.” Her heartbeat doubled, and she poured all her effort into filling the glasses.

“You don’t see how every time you get too far away, it’s like he moves with you.”

Livia lifted her head and met Emory’s eyes. Her mouth must be hanging open, because her tongue was beginning to dry out.

An image hit her mind of how Colton acted with Meadow, moving in tandem, rotating with her as if they were involved in some secret dance nobody else could participate in. Then there was Hunter and Ivy. That pair did the same.

Oh god. Carver acted the same way with her.

He claimed he was falling for her. Knowing words meant nothing in a lifetime filled with empty promises from people, Livia always took note of actions.

Her insides warmed. A flush heated her cheeks.

Emory saw it and smiled, nodding. “Now you see it too, don’t you?”

She quickly filled the tray with all six drinks. “Here you go!”

Emory took the tray and walked off into the crowd, still smiling at Livia’s obvious discomposure.

Hell, now she felt like she was shaking under Carver’s stare. His feelings for her must be genuine—no man could keep up such an act for more than a few hours at a time. She’d seen enough of that behavior.

Carver was different. He was strong and funny, kind and—

Looking at her ass.

He was on his phone with that small, upward quirk on his lips.

To test it, she shifted her weight from one foot to the other, causing her ass to sway.

The quirk turned into a smile.

She wiggled again, side to side.

The smile turned into a full-blown grin.

Before she could round the bar and stalk over to him to demand to know what exactly he was doing, she got bombarded with orders for the bachelorette party going on in the back of the bar.

For the rest of the night, she alternated between hot and cold thinking about what would happen after Badlands closed.

She would walk right up to Carver and give him a piece of her mind.

Then he would take what he wanted from her.

And she wouldn’t resist.

He stood near the door, arms folded and his shoulders set, legs braced in his bodyguard stance. But his face was animated as he spoke to a guy who’d just walked in.

“Hunter!” She did one of her legendary leaps over the bar and ran up to the guys.

Hands on her hips, she stepped between them. “What’s going on with Marks? We’ve been dying for news all day!”

Hunter’s face wasn’t lined with worry anymore, and before he ever spoke, that clenching fear in her gut unraveled.

“Marks is stable. There is a neck injury, but it looks like it’s just swelling and bruising causing partial paralysis for now. They expect it to improve in a few days as the swelling goes down.”

“Thank god!” She swiped her fingers through her hair, always tangled by this time of night.

She felt fingertips trail down her spine, and then Carver curled his hand around her waist. The heat waving off his muscled body flared through her T-shirt.

When he slid his hand from her waist to her hip and tugged her against his front, need kindled low in her core. God, she could barely focus on the conversation between Hunter and Carver—she ached for him to turn her into his arms next.

To pull her tight against him and kiss her until her knees went weak.

She’d sworn she wouldn’t fall for him when she invited him into her bed. But somehow, he had insinuated himself there more and more until he was actually sleeping with her in the wreath of his arms. Even though she hadn’t been consciously awake, she knew the peace of the man guarding her dreams.

He molded his hard front against her spine so she felt his thick erection lying against her back.

He wanted her just as much, and that meant she still had some sort of control in this relationship.

As soon as they closed this bar, she would let her bodyguard know who was boss.

* * * * *

Before the door of Livia’s house even slammed shut, she reached out…and cupped his cock.

Dark need lashed Carver’s insides. Eyes hooding, he let out a groan. “Hold that thought, darlin’. I need to—”

“Check the house.” She went on tiptoe, letting her breath wash over his lips. Before she left the bar, he’d watched her slam back a shot of whiskey, and she tasted like it.

He forced himself to step away from her. Each stride he took through the rooms was more difficult with the stiff rod in the front of his jeans.

Bathroom, closet, bedroom, kitchen. He flipped on lights and checked every corner, as well as under the bed. Eager to return to the stunning woman waiting for him with desire blazing in those blue eyes, he whirled and strode back.

He stopped before barreling into Livia. Standing there. In the nude.

His cock jerked against his fly. His balls tightened and throbbed. As she gave him a slow perusing look, her nipples pebbled right in front of his eyes.

“Whatever’s gotten into you, I am one lucky man.” He hooked her around the waist and towed her up against him. Her flesh was still warm, pulling a growl from the pit of his gut.

He lifted her and spun for the bed. She hitched her curvy thighs around his middle and rubbed her pussy against the bulge in his fly.

Tumbling her down on the bed, he claimed her lips, kissing her with long, deep plunges of his tongue. He skated his hand down her side, stretching his fingers along the curve of her breast.

She let out a mewl of need and kissed him with a fervor he hadn’t received from her the other times they made love. And here he thought he’d die from the pressure building in his groin when he watched the footage from the security cam. That was like watching soft porn in comparison to this.

She wiggled out from under him and pushed to her knees. With a gleam in her eyes and her lip trapped between her teeth, she began tearing off his clothes.

First his shirt, then his boots and socks. After that, she unzipped his fly and reached into his boxers, withdrawing his cock.

He moaned as she gave it a long, slow stroke.

Then she shimmied his clothes off his body, stretched out on top of him and took his cock in her mouth.

“Fuck!” He tangled his fingers in her thick hair. Every muscle in his body locked, and his veins thickened with lust.

She drew on his length in slow drags, using her tongue in ways that he didn’t even know were possible.

Pressure coiled inside him. His balls ached, and he felt that telltale itch deep inside that told him that he didn’t have long before he embarrassed himself.

Curling his fingers around her upper arms, he drew her up his body. “I need a condom. Now.”

Pink roses flushed her cheeks. Her nipples were taut, ripe and swollen and ready for his lips.

He located the condoms in the drawer, vowing to use up each and every last one as quickly as possible and wipe out the memories of the men who’d come before him. Before the night was over, she was going to know how it felt to be pleasured thoroughly by a man who loved her—and she’d walk funny in the morning.

He slipped the condom in place and rolled onto his back. She didn’t hesitate to straddle him.

As she was poised over his cock, he stopped her. “Look at me, darlin’.”

She met his stare.

In that throbbing heartbeat, he knew the truth of what she was trying to tell him with her body.

She was falling for him too.

Rocking his hips, he nudged her drenched opening…and filled her in one slick glide.

She cried out.

He yanked her down and slammed his lips over hers, drinking in the taste of whiskey and perfect woman.

“You’re gripping me so tight.” He bit off the words between drugging kisses.

“You’re filling me.” She bit down on his lip, tugging lightly until he issued a growl and took control again.

She rose up on her knees and drew off his cock until only the tip remained inside her. Then she slammed home again. And again.

He lost control. Lost his mind.

He’d given her his heart days ago.

A wave of hair trailed over her eye, and she flipped it back, giving him a clear view of the passion on her beautiful face. When he gripped her by the hips and rolled her onto her back, he paused, taking in the moment.

“My god, you’re gorgeous.”

She raked her fingers down his spine. “Keep sweet-talking like that and I’m going to fall totally in love with you.”

They both froze as the weight of her words sank in. She started to stutter, to cover her slip, but he pressed a kiss to her lips, trapping it in.

He began to move, driving deep. Their bodies totally in sync. Now their hearts too, if he wasn’t wrong—and being an alpha male meant that he rarely was.

As her body pulsed hard around him, he flipped his tongue against hers just as her release slammed her.

She came with a muffled cry. The hard throb of his own orgasm struck. Hot cum shot up his length and flooded out.

She rocked her hips, taking him to the hilt, and he sank inside her clenching heat until the final cry escaped her.

They collapsed together. For long minutes, neither moved. He breathed in her scent, now mingled with his. His hammering heart slowed to a more normal beat.

“Livia.”

“Mmhmm.”

“Let’s make this a nightly occurrence.”

She breathed out a laugh. Unable to stop himself, he kissed her sweet, laughing mouth.

To hell with one-night stands. To hell with her rule of not sleeping all night next to her partner.

He threw his leg over her thighs, anchoring her to the bed. “I’m not leaving. Not tonight.”


Chapter Thirteen

Livia both loved and hated Badlands’ weekly country line dancing night. The thunder of cowboy boots on the dance floor vibrating in her chest always made her feel connected to the crowd.

The fights that broke out on those nights? Not so much.

When she heard the scrape of table legs on the floor, she was like a meerkat poking its head out of its dirt hole. By the time one of her customers hit the floor, knocking over the table and several chairs too, she was up and over the bar with her Louisville Slugger ready.

Being small was always a benefit in these cases because she was able to duck and dart through the crowded bar to reach the fight. With the baseball bat in hand, she barreled into the middle of the fray.

“Hey! Take it outside!” She shoved her way between two guys standing nose-to-nose.

“Stay outta this, woman,” one growled without removing his glare from the man he wanted to knock out.

She waved the bat in front of his face. “This is my bar. My rules. Get out.”

The other guy picked that time to poke the beast. They started slinging insults and threats.

She was starting to get tense. And she never got tense. She got things done.

Where was Carver? She was shocked the man wasn’t already here.

“You asshole!”

“C’mon, dickhead. Throw a punch at me. Then it’s game on.”

“Stop it! Get out of my bar!” She waved the bat again, but just then a fist glanced off her cheek.

She’d taken a punch or two in her time as a bar owner, but ouch.

Her head spun from the blow, but the roar filling her ears rocked her world.

A long arm hooked her around the chest, yanking her out of the path of more flying fists. Carver grabbed one man’s arm, twisted and drove him to his knees. The man screamed in pain.

Carver shoved him onto his back and delivered a brutal kick to the balls before he whirled and rushed the other.

He hit the guy with a force like two semi-trucks colliding. But the customer was no match for Carver and flew up and over his shoulder. He crumpled to the floor, and several ladies in the crowd screamed.

One young woman in cutoff shorts, who must be the reason the men were fighting in the first place, marched up to the man and tossed her drink in his face. He sputtered.

Carver grabbed him and hauled him to his feet. Then he aimed another kick at the other’s ass. “On your feet. Now. You’re leaving.”

The entire side of Livia’s face throbbed with pain from that hit, but she gathered her wits and straightened to her full height. Somehow, she still managed to cling to the bat in her hand.

As Carver forced the amateur boxers out of Badlands, she followed with her weapon for good measure.

At the door, Carver shoved them both outside.

Livia started forward. “Don’t come back either!”

Carver wrapped his fingers around her upper arm as if restraining her. At that moment, she realized she gripped the bat in both hands, swinging it back, prepared to finish this fight one way or another.

Fact was, she was mad. Madder than she normally would be.

Carver drew her closer and then gently guided her behind him. “Wait for me in the kitchen, Livia.”

“I have too many customers to sit around.”

“Just do it.” His voice came out in a low, flat way that brought her attention to the fact that he was staring at the men struggling to their feet.

He intended to finish this fight in his own way—and she got the feeling that she was the reason behind his curled fists and that tik in his jaw.

“Wolfe.”

“Listen to me, Livia.”

Her insides wobbled at the grit in his voice. Seeing no way to stop him from kicking the shit out of these guys—and her cheek really hurt—she turned and went back inside.

As soon as she entered the kitchen, the young guy she had manning the grill looked up from preparing a sandwich.

His eyes widened. “What happened to you?”

She groaned and brushed her fingertips over her cheek. Great—she already felt it swelling. “Grab me a bag full of ice, please.”

Her worker sprang into action.

Livia leaned the baseball bat in the corner and sank onto a crate of supplies. As the employee approached with a bag of ice, Carver blasted into the kitchen, sending the door slamming off the wall.

“We need a steak.” He tossed the command at the worker.

Livia groaned. “He’s already got ice for me.”

Striding past the guy, Carver plucked the ice pack from his hand and rushed to Livia. He took one look at her face, and his brows pinched in concern.

He dropped to one knee in front of her and gently took her chin between his thumb and forefinger. When he turned her face to inspect the bruise, she bore his scrutiny.

He issued a low growl. “I’m going back out and killing those bastards.”

“No, you’re not. It’s a small bruise. It will probably only be green tomorrow.”

He gave her a look like he didn’t buy her tale. Gently, he pressed the ice to her face.

She let out a small moan as the chill seeped into her bruise. “What did you do to those guys?”

He steeled his jaw.

“Carver. I still have to run a reputable establishment here. You can’t go breaking people’s necks for fighting over a woman.”

“They hit my woman. And yes, I goddamn can.”

Her stomach flipped at his forceful words, and she felt them in places that had no business feeling. He might claim to have feelings for her…but he’d probably leave like everyone else in her life. He’d leave as soon as he realized she didn’t have any threat against her.

At that moment, Emory burst into the kitchen too. She spotted Livia with the ice on her cheek and drew up short.

“Oh god. Are you okay, Livia? The bartender said they thought you took a punch.”

“I’m fine. Nothing to worry about.”

Emory bit down on her lip as if holding back her opinion.

Carver half rose from his kneeling position. “Do I need to take care of someone else?”

She shook her head. “Not unless you have skills as a plumber. The men’s restroom is flooded.”

Livia let out a louder moan and shot to her feet. She dropped the ice pack in the trash and started toward the restroom. Carver took off after her. When they reached the closed door, water trickled out from under it.

“Fantastic.” She threw the door open and assessed the damage.

“Looks like the sink broke a line.” Carver stood at her back.

“Can you try to shut off the main line to the sink? I’ll call the plumber.” She pulled out her phone. Unfortunately, with some older fixtures she had yet to replace in Badlands, she was used to this kind of thing and had the plumber on speed-dial.

After a quick conversation, she dropped the phone from her ear. “He can’t be here until at least eight p.m.”

Emory popped up at that moment. “But we’re right in the middle of line dancing night, and we aren’t going to survive one-dollar wings and five-dollar pitchers with only one bathroom.”

Livia gave her a pointed look. “You know what we have to do.”

“The unisex bathroom sign?”

“Yup.”

“Everyone will be ticked. The guys can’t use the bathroom because girls are doing their makeup and taking too long.”

Livia nodded in agreement. “And the girls complain the guys miss the bowl. But they gotta live with it for a few hours. I’ll grab the sign.”

When she got behind the bar, she bent over to locate the sign and happened to glance up to see Carver on his phone. That small quirk of his lips was a dead giveaway that he was staring at her ass on his security app.

Livia had about enough for one evening. She flipped her middle finger right at the camera.

* * * * *

Carver flexed his fingers. He must be getting soft—his knuckles were on the stiff side from roughing up those assholes in the parking lot.

That one had hit Livia. Sure, it was by accident, but Carver made sure that next time the guy would look where he was aiming.

Carver’s chest burned with a rage he could barely restrain even an hour after the incident. He kept glancing at the bar where Livia stood pouring drink after drink. She looked okay. He had to keep reminding himself that she was okay.

Her face would be bruised, but she was right that it wasn’t terrible and would probably fade quickly. That didn’t make him any less angry.

Somebody had dared to touch his woman. That wasn’t ever happening again.

Now he made it his job to not only keep an eye on the entire bar, and who was coming and going, but on the plumber.

Carver had been around a lot of nervous men in his life. Some people might argue that he was the reason behind their nerves. But this guy either didn’t know how to do his job or he had a perspiration problem.

His shirt was drenched along the spine and under each arm. Sweat ran down his forehead into his eyes so often that he had to keep wiping it away with paper towels he pulled out of the wall dispenser.

“Unisex bathroom?” a female voice came from behind him.

He gave her a nod. “We’re under repair.”

The woman shrugged and took her chances.

He turned back to the open door and the plumber was on his knees by the sink. He used a wrench on a connecting piece. Then a different wrench.

Carver stared at the guy. Did he actually know what he was doing?

“How long you been in the business?” he asked.

“Uh…” He mopped his forehead again. “Six or seven years now. I took over for my uncle after he retired.”

Seven years and he still didn’t know how to repair a leaky pipe any faster?

At that moment, he dropped his wrench into his toolbox and straightened. “That should do it. I’ll just give Livia the invoice.”

Sweat dripped into his eye and a bead slithered into the collar of his shirt. He picked up his toolbox, and avoiding Carver’s stare, walked out of the restroom.

Carver stared hard at the area but saw nothing out of the ordinary. He hadn’t left a weapon behind or planted a bomb under the sink. Maybe he’d read the guy wrong.

As soon as he stepped out of the restroom, his gaze tracked to Livia. She was speaking to the plumber. Then she led him into the office.

By the time Carver walked back there to make sure all was okay, Livia was handing the plumber a check.

With that transaction completed, he breathed a little easier, especially after the plumber left Badlands. This had been a long night already, and he couldn’t wait to get Livia home.

When he did, he had big plans for her, starting with running her a nice hot bath so she could relax. Then he’d find that steak for her bruised face even if he had to drive to the Gracey Ranch and get one off one of their cows.

But the night seemed to go on and on. The thud of two dozen line dancers was giving him a headache, and the loud music was getting on his nerves. He wanted to stick two fingers in his mouth and issue a shrill whistle to gain everyone’s attention—then toss them all out.

Livia bounced from one end of the bar to the other with her usual energy. He noticed how she allowed her hair to wave over her cheek instead of pushing it back like she always did.

A group of four at a table all stood up and started making their way to the exit. He watched them closely, aware that Livia was held responsible for drunk drivers.

He looked to one of the guys in the group. “Who’s driving?”

“I am.”

“You good enough to drive?”

“Yeah, I quit hours ago.”

Satisfied, Carver nodded and let them leave.

Out of habit, he withdrew his phone from his pocket and pulled up the security app. Before he even looked, he started chuckling at what happened last time he checked the camera.

He admitted to fixing it a little on the low side, and he had a perfect view of Livia’s sweet ass while she worked. When she flipped him off, he laughed out loud at the sass the woman gave him. No matter what she said, she was cute.

But her tough, capable side came out tonight when she got in the middle of those guys, baseball bat in hand.

He searched her face again, but she didn’t appear to be in any pain. When he got her home, he’d treat her like the queen she was—then he’d strip her down and show her again with his tongue.

On every inch of her body.

His cock stirred behind his fly, and he had to focus on calming down. He needed patience, but telling his body that wasn’t working when it came to Livia.

He hadn’t been with her very long, but dammit, he was finished burying his true feelings for her. He was in love with her. That love would only grow over time.

Convincing her would take some persuasion, but he had a strong tongue and a big dick. He was confident in both.

After everyone cleared out and the last employee straggled out to their car, Carver locked the door.

Livia was humming to whatever tune was on the jukebox. Was he going to risk her shutting him down again if he attempted to dance with her?

Hell yeah, he was. He was a fucking SEAL. She didn’t scare him.

He slowly crossed the room to the bar. She looked up from wiping down the surface. Whatever she saw on his face made her lips pop open.

“What are you doing?”

He hemmed her in with his body, making it so she couldn’t escape.

She tipped her head up to meet his gaze. “Can I help you?”

“I was hoping you could.” He leaned close, mouth placed at the dainty shell of her ear. “I’m looking for a beautiful woman to share her bed tonight. Know anyone?”

Her breath hitched. She nodded.

He flicked his tongue over her earlobe, causing a shiver in her. “I am going to make sure my lover knows she’s a goddess.”

“H-how?”

He ran his hands up her waist to cup her breasts. When he swished his thumbs over her nipples, they hardened at his touch. A soft moan escaped her. She leaned into him, lips tipped up.

He took her mouth in a slow kiss, teasing her with his tongue and he tweaked her nipples into sharper points. Her moans grew louder and he eased one hand between her thighs to cup her pussy.

She rocked. Fingers working down the front of his body to mold the denim of his jeans to his stiff cock.

He swirled his tongue through her mouth.

“I’m going to run my tongue over her pussy over and over again. Until she arches and screams my name. Then I’m going to grab her by the hips and make sure she knows just how perfectly I fit inside her tight heat.”

“Carver.” Her knees sagged. Her breath heaved.

He planted a soft kiss on her lips. “Finish up.”

Her eyes gleamed at him with more than lust. “I’ll hurry.”


Chapter Fourteen

The woman was killing him. As if staring at Livia all night hadn’t turned him on enough, he knew she was purposely dragging out his torment by swishing her cute ass in front of that camera.

Usually she performed the most necessary tasks and left the rest of the cleanup until morning, but she chose now to scrub down the surface of the bar and take inventory of the alcohol.

He leaned against the wall, alternating between watching her and watching his phone screen. The woman was bending over to test his control.

Funny thing was, when it came to Livia, he didn’t have any.

She glanced up, a smile ready on her lips. “Would you check the stockroom to see if we have any triple sec?”

“Can’t it wait until tomorrow?”

She settled a hand on her hip. “I need to place the order first thing in the morning if I want the delivery tomorrow.”

He pushed away from the wall and sauntered across the room. Her gaze trailed over him, and when he turned his back to her, he felt her stare rake down his spine. At the door of the stockroom, he tossed a glance over his shoulder to make sure she was watching.

Pain exploded through his skull.

His training kicked in. A bellow of fury on his lips, he compartmentalized the pain. Shoved it deep in a dark corner of his mind.

Fuck, Livia was right outside that door. He had to get them both out of this alive.

He whipped around to face six men.

Big, ugly bastards prepared for a fight.

The first question that came to mind was how the fuck they got in. It had to be through the back door. How, though? It was kept locked during business hours to prevent drunks from drifting in and out of places they didn’t belong.

One of the employees must have opened it, and he’d been so distracted by Livia, so busy thinking of what he was going to do to her once they got home, that he hadn’t finished his rounds securing the place.

Rookie move. Now he was going to pay for it.

Two men jumped him. Their combined weight drove him to one knee. Using his shoulder, he deflected a brutal kick. The steel toe connected with his muscle. Pain crashed through him, building his fury.

He hooked one around his knee and ripped his leg out from under him, making sure to shove it in at an angle that would snap the tendons. He bellowed.

Great—Livia would definitely come running now.

“Livia! Lock yourself in your office and call 911!”

“Carver!”

“Do it!”

He knew the rest of the bar was clear. As long as he had them all trapped in here, no one could get to her.

The five men shifted into a semicircle around him, thighs braced and fists curled. One lay writhing on the floor, holding his ruined leg.

Carver waggled his fingers, egging them on. “Let’s do this.”

Livia’s voice calling his name projected from just outside the stockroom. Fuck—she wasn’t going to listen to him.

He whipped out a fist, the blow connecting with the jaw of the man closest to him. His head rocked. Blood sprayed from his mouth and spattered the floor.

“You’re going to pay for that.” The man spat a fat glob of blood and saliva on the polished cement.

Carver hooked another guy around the neck and pressed his thumbs into the base of his throat. Breaking a man’s neck this way was violent and the most personal way to kill, but he wanted to see the light in the eyes of his enemy fade.

Two men jumped him again, forcing him to release the man before he gained the satisfaction. One pummeled his head. He felt his eardrum burst and go silent. Blood trickled from a cut on his brow.

“Hold him.”

Someone grabbed his arms and attempted to pin them behind his back while another stepped up with his steel-toe boots and began delivering kicks that would have ended his chances of having kids if he hadn’t managed to twist his body at the last second.

With a roar, he fought hard, dislodging them, bashing them with lethal punches and getting one in a chokehold that knocked him out cold.

Two down—four to go.

“Carver!” The high-pitched scream from the doorway distracted him, and he took a fist to the eye. His head rocked. Stars burst behind his vision, but he shook his head.

Livia. He had to get to her.

As he whirled to block her from entering the room, he met her stare—just as an arm locked around her from behind and dragged her off.

Guess there were seven.

* * * * *

Livia took short, shallow breaths through her nostrils. Battling for air always made her panic. Once in third grade, a boy had cornered her on the playground and pinned her down on the ground, hurling accusations about her father messing around with his mom.

She had no idea what any of that meant, and didn’t find out till much later. But the thing she recalled most about the incident was her panic at not being able to breathe.

The rough hand locked over her mouth sent adrenaline spiking through her system. Her heart hammered her chest. Her stomach clenched with terror.

This was all her fault. If she hadn’t sent Carver into the stockroom to check on the supply, those men never would have jumped him. When she heard the commotion, she shot toward the room to check what happened—then he yelled for her to lock herself up and call the cops.

When she spotted him in the center of a full-on brawl, and saw it was six to one, her stomach hit the floor.

Carver was amazing, holding his own the best he could…but it wasn’t even close to a fair fight.

The look on his face when she was grabbed from behind and dragged off would haunt her forever. He looked…broken.

No. She had to fight her way out of this and prove to him she was tough and a survivor, just like he was.

Together, they would fight their way out of this situation and back to each other.

Her captor ripped her off her feet and plunked her down hard in a chair. When her head stopped spinning, she took in her surroundings.

Her office. The man shut the door, closing off the grunts of pain coming from the stockroom.

Carver.

A man approached the chair. He wore a suit, which was odd for these parts. The only time a man around here pulled a suit out of his closet was for a funeral or a wedding. She got the feeling he wasn’t doing either.

She tipped her jaw up and met his stare. “Who the hell are you?”

His mouth curled in a vile sneer. “You wouldn’t know my name, but it’s about time you do. Your father knew me well.”

A cold tingle slithered through her body, leaving her chilled to her fingertips.

He leaned over her, bringing the sharp scent of cologne. The idea that he’d taken so much care to dress for this occasion—terrorizing her and beating up her boyfriend—sent disgust through her.

“I go by a lot of names, but the one your father knew me by is on the contract he signed with me. Jered Smythe.”

She stared at him blankly. The name didn’t trip any alarms. She shook her head. “I’ve never heard of you.”

“All you need to know is that I gave your father a loan. And he still owed me when he died.”

Oh god. Panic swept Livia, stealing her ability to breathe even though nobody was cutting off her air supply now. Of all things her father had done—cheating, lying, neglecting her and her little sister—she could see him adding this to his list.

Her stomach bottomed out, and her bowels cramped.

Jered Smythe’s eyes glimmered with a hint of menace and another part madness that frightened her almost as much as the silence coming from the stockroom.

“Were my scare tactics too subtle?” Smythe’s remark jerked her brain back to reality.

The break-in. The rattlesnake. Carver had been right—they weren’t coincidences.

Smythe stepped back, folding his arms over his chest. It was evident he earned his muscles in a gym, and the greasy slick of his hair was nothing like the sexy way Carver’s hair looked after his shower.

“Let’s talk, Livia.”

She recoiled at his use of her name. “Say what you need to say and leave us alone.”

“You owe me. In fact, you owe me a lot.”

Oh god. Dad, what the hell did you do?

“I was trying to be a nice guy. I let the debt die with your father. I don’t believe the offspring should suffer for the sins of their fathers. But then you stepped on my toes. And well…now it can’t be overlooked anymore.”

She blinked. “What did I do?”

He unfolded his arms and held up a finger. “There are fees associated with what you did. A you-Tased-my-guy fee. A you-shot-my-guy fee. A you-looked-at-my-guy-wrong fee.”

Her brain clouded with all he was saying. Colton, Hunter and Carver were right—she hadn’t just helped Ivy that day when the men returned for her truck. She’d stepped in quicksand of her own, and pissed off a man who probably didn’t require much reason to attack her.

Worse, the back of her mind worried over the lack of fight sounds coming from the stockroom. What had they done to Carver?

“I have money. Let me go to the cash register.”

He shook his head and twitched up the cuff of his jacket to stare at a gleaming gold Rolex. “You’ll need way more money than that.”

How did she get out of this? If only she’d listened to Carver and called 911, but she had been out of her mind with worry when she heard those men beating him up.

She needed a panic button. Wasn’t there one on the app that Carver installed on her phone?

“I need to get to the safe.” She masked her expression, hoping he didn’t see her desperation and the fib.

“Now we’re talking. Where is the safe?”

She wet her dry lips and slowly inclined her head toward the desk behind him. Where her father had worked on the books and alcohol orders and made bad deals with loan sharks.

“Behind that poster of Dogs Playing Poker.” The knockoff of the famous painting was her father’s favorite. It wasn’t exactly Livia’s style, but she hadn’t gotten around to making the office hers when she had so many more important things to sink money into.

He stared at her for a long moment. Then he nodded at his thug who stood over her, assuring that she wasn’t going anywhere without their consent.

He grabbed her by the arm, thick fingers biting into her flesh. She tore it free and sent him a glare. “I can get up alone.”

But could Carver? What was going on? Her heart ached from not knowing if her lover was even alive.

He was strong and capable, but he was outnumbered.

So was she.

But she was not outwitted.

She pushed to her feet and took three steps to the desk, purposely coming within inches of Smythe. He didn’t back away, but she didn’t expect him to. She only wanted to prove she wasn’t afraid of him.

Her shaky insides said otherwise, though she refused to let him see that.

Her phone was tucked in her back pocket. How could she get it out and press that panic button on the security app without them noticing?

What kind of fee would Smythe tack on for shooting him?

She moved behind the desk, pushing the chair aside to reach the poster. She attempted to twist, reaching for her back pocket.

“You don’t need your phone to open the safe, Livia.”

Her gut clenched. Dammit, Smythe had seen what she was doing.

She cast him a long look. “Actually, I do. I have the combination stored in my phone.”

His brows drew together as he sized her up. “Fine. But don’t try anything. Your boyfriend’s life depends on it.”

The thug sniggered as if he knew something that she didn’t.

Nausea rose in her throat as she took out her phone and swung to face the poster. Using her body to shield her activity on her phone, she pulled up the security app and pressed the yellow panic button in the top corner.

Nothing happened.

No sirens wailed. No SWAT team broke down Badlands’ door.

With shaky hands, she pocketed her phone and pulled the poster off the wall, revealing the small safe. She knew the combination by heart. She also knew there wasn’t much inside besides a few hundred bucks and some documents.

She had to buy some time. Surely that panic button did something. Right?

“Are you stalling, Livia?” Smythe’s low purr sent her into panic mode.

Her hands shook more. “You’re making me nervous.”

“Or you know that I’m not going to be happy once you open that safe. Is that right?”

She stared at the cold steel dial until her eyes blurred with tears. His frigid voice iced over her heart with terror as Smythe turned to the thug and nodded in the direction of the stockroom.

“You know what to do.”


Chapter Fifteen

Oh god. Badlands had never been so quiet.

Carver must be dead.

And she was destroyed.

She had to do something to make this stop.

She fumbled with the combination lock and whipped the door open. She started pulling out money, which looked like a lot but was really bundles of ones and fives.

Stacking it on the desk behind her, helpless tears began leaking from the corners of her eyes. She didn’t even care that sobs blazed up her throat and burst out of her like small bombs going off.

She cared about Carver, and she was heartbroken that these bastards had hurt him—or worse.

When she had all the cash on the desk, she spun to face Smythe and his thug. “I’ll pay you anything. I can get more.”

A sudden exploding sound from somewhere in the bar jerked both men into action.

A scream gathered in Livia’s throat, and she ran out of the office after them. Men were pouring into Badlands. Huge men with weapons.

Navy SEALs.

Her knees threatened to buckle as she spotted Colton, Hunter, several ranch hands from the Gracey and a man she’d never seen before but who was definitely military.

Then she let out a cry as Smythe yanked her up against him and shoved the cold steel barrel of a gun into her temple. “Stay back!”

He was going to use her to get away. But did it matter when Carver wasn’t among the men standing?

Hunter lifted his own weapon, aiming it at Smythe. Was this a scare tactic they used in the military? Weren’t they supposed to drop their weapons to ensure that she got out of this alive?

She’d spent her entire life trusting the process, but she wasn’t feeling very patient at the moment.

Another scream bubbled in her throat. She gulped.

“Let her go!” Hunter barked.

Several more weapons clicked as Smythe’s creeps pointed them at the men trying to rescue her. Suddenly, she realized they hadn’t shown up here by coincidence—that panic button brought them running.

The barrel of Smythe’s weapon dug deeper into her flesh, making it feel as if her skull was cracking in two. He yanked on her, dragging her with him backward, toward the exit.

“If you try it, I’ll shoot her. Don’t test me!” Smythe’s vicious words washed over her ear, sickening her.

She met Colton’s gaze, then Hunter’s. The man she didn’t recognize twisted his stare away from her as if he couldn’t stand to see the fear on her face.

“Where’s Wolfe?” Colton’s demand brought more heated words rushing past her ear as Smythe answered.

“Don’t worry. He’ll turn up soon enough.”

Just like the guy from the pond on the Gracey Ranch? The one who went missing and turned up floating in the reeds? She hadn’t seen it for herself, thank god, but she’d heard the rumors, and then Ivy verified the truth of it.

Livia let out a pained whimper.

With a yank, Smythe hauled her out the door and shoved her into a vehicle.

The last thing she remembered was the expression on Colton’s face. His jaw was set with determination.

They would try to rescue her.

Maybe she didn’t want to be rescued.

What was left for her when Carver was gone?

* * * * *

Carver was basically a prisoner of war.

But he was a SEAL. That cancelled the first issue.

After he dropped four bodies on the floor, the final two had overpowered him. Next thing he knew, he was waking up in an empty garage surrounded by mechanics’ tools and the reek of gasoline.

If they’d doused the place and intended to light a match, he was fucked. He couldn’t break his bonds and free himself from the pole they’d chained him to before the whole place went up in flames.

Livia.

Fuck. His throat thickened with emotion. He’d failed her. When he let down his guard and missed checking the back door where their attackers had entered, he failed both of them.

His head throbbed from the pistol blow he’d taken to the temple. But it was nothing compared to the ache in his heart at what had probably happened to Livia.

For long minutes, he drowned in regret. If he’d lost her…

He curled his fists where they were pinned behind his back. Then he lost it, yanking brutally on the chain until it dug into his wrists. The pole support rattled. If he could pull it down, he would. He didn’t even care if it killed him in the process. Without Livia—

He had to get a clear head. He was no good to her like this. If she was alive.

And he had to keep that spark of hope that she was.

His mind reeled with the sounds of that horrible day—the day of the strike that killed most of his brothers-in-arms. The screams. Then the awful silence as dust hung in the air.

He’d been tossed to the ground, crumpled face down, listening to it all through ears stuffed with cotton from the blast.

What he’d seen when he lifted his head would be his constant torment.

So would the aftermath of living without those friends.

Very few of them remained. He’d come to Montana to watch over his men, then he got in deep guarding Livia.

Now he wasn’t helping any of them.

Red rage blinded him, and he tore at his restraints again, jerking the chains tight around his wrists until he felt the metal dig into his flesh and the trickle of hot blood.

He couldn’t stop.

Livia. My precious love.

Was she alive? Had those motherfuckers taken her?

He lost his head for dizzying minutes. He was to blame. He was no good to Livia or any of them.

The clank of the chain on the metal pole filled his one good ear. The other had been temporarily deafened by that punch he took.

Suddenly, his hands moved forward a fraction, farther than they had in the past few minutes he tore at the bonds.

He paused, head hanging low. Breathing hard, his mind settled on his surroundings again.

Slowly, deliberately, he tugged on the chain.

It didn’t seem to give any more, so he pulled harder. Straining his muscles, he felt the cords in his neck popping.

Yes, goddammit. It did feel like one of the links was giving. He twisted one hand up, feeling along the length for an inconsistency in the links. When he ran his fingertip over a small bump, he paused and did it again.

He edged his fingernail into a minute gap between the curve of a link.

A gap.

If he’d learned anything in his career as a SEAL it was to find that break in an opponent, in an enemy, and make it wider.

He dug in, tearing at the chain until he was pouring with sweat and his flesh was raw from the metal.

He had to get the hell out of here. He needed to return to Badlands. Find Livia. Find Colton and Hunter.

When his fellow SEALs lost their lives, he refused to stop living. He wasn’t going to give up the fight to find the woman he loved.

After he had her safe and sound in his arms, he was going to tell her that he was going to marry her…and wait for her sassy reply.


Chapter Sixteen

Livia rolled as she struck the ground. Tires whirred inches from her head as Smythe drove off.

Pain slammed through her head and body. Gravel cut into her skin, giving her road rash on every body part not covered by clothes.

Her mind blanked for several seconds. She couldn’t even think, blankly staring up at the dark sky. About a million stars twinkled.

What happened?

She tried to piece together the events.

She’d been taking stock of the alcohol in her bar so she could prepare an order for delivery the next morning.

Then…

The thuds of fists and crashes of a fight in the stockroom. Carver fighting for his life.

She had been kidnapped and stuffed into a vehicle. Driven to god knew where and tossed out.

At least she was away from that evil man.

Overhead, the tiny lights of an airplane flew. A single tear seeped from the corner of her eye and rolled down her temple.

She was lying on the gravel road. What road? She didn’t have a clue, but she needed to get up before a car came along and ran her over.

With a groan, she rolled onto her side and slowly sat up. Her head spun, her thoughts fragmented. Sharp rocks dug into her palms, and she winced as she pushed to her knees. Slowly, she gained her feet, swaying.

Then she really looked at her surroundings.

That bastard had left her in the mountains.

She had to be miles from Eden, or even the nearest house.

She patted her jeans, feeling for her phone. It wasn’t on her.

It was gone.

She tipped her head back, staring at the sky again, wanting to scream down the heavens in anger, fear and frustration.

And grief—she couldn’t forget her loss.

Fresh tears blinded her for long minutes, and she couldn’t catch her breath through the sobs. Carver. She’d just found someone who understood her, and now he was gone.

She took off walking as if her feet had a will of their own and wanted off this mountain. Fury kept her from collapsing. The jagged pain in her heart spurred her faster.

She was going to find someone to help her hunt down Jered Smythe and kill him. Colton, Hunter…any of those ranch hands at the Gracey. Even that unknown man who wouldn’t meet her gaze when they all realized Carver was dead.

Hurt whipped at her, and she wrapped her arms around her middle to hold the broken shards of herself together as she walked.

Again, she looked to the sky for answers to her latest problem—where was she?

Her daddy didn’t teach her how to navigate by stars—he only taught her how to run a bar.

And not even to make the rum he’d wanted so damn much.

She should walk away from Badlands, leave it all behind. It wasn’t worth fighting for anymore, and her father probably owed the loan shark more than the place was even worth.

Let Smythe have it all. For all she cared, he could burn it down.

Livia could leave like her sister did. She could keep on walking right off this mountain, right out of this town, and start over.

But how, without Carver?

The pain seared her all over again. If he had been in the bar, he would have made his way to her. His men would have found him.

But they hadn’t, and she’d been alone.

Her boots crunched on the gravel road. The pines lining the sides cast black shadows for her to walk through. The needles brushed her shoulders in spots when she swayed too close to the side of the road.

Was she moving toward Eden or away? Did it matter anymore?

Her head throbbed, and her nose was running. She used the hem of her top to wipe it, but not even that human action improved her spirits.

She walked for what felt like miles. The sky changed colors, from the deep black of night to purple. It was cold out here too, and she only wore her Badlands T-shirt and a pair of jeans.

When she spotted a road branching to the right, she paused, staring in shock at the object on a wooden post. A mailbox.

She couldn’t be that far from town if the resident had mail delivery.

The person who lived here could be a rapist or serial killer. None of those thoughts deterred her from walking down that eternally long driveway and up to a dark house in the middle of the woods.

After knocking on the door for what felt like another hour, a man finally came to the door wearing pajama pants and a T-shirt. She told him that her car broke down and she’d walked a long way and she’d lost her phone.

He allowed her to use his phone, but once she had it in her hand, she stopped.

Who could she even call? She had no one left. No parents, a sister states away.

No Carver.

Her heart lurched, and fresh tears blurred her vision as she dialed the only number she had memorized. The Graceys’.

The male voice on the other end of the line sounded like it had some age to it.

“Mr. Gracey?”

“Yes, who is this?”

“It’s Livia. I’m friends with Meadow and Ivy. Can you please put one of them on the phone?”

“I’m sorry, but they’re not home.”

“It’s the middle of the night. Where could they be?”

The answer slammed her.

Looking for her.

Looking for Carver.

Her heart squeezed.

“Mr. Gracey, I have a huge favor to ask. Could you pick me up?”

Forty minutes later, a truck with the Gracey Ranch logo pulled up to the house where she waited. She thanked the man for letting her stay and apologized for waking him.

When she was settled in the passenger seat, she battled against her sobs. She was exhausted, alone, battered. Grief was a black shadow hanging over her.

Her friends’ father had been through an ordeal with a bad heart, and he’d lost a good amount of weight. She sent him a sidelong look and found him staring at her the same way.

“I guess you should know why I was on that mountain.”

“Bad boyfriend? A breakup?”

“No. Jered Smythe kidnapped me—then threw me out of the vehicle in the middle of nowhere.”

He almost veered off the road. In the dim light coming off the dashboard, she saw his face pale at her statement.

“You know him.”

“Yes.” His voice was hoarse.

“Well, it seems my father was friendly with him too. He claims he was going to let the debt die with him, but I ticked him off by fighting off his men, and now he wants a piece of me too.”

“Goddamn him.”

She studied the older man. “You got in deep with Smythe too.”

He drove for a while in silence. Finally, he nodded. “I’m embarrassed to admit I made that mistake. Now I’m about to lose it all.”

“I don’t care if I lose Badlands. I have nothing left to care about anymore.”

“I almost lost my daughters. They’re all I have, and now they hate me.”

She struggled at the sound of pain echoing in his voice. It made her miss the dad she never had and even sadder for Sean Gracey and all he lost. His wife, his son. His good name with his daughters.

“What did your father need the money for?” Sean asked her.

She shook her head. “I wish I knew. The bar was paid off when I inherited it. I took out loans with the bank to fund the distillery. My father wasn’t very smart with business, and he drank too much. It’s anybody’s guess what he did with the money Smythe lent him.” She let out a sigh. “He’s going to hold it over me until I give up everything.”

He turned his head sharply, piercing her in his gaze. “You can’t do that. You have to fight him. So do I. Otherwise, what are we doing?”

Anger washed through her, along with a fresh wave of grief. “That doesn’t mean shit. The land you own, my bar. The rum I don’t give a damn about. Fuck it all.”

He swallowed hard enough that she heard it. “There are too many memories on that ranch. I can’t lose it. It’s the place where I took my bride when we got married. I brought all three of my children home to that ranch when they were born. I want it for my daughters. When I’m gone…”

Livia’s throat closed around the hot ball of tears clogging it. While she had no ties to her family anymore, she did have ties to Badlands.

To her employees. Emory and Big Dan and many more.

She had fun running the place with Carver around. Taunting him by wiggling her backside in front of that camera he set up behind the bar and even that night he wanted to dance with her.

Why had she pushed him away? So many regrets.

She turned her head and locked eyes with Sean Gracey. Whatever the man had done to dig his grave with Smythe, he harbored enough regrets. He was beaten, downtrodden. The stress ended up giving him a heart attack, which he was still recovering from.

Not to mention all the people he’d lost in his life.

Just as she’d lost Carver.

Maybe Mr. Gracey was right. They had to keep fighting. That bastard who had Carver attacked, who’d set those men on him and on her too, deserved to be behind bars.

If they worked together, she and Sean could put him there.

She saw him nod. Reaching out, she squeezed his arm.

And the silent pact was made.

* * * * *

Blood dripped from Carver’s bottom lip onto his Badlands shirt. When he grinned at the man who’d just walked into the garage and delivered a kick to the face, he knew that blood stained his teeth.

The asshole shifted his stare away as if he was actually frightened of a man chained to a pole.

Well, he should be frightened. In fact, he should be terrified.

Because Carver was no longer chained.

He felt the link give. Victory burst in his chest along with a heavy dose of adrenaline that drove him to his feet. Before the asshole could take a step to get away, Carver whipped the chain around his neck and yanked.

The man’s death was too quick and painless—he deserved far worse. But today Carver wasn’t in the revenge business. He wanted to get the fuck out of here and find out if any of the people he cared about had survived.

He couldn’t allow his mind to touch on Livia for too long. He’d seen that man grab her from behind and drag her away right before the others took him down.

Standing over the man he’d just killed, he dropped the chain on the concrete floor and swiped the back of his hand over his bleeding mouth. It didn’t do much good when blood ran down his hands from his wrists he wrecked while yanking on his bonds.

He bent and patted down the body, searching for a weapon. When he located a set of car keys and a pistol tucked in his baggy jeans, Carver took the weapon and checked the clip. It was full. It would get him by.

Striding to the exit, he threw out his senses, listening for somebody approaching the building. He’d spent hours chained to that pole, searching the space for any indication of where he was. A sign or a cardboard box with an address label would have given him some hint about where they took him.

Since he’d been unconscious at the time, he was clueless. He could be in Eden or across the border in another state.

His gut burned with acid and bile. Livia. Where the hell was she? What had those bastards done to her?

With one hand on the doorknob, he opened it a small crack and placed his ear to the opening, listening. His senses were still sharp as hell, but that didn’t make him feel any better. He’d fucked up and let somebody take Livia.

Hearing nothing but the low chirp of early morning birds, he opened the door fully and crept out. As he reached the corner, he checked that it was all clear before running in a crouch to the car parked in the driveway. He didn’t see or hear anybody around, but that didn’t mean they didn’t exist. It was unlikely Smythe would only set one guard on Carver, especially knowing how he’d fucked up four of his men before they got the better of him.

He silently opened the car door and slipped inside. Keeping his eyes peeled for danger, he put the key in the ignition and turned it.

Click.

Fuck. A dead battery.

He tried again. After a third failure, he moved to plan B. He’d have to make his way out of here on foot.

It would be rougher travel. The assholes had taken his phone, and the dead guy didn’t have one on him for Carver to take. He set off into the trees. Safer to cut through and find a road rather than walk right down the one in front of the garage.

The blood dripping off his hands made his skin itch, and he stopped to wipe off as much as he could on his jeans before rushing on. The woods weren’t thick here—not even as dense as the patch he and Livia had ridden through that day of their picnic brunch.

More regrets flooded in. He hadn’t spent nearly enough time telling her how he felt about her. Now it may be too late.

No—he was a goddamn SEAL. He didn’t give up until there was damn good cause. And he didn’t have enough information to make that call.

Until he learned otherwise, Livia was alive, goddammit, and he was going to find her.

The light of dawn pooled in spots on the ground, but shadowed other parts, making it easy to trip up on tree roots or fallen logs. He could run fast in any terrain—had proved it during his time in the military—but he was battered and exhausted, which rendered him clumsier than usual.

A twig snapped on his right. He froze, listening. Then he saw a flash of brown as a deer picked its way around the trees.

In stealth mode, he continued on. All sense of time evaporated. He followed one bright light in his mind—Livia. He had to reach Livia.

And his men. He couldn’t forget about them. Right before he took the knee to the temple that knocked him unconscious, he thought of better times with them. Even in the deepest of peril, they still found something to live for. Then the strike came and all that faded to black.

He hadn’t gotten nearly enough time with his brothers since coming to Montana, but the times they had spent at the bonfire and even just texting with each other reminded him of all he had to live for.

Through a break in the trees, he spotted a cabin. Dropping to one knee, he studied it. Small, probably a hunting cabin. It didn’t give any intel as to his location. He could be anywhere this side of the Mississippi.

No movement in the yard or around the structure. Abandoned.

Shoving to his feet, he took off through the last of the trees then pitched up against one, spine flush against the trunk. The scratchy bark dug into his skin, and he used the sensation to help him focus.

He was used to fighting in extreme conditions and going long periods of time without food or drink, but his brain wasn’t as dialed in as he liked it to be. If he could find a way to break into that cabin, he could hope for a little food or bottled water.

And a landline.

After several minutes of staring at the cabin, he determined it was safe. He took off at a fast clip across the span of yard. The grass needed a good cutting and the growth of weeds around the flowerbeds told him that no one had visited in a long time.

All the better for him.

He ran up to the front door and knocked first. When nobody answered, he felt around under the porch mat. More often than not, people kept a spare key in a place it could be easily found.

But maybe not this owner. He ran his fingers along the perimeter of the mat and thought he was going to have to use brute strength to break in, when his fingers brushed metal.

He plucked the key out and surged to his feet. It fit the lock in a smooth glide, and he was in.

The place smelled musty and slightly damp. Daylight streamed through the windows, filling the space with enough light for him to search the place.

After a quick sweep, he checked the small refrigerator and was relieved to find water. He took two bottles out and drank one after another, aware that his parched state had more to do with shock of what had happened to him over the past eight hours than physical need.

With his pulse leveling out, he swept through the simple and sparse kitchen. A gun rack hanging above the door was missing the rifle, and it pointed to this being a hunting camp just like he thought.

In one cupboard he found a couple bags of rations. A stew—just add water.

Any good SEAL knew that they should eat when they got a chance, even MREs. He reached up to pull a pot off a rack hanging above the stove and filled it with water from the tap. When he lit the burner under it, some of the fight went out of him.

His adrenaline level dropped, and his pain level rose. He started searching again. A small bathroom had a first-aid kit under the sink, and he rummaged through it for pain pills. He popped four and swallowed them without a sip of water. Then he grabbed some rolled gauze, wrapping it around his wrists and using his teeth to tear off strips of tape to secure them.

The water still wasn’t boiling, so he went on another sweep of the place, looking for a phone. He had no idea how remote this cabin was, but typically hunting cabins were off the beaten path. He hadn’t seen any phone lines running through the clearing either.

After several more searches, he opened a closet. And there, next to some bed linens on the shelf, was a lantern and a satellite phone.

His heart rocketed into his throat. With an unsteady hand, he snatched it up and dialed a number he memorized the minute he took on the role of bodyguard.

He called Livia.

Heart pounding, he listened to it ring several times before going to voicemail.

“Livia.” His voice grated so roughly that the syllables almost didn’t come out. He tried again. “Livia, it’s me. My god, honey. I hope you’re all right.”

He struggled for a moment and then ended the call.

Replacing the phone on the shelf, he returned to the kitchen. The water was bubbling, and he dumped it into the open pouch of stew mix. Then it all hit him hard.

He braced his hands on the short counter, head bowed.

The struggle inside him wasn’t something he dealt with on a daily basis. He had a certain amount of PTSD, like every other SEAL he knew, but most times, he was able to stuff that shit down.

Maybe it was how close he’d come to losing more people he loved.

Hearing Livia’s voice on that voicemail recording damn near ripped out his heart.

With the pouch of food and a spoon in hand, he sank to the small wooden chair at a round table to eat, feeling like Goldilocks. A stack of old newspapers sat on the table, and he took the one off the top and opened it to read while he ate.

As he brought the food to his lips, he scanned the headline.

“Local Marine Sacrifices Life for his Country.”

Carver’s breath lodged in his throat. He stared at the familiar SEAL’s photo, his young eyes still filled with promise…and he lost it.

Forest Gracey. Oh god.

A rough cry burned up his throat.

He never fucking cried. Not since that day.

Now he couldn’t staunch the flow of tears.

His shoulders shook with the force of emotion he never, ever released. Long minutes passed while his food cooled and the knot of pain inside him loosened.

It didn’t fade away—it would be with him forever—but he now had enough ease to go on fighting.

“Livia, I’m coming. I will find you.”


Chapter Seventeen

Ivy hovered over Livia, her brows rumpled with worry. She pulled the edges of the blanket around Livia’s shoulders, fussing over her.

“Can I get you anything to drink, hon?”

Livia shook her head. She knew she was frightening her friend—and everyone else, for that matter. Even Sean Gracey sat at the kitchen table with an untouched coffee in front of him, throwing looks her direction every so often but not speaking to the others who came in and out of the house.

The strange bond she had formed with the rancher was unexpected.

Or maybe it wasn’t a bond at all. Maybe it was fear they shared.

She rested her head against the back of the leather sofa and closed her eyes. Images of Carver floated behind her closed lids. Those intense eyes that followed her everywhere. The way he moved with such purpose, his size and strength a threat without the need to ever open his mouth.

He was experienced at life in a way she wasn’t. A way that made him distrust everyone. Now she saw she’d been so wrong to discount his warnings about the threats aimed at her.

Because of her, he was gone.

Colton stood in the kitchen with a couple guys, their voices low. They had just come in after searching for Carver all night.

And they’d returned emptyhanded.

Colton pushed away from the counter and approached the sofa with the tall unknown man right behind. He took a seat on the edge of the sofa cushion beside her. “Livia, this is Ledger. He’s one of us.”

The man dipped his head and perched on the arm of the leather chair flanking the sofa. “Hi, Livia.”

She blinked at him, unable to conjure the will to speak. Chitchat was out of the question. Actually, everything made her want to scream.

Only, if she started, she didn’t know if she could stop.

As if seeing this pass over her face, Ivy took a seat beside her and wrapped her arms around Livia, blanket and all.

She allowed her friend to offer this comfort, but there was no comfort in her heart. She knew Carver was dead.

“We handed over all the camera footage to the authorities.” Colton’s mouth was grim.

“They’ve got every cop in three states on the hunt for Smythe.” Ledger spoke with a slight Southern drawl. While his voice was calm, his mannerisms revealed just how tense he was. His fingers were curled, and the tendon in his forearm leaped as he clenched his fist.

Colton went on, “Since we know he’s taken off to Canada before, there are roadblocks set up on the border to stop him.”

She found her voice, though it came faint and weak. “None of it matters. Carver is dead.”

The men traded a look, and Ivy hugged Livia tighter.

“You can’t think like that, Livia. You have to hold on to some hope.”

She met Colton’s gaze, then shifted it to Ledger. “Do you hold out hope? After what you saw on that camera footage?”

Colton attempted to maintain a serene expression, and she gave him a lot of credit for that. But to her, it was obvious that his friends believed he was dead too.

Ledger cleared his throat as if it took effort. “Wolfman is the best of the best. He’s been trapped behind enemy lines before, and fought his way back to the team.”

“It’s true.” Colton spread his hands. “He’s one tough son of a bitch. I bet he never told you that he was a prisoner of war.”

She lifted her head off Ivy’s shoulder and stared at him. “No,” she whispered.

Both men nodded. “It took two reconnaissance missions to get him back. If he can endure that, he can make it through this.”

Her stomach rolled. Was it possible that those men hadn’t killed him and dumped his body?

“What would Smythe want with Carver?” She tugged the blanket tighter around her chilled body.

“Leverage against the Gracey.”

Saying that, Sean turned his head to look at them. She saw the struggle on his face.

While everyone probably thought he was an irresponsible asshole for getting in deep with the loan shark, she also saw the remorse in him. He was a weak man, but he was only human. Many people made mistakes in life, and while losing his wife and son were not excuses for what he’d done, she could understand how he came to this place in life.

He pushed back his chair quietly and stood.

“Dad!” Ivy called to his retreating back.

The men watched him go without comment. When a door closed somewhere in the house, Colton met Livia’s stare once more.

He opened his mouth to speak, but the back door leading into the kitchen banged off the inner wall, and Hunter stomped toward them with Webb at his side.

He looked right at Livia. “The cops found your phone.”

She straightened. “Where?”

“It was tossed out along a road. A jogger picked it up and turned it in to the police.”

“Where is it?”

A red flush crawled up Hunter’s neck. “The cops are searching for a number that called your phone about an hour ago.”

She jerked to her feet. Until hands reached out to steady her, she didn’t realize she was wavering. Her mind spun.

“Wh-what was the phone number?”

Hunter swept his gaze from her to Colton and then Ledger. “It was a sat phone.”

Ledger shut his eyes and bowed his head. She wouldn’t be shocked to learn he was saying a prayer of thanksgiving, but she wasn’t ready to hold out that much hope yet.

She gripped the blanket so tightly, her fingers chilled. “How do we know it’s him? It could be anyone. The supplier I use for sugar cane to make my rum. A spam caller.”

Hunter shook his head. “We don’t think so, Livia. We’re going to head to the police department now and see if we can get a bead on a location.”

She lifted her brows. “And then?”

They traded a look. “Then the reconnaissance mission. We go and find him…and bring him back where he belongs.”

Livia’s knees buckled, and she sat down hard on the floor, the blanket swirling around her. If it was true and Carver really was alive—and coming back to her—then she would be the happiest woman alive.

But now more than ever, she knew there could be nothing between them. What was the point in giving her heart to someone who could be ripped away from her so easily?

* * * * *

Carver sat on the edge of the table in the doctor’s clinic, every muscle in him straining to leave.

He threw Colton a warning look so his brother knew exactly where he stood on the guys forcing him to make a stop and have his wounds seen to.

“I don’t need medical attention.” He growled this for the third time since they dragged him into the building. “I need to get back to Livia.”

“And you will, man.” Colton nodded. “But you don’t want her to see you like that.” He inclined his head toward the raw, bloody mess of his wrists.

“It’s self-inflicted. I’m fine.”

Hunter leaned against the wall feet away. He acted casual, but at any moment, he could block the door leading out of here and keep Carver inside.

He can try.

He let out a low groan of annoyance. “If it were any of you assholes, you’d be fighting your way to your women.”

“Livia thought you were dead. She’s fragile. We’re just trying to protect her.”

At Hunter’s words, Carver dropped his head. The agony of what he’d put her through slashed through his chest. Once he had her safe in his arms, he would spend every minute for the rest of his life making it up to her.”

Ledger pulled a sterile glove out of a box on the wall and put it to his lips. When he blew it up, the action distracted all three of them from what really was going on.

“Goddamn, it’s good to be back in your company.” Carver met Ledger’s gaze. The two of them had been through some shit. Seen even worse. At the end, they had been alone in a room with a dozen bodies it was their job to identify.

As if he was thinking the same thing, Ledger looked away. Carver noticed he’d been doing that a lot, even before they took leave of each other months ago. It was a new habit Ledger had picked up, probably an avoidance tactic.

Carver compartmentalized. Ledger avoided.

He was about to leap out that window and make a run for the Gracey Ranch, but just then the young doctor entered. She took one look at the SEALs in that small room and stopped.

They got that a lot, especially when there were two or more of them together in one place. They were big and their muscles drew a lot of attention. Back in the old days, they’d use this to their advantage to sleep with all the pretty girls they could on leave. Now the thought of touching anyone but Livia turned his stomach.

Ledger gave her an appraising once-over.

Half an hour later, Carver was as patched up as he could be and seated in the front seat of the truck with Colton behind the wheel.

“Tell me. How bad was it for her?” His voice turned to gravel.

His friend shot him a look. “Bad enough.”

“He beat her?”

“Just some bruising from when he dragged her into the office.”

“Fuck!” He sliced his fingers through his hair. There was already blood on his hands, but before this was all said and done, there would be rivers of it. Starting with Smythe’s.

“She was smart and made him believe she needed to look up the combination to the safe in her phone. That’s when she pushed the panic button in the security app.”

Guilt battered him worse than any fists ever could. “I should have been there for her. I should have saved her.”

“You couldn’t have stopped them from getting into the bar,” Hunter said from the back seat of the truck. “They forced the back door open.”

He whipped around. “We didn’t hear anything.”

“It looked like they broke in when the place was at its busiest. And the plumber was an added distraction.”

He twisted and gave Hunter a flat look. “The fucking plumber worked for Smythe.” The man might have even managed to unlock the door for his buddies.

Colton nodded.

He drove his balled fist into the dashboard. The loud cracking noise did nothing to alleviate the rage flooding into his veins. “I knew that fucker was acting sketchy! Goddammit, he was a decoy and I missed it!”

“We all missed a lot of things. Look at what happened to Marks. Do you think every one of us on the ranch isn’t still kicking ourselves every day for missing that someone had cut partway through that ATV axle?” Hunter’s words didn’t settle Carver’s fury, but he didn’t have any more to say.

They were all in the thick of this—the guys had been in his position too, terrified that they were going to lose the thing they loved most. Their women.

He stared at the roads that were more familiar now that he’d been in Montana for a while. They were getting close to the Gracey.

In a few minutes, Livia would be in his arms where she belonged.

His insides burned, and he realized that he was jittery from nerves too. Would she accept him now that he’d failed her so badly? What if she pushed him away? He couldn’t blame her, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t keep fighting to keep her in his life.

Around him, talk turned to how Smythe was getting people past them. Colton and Hunter hashed it all out again, while Ledger drank in what they were saying.

Carver pushed out a grunt. “I want to help out more. I do. But I can’t see how I can be in two places at once.”

“We asked you to watch over Livia,” Colton said.

“The least we can do is watch over her after she put herself on the line for Ivy.” Hunter’s quiet statement was banked with anger he still harbored after the woman he loved was attacked. Who could blame him?

Carver wanted to bash more faces in. Break all the necks. Until Livia was safe, he would never rest.

When Colton turned into the gates of the Gracey Ranch, Carver gripped the armrest, prepared to shove the door open and leap out the minute they stopped.

“This gravel road leading to the ranch is too damn long,” he growled. “How’s a man supposed to reach his woman at this rate?”

Colton glanced in the rearview mirror, probably trading a glance with one of the guys.

By the time they approached the garage, his jaw ached from gnashing his teeth. No sooner had Colton stopped the truck than he was out, long strides eating up the distance between himself and the house where he presumed Livia was.

Suddenly, the front door opened and she emerged, wrapped in a coat far too big for her. Her face was pale and her red hair was bright in the sunshine.

His heart jerked hard as if someone just kicked his chest. Slowing his steps, he searched her face for any sign of how she felt at seeing him again.

He walked up to her and stopped, afraid to touch her.

She stared down at the bandages on his wrists and then looked up at his face, a small gasp on her lips.

Just seeing that bruise on her face put there by that asshole at the bar made him want to kill. The incident seemed so long ago. It happened before the bathroom flood that kicked off the chain of events leading to them being torn apart.

Unlocking his fingers from a fist, he slowly raised his hand to stroke the crest of her cheek, near the bruise.

“Jesus, Livia. I’m so sorry—”

She surged onto tiptoe and cut off his words with a hard kiss. Her scent filled his head, and he let out a groan. Hooking an arm around her back, he pulled her tight against him.

Angling her head, she kissed him with all the passion he felt scorching through his body.

She clung to him, the groan in his throat moving up a notch to a primal growl. He lifted her, and she wrapped her legs around him.

On instinct, he turned for the only place he could think where he could be alone with her for a reunion—the bunkhouse. He’d only spent a few hours there upon first arriving at the ranch, but they could be alone inside.

Still kissing her, drinking her in, he somehow made it to the door. She released her grip on his shoulders long enough to twist the handle, and they burst into the cool space.

Thankfully, all the guys were out working on the ranch.

When he nudged his way through a cracked door and lay Livia down on the bunk, he cursed how narrow it was for what he wanted to do to her…all…day…long.

Hovering over her, he stared deep into her eyes. “Thank god you’re all right.”

Her throat worked, and tears glistened in her eyes. “I thought you were dead.”

“Didn’t you get my call?”

“They took my phone and threw it out. Somebody found it and turned it in—that’s when I heard that a call came from a satellite phone.”

“Damn. I should have thought about that.” He dropped his forehead against hers, battling emotions.

She cradled his jaw, bringing his lips back down to hers. The feel of her touch sent longing through him. Their kiss was a reunion—her body a homecoming.

As she tugged at his fly and drew his cock into her hand, there was no going slow. It was game on, as it always was between them.

In seconds, he had her stripped bare. She gripped his cock at the base and gave it a long, slow, maddening jack that shot tingles of electricity up his spine.

“I don’t have a condom.”

“I’m on birth control. And I trust you.”

With a low rumble, he poised at her slick opening. In one hard shove, he filled her.

She screamed his name and bucked into his thrust, taking him to the root. The tight grip of her walls around him stole his sanity. He had to have her.

Claim her.

Own her.

Performing a seductive pushup, he sank inside her again. The cry on her lips was music to his deprived ears. God, he’d come too close to losing her. He never wanted to see that bleak, black night of the soul ever again.

He cupped her face in one hand and kissed her with all the love flowing through him. Heat coiled around his heart. With each jerk of his hips, he pushed his love into her.

Raking her fingers down his spine, she gave him the sting he craved.

“I never thought I’d have you again,” he ground out.

She gripped him tighter. “Me neither. God, you feel so good inside me!”

He thrust harder and faster. Taking her higher as his own release hovered on the brink.

Suddenly, he pulled out. She issued a soft cry of disappointment that turned into a blistering moan as he shot down the bunk, lifted her ass in his hands and sank his tongue deep in her core.

Her flavors lit on his tongue, sweet and light with a hint of her musky arousal. When he drew her taut bud between his lips and sucked, she came off the bed in short bucks of her hips.

Slipping one finger over the seam of her pussy, he located her tight opening and eased his finger inside her.

Her inner walls gripped him. His cock stretched, ready to burst. Need pounded his veins and made his balls throb. Gliding his finger out of her pussy millimeter by millimeter, he swirled his tongue over her clit.

When she began to rhythmically pulse around his finger, and on his tongue, he anticipated her release.

But it built. And built higher.

“Carver!” She stiffened and then rocked hard and fast. He thrust a second finger inside her, stretching her pussy for when he pounded into her.

She dragged her nails over his scalp. Her muffled scream sent his body into overdrive. Precum streamed from his cock.

When she collapsed, twitching, he surged up her body and thrust his cock into her still-contracting pussy.

She cried out again and hitched her knees upward. The new angle allowed him to sink even deeper.

Rolling his hips, he took her hard and fast. His release was a bright shooting star in the back of his mind, and it claimed him around a low groan of pleasure.

Hot spurts flooded her pussy with no barriers to contain them. And damn if he didn’t wish that his seed would take root in her womb, binding them forever with a child born of their love.

His own thoughts shocked him, but not as much as he expected them to. After all, many men his age already had families. Settling down was never something he saw in his future…but neither had been losing his friends, retiring as a SEAL or coming to work on a ranch.

His mind blanked for several minutes as a sleepy sexual haze stole over him. He rolled over, bringing Livia with him. He traced light swirls on her spine.

When she made a soft sniffling noise, his heart squeezed like a fist. “You’re crying.”

Tears wet his chest where she rested her head. “I thought you left me, like everyone else has.”

“Oh, darlin’.” He lashed his arms around her. “We’re together. It’s going to be all right.”

“What did they do to your wrists? Did they cut you?”

He jolted at her question. Of course she wouldn’t know the details.

“No, love. They chained me up. I yanked until I managed to break a link and free myself.”

She hiccupped. “You did?”

Brushing his thumb across her plump lips, he stared down at her. “I would rip apart anyone in my path to get to you, Livia. Don’t you see how much you mean to me?”

She reached up to touch his face and what must be the worry lines etched as a deep bracket around his mouth. “I thought I lost you.”

“You didn’t, love. I’m here to stay.”

Stillness came over her. He wouldn’t put it past her to overthink their relationship right now.

“How can I make it up to you? How can I ever get you to trust me to take care of you?”

She searched his eyes. “It wasn’t your fault. Six men jumped you, Carver. How could you ever fight them all off?”

He didn’t tell her that he’d done similar before. But the guilt sweeping over him made him hold his tongue. Guilt over what happened during that strike. All those men he could have saved and hadn’t been able to. Men who were under his leadership.

He’d failed Livia in the same way. If she ever forgave him for it, he would strive every day to let it go and forgive himself.

And if she didn’t?

His heart lurched, and his gut clenched.

“I promise you, Livia. I’m never leaving you again. I’m going to be right here—with you—as long as you’ll have me.”

He felt a shiver move through her, but she didn’t respond to his vehement vow.

After several minutes, he felt her tense. Then she rolled out of bed.

He caught her before she could reach for her clothing. Her eyes widened.

“Carver…”

“Talk to me.”

But he saw that she’d already put up a wall between them and was done talking.

He steeled himself. That was okay—he was good at smashing down walls too.

He’d never stop fighting for Livia.


Chapter Eighteen

Livia tucked her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. The view from the deck of the Graceys’ house took her breath away.

In the fading light of the setting sun, the green fields seemed to glimmer in the heat of the day. The cows grazing peacefully were oblivious to all the danger surrounding them.

On the Gracey. In Badlands.

She’d brought the threat down on herself when she took that shot at the man about to steal Ivy’s truck. Because of her, Carver had suffered.

How could she ever set things right? It seemed easier to come up with the money her father owed the loan shark than figure out how to go on with her bodyguard.

The determination burning on his rugged features told her that he wasn’t going to walk away. And she’d already seen the fight in the man.

A light rapping sound made her turn her head. Ivy stood in the doorway, concern pinching her pretty face.

“Do you want some company?”

She released her hold on her knees. “Yes, please.”

Ivy silently crossed the deck on bare feet like the country girl she always would be. She sank down on the edge next to Livia and stared out at the land she would someday inherit.

“I love this time of day.” She let out a low sigh.

“It’s beautiful.”

“You okay?”

She nodded.

“Are you and Carver okay?”

She bit down on her lip. That question was far more complicated. She considered the answer.

The make-up sex had been fantastic, romantic, filled with passion…but all wrong, because Livia had already made up her mind to walk away from the man before he ever returned from his ordeal.

“Uh-oh. Do you want to talk about it?” Ivy dipped her head to catch Livia’s gaze.

She hugged her knees again. “You’ve been such a good friend to me through all of this. But…I’m not ready to talk about it.”

She nodded. “I understand. And it’s okay. Just know that I’m here for you.”

“Are the men still in the dining room talking?”

“Yes. They’ve been at it for hours, hashing out everything that happened.”

She had to find a way to start protecting herself. She’d bring back Big Dan and hire a second bouncer. Get more locks on the doors, set more rules put in place for her employees when it came to coming and going to ensure that an exit was never left unlocked for some unwanted person to enter through.

The breeze freshened, bringing the scent of the mountains—pine and sap. She swore she could smell the blue of the sky too.

But maybe all of the scents flooding her brain really belonged to her lover.

A deep jolt of want in her core reminded her of just how bad she wanted him. Bad enough not to wait for him to locate a condom before she let him fill her with his cock.

“You guys look thirsty.” The female voice made her and Ivy turn to see Meadow crossing the deck, carrying a small tray of cocktails.

Meadow took in her sister and Livia, her face reflecting the solemn moment between them.

Meadow leaned over, extending the tray to them. Ivy took her glass first, and Livia did the same. She wasn’t in the mood for happy hour, but she loved Meadow for her effort and took a sip.

It was mixed well and just strong enough to make her relax a little bit.

She took another sip, the bitter alcohol mingling with fruit juice and tangy lime doing little to ease the ache in her heart at what she knew must come next.

She had to break things off with Carver.

It took her an entire night of believing he was dead to come to terms with it, but she knew it was the right move. She’d lost too many people in her life already. Her mother taking off had hurt. Her father’s death left a small hole of grief. Her sister running off with her boyfriend had left her lonely and a little bit lost.

But if something happened to Carver…she didn’t know if she could recover from it.

She cared about him.

All right—she loved him, if she was honest with herself. But she’d never tell him how she truly felt.

Memories of their shared moments rolled through her head like scenes of a movie. The times they’d argued. Carver waking up covered in hair from her cat who slept on his chest all night.

And their bodies entangled just hours ago in the bunkhouse.

A shiver coursed through her. The dark look in his eyes worried her more than anything.

No way was he going to let her walk away without a fight. She’d seen him with his men. He was steadfast. Loyal. Somehow, he’d shifted those feelings on to her.

And oh god, she wanted to hold on tight and never let go of them.

Her future seemed more uncertain than ever. What happens when she can’t find the money to pay off Smythe? He’d keep coming after her.

She was glad to have evaded his notice all his time, but now she’d ticked him off. He wanted his fees for shooting his man and “looking at him funny.”

Now Smythe must be on the run, and he’d be really unhappy about that.

She had to admit that she’d been caught up in the idea of being in love with Carver. Too caught up to see there were weeds forming between the cracks.

Truth was, she wasn’t that girl. She didn’t do relationships.

Carver had given everything up for his country, including his peace of mind. She heard him waking from nightmares those nights he slept on her couch. She couldn’t give him the peace he deserved.

She sipped her drink, half an ear on Meadow and Ivy talking quietly about their father. Livia hadn’t said a word about what she shared in the truck on the way to the Gracey Ranch with their father. But maybe she should try to explain to her friends, to kickstart the healing between them.

“Dad says he’s feeling stronger today. Has more energy.” Ivy took a sip of her cocktail.

Meadow nodded. “He does seem less tired. But there’s something else in him. Do you think he’s hiding more stuff from us?”

“I’m sure he is. He never would have admitted that he owed so much to a loan shark.”

Livia set her drink on the deck and looked at her friends. “He’s remorseful, you know.”

They blinked at her.

“He really carries a lot of guilt over all of this,” she went on. “We talked in the car when he picked me up.”

Meadow pressed shaky fingertips to her lips. “I knew he hadn’t really changed so much from the father we knew. He just made bad decisions.”

Livia reached out and settled one hand on Ivy’s and then reached for Meadow’s. They each squeezed her hand in return.

After a moment of warmth, they all picked up their glasses again.

Livia sank back into her dark thoughts of Carver. Whatever happened, she had to be honest with herself and Carver. He’d call it running from her fears. She called it facing them.

She couldn’t live through losing another person close to her.

And she already had practice being alone.

* * * * *

Carver’s chest burned with irritation. He hadn’t sat down at the dining room table because the thought of sitting after being chained to that pole made him want to break shit.

As the guys talked, forming a plan of action—and attack—against Smythe and the bastards he paid to come after all of the people associated with the Graceys, Carver paced the length of one wall.

No one stopped him. They all knew better than to treat him like some rambunctious kid and ask him to sit.

He reached the tall window again. It was covered in a filmy sheer curtain that allowed him to see just how low the sun was sinking in the sky.

It had been too many hours since Livia had left the bed in the bunkhouse. Hours since he’d seen or spoken to her.

Folding his arms, he shot a sideways look at Colton seated at the head of the long dining room table.

His man tipped his chin up in recognition. “You want to add something to the plan?”

“No. I want to get the hell out of this room and back to my woman.”

Hunter’s lips twisted, and he looked down at the table to keep the others from seeing it. Ledger appeared mildly amused.

Colton just cocked a brow.

“Look, I know this is important—the life-or-death kind of important. But we’ve all had enough plotting against the enemy for one session. What else can be said that will make or break us?”

Colton scrubbed a hand over his face. “You’re right. I guess I got carried away.”

Hunter pushed his chair away from the table. “We should light up a bonfire and relax for a few before first watch.”

They all looked at Ledger. In the military, the rookie usually got the less intriguing jobs. In this case, fire watch, or night watch. Lucky for Carver, he missed out on that when he was placed on bodyguard duty.

Ledger shrugged. “I don’t mind watch.”

Carver and Colton exchanged a look. Plenty of times before that horrible day they lost so many, Ledger had set himself apart. Carver suspected he carried enough PTSD to crave solitude. While it wasn’t exactly good for him, Carver understood it.

He tipped his head toward the door. “We’re all going to the fire first. There’s time enough to wait for ghosts.”

The statement brought silence over the group. Too many ghosts walked over all of their graves. How many more bodies would they drop before this was over?

He strode to the door and opened it. The Graceys’ house rang with a lonely quiet like they’d just returned from a funeral. He wondered how often the house felt like this, if it had been this way since their mother died or later after Forest died.

After a quick circle of the rooms, he located all three women seated on the deck, empty cocktail glasses beside them.

Shadows extended along the floor behind each of them, but he fixed his gaze on the one in the center. The woman who cast that shadow had a grip on his heart that would never let go.

An uneasy feeling rippled through him.

“Hey, ladies.” His voice sounded gruff.

They turned to look at him. He knew he was in shadow too, but felt Livia’s gaze on him.

“We’re headed to the bonfire. May I escort you?”

All three gained their feet and crossed the deck to meet him. He looked down to see that not a single one wore shoes or socks.

The sight made him smile. Which felt odd after what he’d just experienced.

“I’ll wait out front while you get some shoes on.”

When the ladies came outside, he stepped up to Livia and clasped her hand. She let him take it—but he felt tension running through her like a low vibration. At one point, she twitched as if about to pull away, but she didn’t.

Once they rounded the barn, the crackle of burning wood and the strains of Zach Webb’s guitar greeted them.

An image rose in Carver’s head of the last time he and Livia sat around this fire with their friends. Neither of them had been able to wait until they could be alone together. They’d barely made it to Livia’s house before they were going at each other.

Now he felt a change in her.

Meadow said something to her, and she smiled, though it appeared forced. Too wide to be natural. The distant look in her eyes was eating at him.

He took a seat on the long split log positioned in front of the fire where couples usually sat together. But as soon as he sank to it, Livia circled the fire and sat far away from him.

His chest welled, caught in the tight grip of fear.

And anger too.

He had done everything in his power to escape his enemy. He’d fought to free himself. Bled for his trouble. Had broken into a cabin to find a phone to call her. And she wasn’t even going to sit beside him?

His gaze met hers for a single heartbeat before she shifted hers away, acting as though the flames held answers to whatever internal war she waged.

With his lungs burning for air, he stared at her until the brightness of the flames imprinted on his eyeballs, and all he could see were orange blotches. But he knew Livia was avoiding his gaze.

He had to put himself in her shoes. He knew how her mind worked.

She was stubborn to a fault. He thought she’d worked through that with him, but he was apparently wrong.

If he had to guess, Livia was attempting to push him away out of some misled sense of self-preservation. It was no stretch of the mind to think that she felt a deep terror at realizing he was missing. Since she’d lost pretty much anyone who was important to her, shoving him away was her way of shielding her heart from more potential pain.

Fuck if he’d let her get away with that. He’d throw her over his shoulder and spank her round ass if she even tried it.

He got up. A couple of the guys cast him looks as he circled the fire and stopped in front of her.

She fixed her gaze on his chest.

Without a word, he held out his hand. Waited for her to take it.

C’mon, darlin’. Just reach out and grab my hand. Show me that I’m not wrong about the love I see in your beautiful eyes.

She sat there, fingers tangled in her lap.

A long beat of silence passed. Even Webb noticed and faltered on the strings.

Chest bursting with annoyance, Carver dropped his hand to his side.

Fine. Let her be a stubborn ass. He’d given his all to her. He’d been willing to entertain the idea of a new life—a life much different from any he’d ever imagined.

“I see where I stand.” His words came out harsh, a little too loud.

Everyone stilled.

“You want to sit there and pretend I mean nothing to you, do that. Just stay in your narrow lane, Livia. Not really living, just existing. Get up and go to your bar. Clean up, unpack orders. Serve drinks all night. Make the rum that you never wanted to make in the first place and then go home alone to your bed and your cat!”

She winced. Her face paled in the orange glow of the fire.

He waited another minute for a response. When none came, he raked his fingers through his hair and took off walking.

He couldn’t get away fast enough. He wouldn’t stick around hoping that Livia would drop her walls with him and let him be the man she needed in her life. He couldn’t—

Brain grinding to a halt, he rounded the barn and saw it.

Red flames licking from the roof of the bunkhouse.


Chapter Nineteen

“Get the water tank and the hose!” Webb’s bellow carried over the land, sending a ranch hand sprinting for the truck used to haul water out to the animals in the pastures.

Hands plastered over her mouth, Livia stared at the bunkhouse. Up in flames.

This was no accident. This time they were out for more blood.

Meadow grasped her forearm, and Livia twisted to throw her arms around her dear friend. Meadow was shaking.

Ivy ran up to them, wild eyes reflecting the blaze. “The fire department is on the way!”

“Daddy?” Meadow’s voice pitched into a wail.

“He’s all right. He was asleep. I had to wake him. I told him to come out but that he can’t attempt to help with the fire.”

“When did someone sneak onto the ranch? We’ve been around all day. The cameras weren’t tripped or Colton would have gotten a text!” Meadow whipped her head around as if searching for the man she loved.

The cameras. After the break-in at Badlands, Carver discovered the camera lenses there were all spray-painted over.

Her heart exploded in panic.

“Badlands!”

Meadow and Ivy stared at her.

“I have to get back! Somebody might have torched it too! I need keys to a vehicle!” She wheeled around.

Ivy grasped her arm. “You can’t go alone. You have to find Wolfe!”

Sean Gracey would give her a vehicle. She had to go now.

She took three steps and slammed into a brick wall of muscle. Carver locked his arms around her. His face was covered in soot from attempting to fight the fire that was too far gone to control.

“I have to get to my bar!”

His stare penetrated hers. “I can’t leave my men. I have to stay here and help.”

“Then stay! I’m going!”

She struggled against his grip. At that moment, a loud whoosh sounded followed by an explosion as the gas line blew.

Carver took off, dashing toward the danger like the SEAL he was. She watched him go, eyes blurred with the brightness of the flames and tears pouring down her face.

Realizing she could make a break for it now, she took off running. Sean Gracey staggered down the porch steps, his face a mask of horror.

She rushed over to him. “Sit down. You have to watch your heart!”

He didn’t seem to understand for a moment, but when she said it again, he nodded and sat down hard on the top step.

“Mr. Gracey, I need a vehicle!”

His gaze flicked to her. “Your bar.”

“Yes!” Someone who understood what mattered to her.

“Hanging on a hook inside the door.”

“Thank you!” She bent and planted a kiss on his cheek before blasting into the house for a set of keys.

The next few minutes were a blur. Brief images flashed in her mind afterward—of ranch hands shooing horses out of the barn, driving them into the distant pasture far from the burning buildings.

Of Meadow and Ivy running to the porch and sitting with their father as the structure of the bunkhouse turned into a black beast devoured by flames.

She gunned it down the driveway, pulling into the grass to let three firetrucks in a row zoom by.

The vehicle she drove had an old-school CB radio. She knew enough from serving beer to volunteer firefighters what station to dial in.

It took her a moment of listening to understand that they were sending trucks in two different directions.

Three to the Gracey Ranch. Three more to Badlands.

Her heart lodged in her throat, trapping her scream.

She stomped on the gas.

Rage built alongside the terror like gasoline to the already burning blaze of her bar. That bar was all she had to show for her life. Her past, present and future were in Badlands. Even though she went to bed with aching feet and woke up tired, she still loved that place.

It might have started out as her father’s old saloon, but Livia had built it into what it was today.

Several streets were blocked off as she neared, but she parked and took off running on foot.

Smoke fogged the air. Pedestrians gathered outside to watch the firefighters work.

As she got closer, she realized that Badlands was still standing.

But the distillery behind it was engulfed in flames.

All that alcohol stored in barrels would keep the fire blazing hot until there was nothing left but ash.

Her mouth opened wide in horror as she watched.

Oh god. She owned more than a bar and distillery.

My house!

“Angel!”

Blinded by fear, she sprinted back to the truck. She didn’t even feel her feet pounding the pavement or acknowledge any of the people she passed.

In the past twenty-four hours, she’d almost lost a man she cared about more than anyone else. Her distillery was gone. Losing her cat would be the final straw.

Her mind circled back to Carver.

Oh god, she’d actually tried to push the man away from her. Again.

The look of hurt in his eyes imprinted on her brain. A rough cry burst from her lips, and she pressed her fist against them to hold it back.

She gripped the steering wheel harder, the knot of dread tripling in her stomach as she approached the street where her house was. Minutes warped, feeling like they stretched into hours. Her fingers numbed from gripping the wheel so hard.

When she spotted wisps of smoke trickling through the cracks in the front door, her heart slammed the wall of her chest. A fire was set. But her house wasn’t as far gone as the bunkhouse or her distillery.

Yet.

With a howl, she parked in the street, yelling for the cell phone assistant to call 911 as she ran for the house.

Just then, she spotted a tall man rushing around the side of the house. She froze in her tracks.

Carver’s long legs ate up the distance fast. As she looked on, he picked up a heavy planter on her front porch, dumped out the plant and used it to smash in the front window.

“Carver!” Her throat seared with the force of her scream.

He tossed her a look before hitching himself up the wall and diving through the broken window.

Into her blazing house.

“Carver!”

There was only one reason the idiot would go in there—her cat.

Hands plastered to her face, she watched that window in shock and terror. He’d put himself in danger. For her pet.

Ire rocked her on her heels. She ran up to the window. The heat coming from the inside scorched her face.

“Carver! Damn you! Leave the cat! Get out!” She loved her pet, but nothing was worth his life.

Smoke poured from the open window as the fire moved to the front of the house. Sirens wailed at the end of the street, but all she could focus on was the stupid man who put his life on the line for a ball of white—

Angel practically fell out the window into her hands. She grappled with her pet and got clawed in the process, but she was too busy glaring at the man climbing out the window after it.

With Angel hugged too tightly to her chest, she glared him down. “You total asshole!”

He jerked. The gleam of warning in his eyes didn’t stop her from balling her fist and punching him in the arm.

“You went into a burning house for a cat? Didn’t the SEALs teach you anything about rescue missions?”

He grabbed her arm and dragged her several feet away from the smoking building that was probably about to go up any minute. The firetruck braked hard in front of the house in a scream of sirens.

Carver hauled her into the neighbor’s yard. “You’re yelling at me for saving your cat?”

“Yes, goddammit! I can never be with you.”

“Why not?” Fury blazed over his handsome face.

“Because you fight six men at a time and practically tear your wrists apart when you rip off chains. You jump into burning buildings!” She stomped her foot.

“You’re not giving me a chance because I did those things for you?”

“We’re never going to work out!”

“You’re not giving up on me, Livia.” His words were hard and clipped over the whoop of more rescue vehicles rushing down the street.

“What’s the point? Nothing ever works out, Carver. There is no happily ever after. Fate is trying to break us up—”

“Then fate can drown in the lake. I’m not leaving.” He planted himself in the yard like he’d sprouted roots.

He was insane. They had to stop this madness.

Tipping her head up, she glared at him. “When they put out the fire in my house, I want you to get everything that belongs to you and get out!”

He looked at her for a heavy heartbeat. “Fine. I’ll start with this.” He picked her up and carried her across the street to the truck she hadn’t seen there when she pulled up.

She struggled and almost dropped the cat. “What are you doing? Put me down!”

“I’m taking what belongs to me.”

Her stomach rippled with emotion that bubbled into a sob.

This man really was crazy. And amazing.

“Set me down!” Anger still hummed in her veins, but a shot of arousal flooded in too.

He dumped her on her feet at the truck.

“You’re cute even when you’re being stubborn.”

She shot out her fist to punch his arm again, but he hooked his arm around her back, hauled her against him and slammed his mouth over hers.

Tears flowed down her cheeks as she realized what could have happened tonight. How she could have lost the only thing that really mattered—Carver.

His fingers dug into her spine, yanking her closer. Angel let out a yowl of protest at being crushed between them.

He tore away, breathing hard, staring down at Livia. “You done fighting me?”

“Not even close. I almost lost you. I can’t lose you!” Her voice broke.

“Oh, darlin’. Come here.” He drew her into his arms, face buried in her hair.

“I actually…l-love…you! You big jerk!” Her dimple popped with every angry word she spat.

He pressed her up against the truck and kissed the hell out of her. She didn’t know if the heat from her burning house was washing over her or if Carver’s scorching body ramped up her temperature.

Breaking the kiss again, he knotted her hair around his fist. “You’re the most perfect goddamn soulmate a man could ask for. I know you tried to push me away because you feel it too. But I’m not leaving. I went after your cat for you, Livia. There are plenty of people I wished I’d saved. I’m not letting something else die on my watch, not when I know I can save it.”

Tears raced down her face. She hitched the cat to the other arm and wrapped her arm around his neck, dragging him close. How did he know so much about her when she’d only just realized these things about herself? He had so many chances to run away, and instead, he ran toward the things she loves…and to her.

He taught her that she could trust him not to leave her like everyone else. That she could maybe have that fairytale she dreamed of where they could work together toward a future they built.

He kissed her again, swiping his tongue across hers until she moaned with desire. The whole world could burn down and none of it mattered except what she had right here in her arms.

When his phone vibrated, she stepped back. Holding her stare, he answered the call. She could make out a male voice on the line but didn’t know which one of his men called. He spoke in monosyllables.

“We’ll be right there.”

He lowered his phone from his ear and met Livia’s stare. “They need us at the Gracey. There’s video footage we need to see.”


Chapter Twenty

Colton, Hunter and Ledger stood back, arms folded and legs braced.

“He’s all yours, Wolfe.” Hunter tilted his jaw toward the wimp of a man tied to the metal chair in the Graceys’ barn with the Graceys’ rope.

Carver studied the man who was behind all of the attacks on the family, who’d given the order to his thugs to torch three structures in one night.

When his team went on a manhunt, they got what they were looking for.

“Smythe.” He dragged the name out through his locked jaw.

The man looked about to piss his pants. In fact, Carver didn’t doubt his shorts were wet right now.

He bent over him. “You dirty motherfucker. You attack women. You burned our bunkhouse and my woman’s property. You’re going to fucking pay.”

Fear mingled with defiance on Smythe’s face.

Carver cocked his fist and drove it right into his teeth. The pain of hitting something hard didn’t affect him at all, but blood spurted from Smythe’s mouth and teeth shattered under the force of his fist.

The men didn’t move to stop Carver. They would let him deliver his justice without interference. After he made his way back from the hell of that camp where he’d been kept as a prisoner for weeks, tortured until he almost lost his mind, his SEAL team had rounded up his attackers and let him deliver justice to them too.

Somehow, he was getting more satisfaction out of scarring Smythe for life than putting bullets in every last one of his captors.

He reared his foot back and kicked him in the crotch.

Smythe folded in half, howling in pain and gasping from his smashed balls.

“I think that means he wants more.” Ledger’s drawl was the only sound in the room besides Smythe’s whimper.

“Stop. Please. I’m out of it now. It’s not my business anymore.”

Carver leveled him in his gaze. “What does that mean?”

“I-I sold the loan to someone else.”

Carver threw a look at the guys. They appeared to be just as shocked by his statement as he felt.

“Who?”

“Some businessman. He’s the CEO of Montana Investment Corporation.”

Colton already had his phone out and was punching the information into a search.

“I’m out of it. Let me go and you’ll never hear from me again.” Blood dripped from Smythe’s ruined mouth, and the one front tooth he had remaining wobbled loosely.

“Give us a name.” Carver’s gritty tone made him pale more.

“Eli Feldman.”

“Got him.” Colton looked up from his phone into Carver’s eyes.

He nodded. “I’ll finish him off before I hand him over to the sheriff. You guys can go. I got this.”

Smythe issued a whine that got louder in a plea as the three men filed out, leaving Carver alone to make damn sure that he knew that not only would he be spending the rest of his days behind bars but that Carver’s face would haunt his every dream.

He circled the man’s chair and popped his knuckles. “You’re lucky that my buddies left it up to me to take care of you. You hurt their women too.” He leaned over to stare deep into Smythe’s eyes and laughed. “Or maybe you’re not lucky.”

“W-why…why is that?”

He chuckled. “Because I’m a bigger son of a bitch.”

* * * * *

Under the Graceys’ long dining room table, Carver placed his big, warm hand on Livia’s thigh. The heat of his touch chased away some of the chill lingering inside her. After listening to the men’s plans for securing the ranch, and her property too, she just wanted to climb between the covers of her own bed and hide.

Between talk about better cameras, more weapons and bringing in one of the top security agencies in the country, more than a little unease rippled through her.

Colton, who had taken charge of the meeting, directed his attention to the computer tablet where a hot guy wearing a white Stetson was on a video call. “We appreciate your insights, Ross.”

Ross Wynton. Head of WEST Protection. The company was famous in Montana for how fast it had grown.

“I’ll send over two more men like I promised. I think you could use the extra patrol on the Gracey.”

Colton nodded. “We’ll look for them at the end of the week. We’re still digging into the missing equipment from the ranch.”

“I have my team searching as well.” Ross was all business but when a high-pitched voice projected across the speakers, he paused. His face bobbed out of the frame and the next second, a child appeared on his lap.

“I can type, Daddy?”

“Not yet, buddy. I’m almost finished with my call, then we’ll go out and ride your pony. Okay?”

“Yeah!”

Livia couldn’t help but smile at the fatherly display, so different from the topic of discussion.

Ross directed his focus to her. “And Livia, good job digging up that information on the investor. We’ve got a search in our database going on right now on Eli Feldman. We know he’s buying up all the land he can get. That’s enough of a reason to look harder.”

She felt heat climb into her cheeks. “Ivy made most of the finds on the man.”

Ivy offered her a smile of appreciation for the nod to her skills. At the end of the table, Sean Gracey sat listening to the entire conversation, but he had very little to add. He reached out a hand and touched his daughter’s arm, and Ivy smiled at him, love and admiration back in her eyes toward the parent that she had lost hope in for a spell.

Meadow looked at both of her family members, her heart in her eyes too.

Livia was warmed by how the three Graceys had grown closer over the past week since they learned who would come to collect their money now. Smythe was behind bars, and this Eli Feldman was on their radar.

They were so much closer to putting an end to the attacks.

That didn’t help Livia’s distillery business, but after long thought, she wasn’t too upset about losing it. Ever since her discussion with Carver about the rum business, she had been thinking hard about her own hopes and dreams. Maybe it was a blessing she lost the distillery.

Livia squeezed Carver’s hand where it rested on her thigh. “If we’re finished here, Carver and I have someplace to be.”

He turned his head to stare at her. “We do?”

She nodded.

“You guys are good to go. We know where to find you.”

When Livia stood, she tugged on Carver’s hand. Meadow and Ivy threw her little waves of farewell and knowing grins.

As Livia led Carver out of the room, she paused next to Sean Gracey and gave him a pat on the shoulder. He lifted his hand and squeezed hers.

Once she and Carver made it to the front porch, he pulled her to a halt. “What is going on?”

“I’ll show you once we get to Badlands.”

His arched brow told her he wasn’t happy about not getting immediate answers.

She patted him on the chest to soothe the beast. “C’mon.”

His low growl brought a smile to her lips. Just to make him a little happier, she tossed him the keys. “You can drive.”

He gave her a flat look. “Now I’m even more worried. You always want to drive.”

Shooting him a smile, she bounced over to the passenger side and climbed in.

The drive to Eden was a scenic one with pretty fields and the pale blue sky dotted with wisps of white clouds. She let out a contented sigh.

“All right, Livvie. Tell me what’s going on.” He gripped the wheel tighter.

“Who said anything is going on?”

“I haven’t seen you smile like this. Ever.”

“Now that’s unfair. I smiled before my distillery burned down and my house almost did.”

He fixed her in his gaze. “You sound almost cheerful. What the hell is going on?”

She settled a hand on his arm, caressing the hard sinew. “The house fire was put out before it damaged the structure. The repairs will be finished soon and we can move back in.”

That brought a quirk to his lips. “Damn right we will.”

“And to be completely honest…I’m not too upset about the distillery.”

“You’ll get an insurance payout.”

“Right, and it will pay the loan I took for start-up costs. I’m thinking about what we talked about.” When he didn’t respond, she squeezed his hand. “I’ve been thinking about a brewery.”

His expression rippled with surprise. “Really?”

“Yes. I already know how to market alcohol. It would take some time for me to figure out recipes for beers, but I already have ideas.”

“I’m not surprised. You can do anything you set your mind to.”

“Plus…I don’t have to chase my father’s love anymore. I can do what I choose. And if you are willing, I’d love you to be my partner and work with me to build it from the ground up.”

“Darlin’, I can’t think of anything I’d love more. Besides taking you to bed.”

They shared a grin. Satisfaction spread through her chest. When they reached Badlands, she knew that satisfaction would only shoot higher and higher.

Her insides coiled in anticipation of her surprise.

After they got in the building, Carver made his usual sweep of the building, checking every corner and all the doors and windows.

While he was in the stockroom, she poked her head in. “Do you mind staying in here for a minute or two?”

He whipped toward her. “What for?”

She rolled her eyes. “You’re no good at surprises, are you?”

Understanding dawned on his rugged features. “Oh.”

“Thanks, Wolfe.” Before he could protest at her use of his last name, she hurried into the front of the bar.

She already had everything prepared for her surprise. First, she pulled a red and white picnic blanket from under the counter and spread it over the wood top. Then she bustled to the cooler and quickly arranged food on the blanket.

Finally, she hurried to the jukebox and started a playlist of romantic songs.

When she returned to the stockroom, Carver was standing right behind the door, arms folded.

“I’m ready now.” She held out a hand for him to take. As soon as he slipped his hand into hers, she felt him relax a measure. With each step they took toward the bar, her nerves ratcheted higher.

She hadn’t done anything like this before. Ever. Pleasing men had never been on her to-do list. A date consisted of dinner or a movie. But she wanted something special for Carver.

She waved a hand at the bar.

His stare moved over what she’d done. “You thought of everything, darlin’.”

“I thought we could sit up on the bar and have our picnic.”

His teeth flashed in a grin. “I can’t think of anything better, love.” He planted his hands on her waist and lifted her.

She laughed as her backside landed on the surface and he hitched himself up beside her.

Seated cross-legged across from each other, she started serving them each food.

“Is that cornbread?”

“You know it.”

“This looks amazing, Livia.” His dark eyes sparkled as he accepted his plate of food.

She picked up a drumstick of fried chicken from her plate and sank her teeth into it. Carver did the same, groaning at the flavors of the chicken she was damn good at cooking, if she said so herself.

As they dug in, he brought up the brewery again, and they spent several pleasant minutes brainstorming ideas.

He picked up a strawberry from the container. His big fingers cradled it gently as he dipped it in some whipped cream…and brought it to her lips.

Holding his gaze, she leaned in and opened her mouth. Snaking out her tongue, she swiped the whipped cream away from the tip.

He groaned. “Do that again and I’ll lay you out on this bar and have my way with you.”

“Remember, WEST Protection is monitoring the video footage now.”

“Let them watch.” He cupped her face in his hand and kissed her, long and deep. Liquid heat sank low in her core and twisted her up in knots of desire.

When they withdrew, they were both breathing hard. Then his chest heaved.

Looking at him in concern, her brows pinched. “Carver?”

He grabbed her hand, holding it a little too tight. When he slipped a ring onto her finger, shock ripped through her.

“What? Oh my god. Carver, what did you just do?”

Still clasping her hand, he brought her fingers to his lips. The soft brush of his mouth sent a spike of need through her. Over her hand, his eyes glowed.

“Livia. I have loved you since the moment I set eyes on you. Will you be my wife?”

She gaped at him. “You’re serious.”

“Totally. I don’t want to live another day without you. Not another hour or minute either.”

Her heart leaped in her chest. Love flooded in, and tears stung her eyes. To have someone in her life who would never leave her side was something she never, ever expected to have.

She was going to grab that love with both hands and hold on tight.

She lunged at him. As she hit his chest, he wrapped his arms around her, holding her tight.

“I love you so much, Carver. Yes, I will marry you!”

When she kissed him, she put all the love she felt into the caress. Their tongues tangled, and she felt his cock swell against her.

Breaking apart, they shared a long, heated look.

He ran his finger over the ring he’d just placed on her hand. “Whatever happens, we have each other.”

A lump rose in her throat. “We have forever.”

He ducked his head, overcome by emotion. When he pierced her in his stare again, she saw the truth of both their statements.

“I’ve lost a lot. But I’ve gained more,” she rasped.

He nodded. “So have I. I have my men—Colton, Hunter, Ledger.”

“And I have Meadow and Ivy. They are going to be thrilled to be bridesmaids!”

He laughed at her exclamation, then grew serious. He reached out and brushed a tendril of her hair off her face. “You’re going to make the most stunning bride. I can’t wait to claim you.”

“Why wait? Let’s start practicing for the wedding night now.” She ran her palm down his hard, muscled chest, to the bulge in his jeans.

“What do you say we move this to our motel room?”

She giggled at how many noise complaints they got from the people who visited the motel that was their temporary home while hers was undergoing repairs after the fire.

“I can’t wait to get out of that place.”

“Neither can I. But right now, I can’t wait to get inside you.”

Somehow, they climbed off the bar. He kissed her up against it—then against the wall on the way to the door.

Threading her fingers in Carver’s hair, she studied his handsome face. “I can’t wait for forever. I love you.”

He pressed his hand into her lower back, rocking his hard cock against her. “I’m going to spend every day making you happy.”

She went on tiptoe, capturing her lover’s lips in a dizzying kiss, sealing the promise.
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SOMETHING ABOUT A LAWMAN

SOMETHING ABOUT A SHERIFF

SOMETHING ABOUT A BOUNTY HUNTER

SOMETHING ABOUT A MOUNTAIN MAN

Operation Cowboy Series

KICKIN’ UP DUST

SPURS ’n SURRENDER

The Boot Knockers Ranch Series

PUSHIN’ BUTTONS

BODY LANGUAGE

REINING MEN

ROPIN’ HEARTS

ROPE BURN

COWBOY NOT INCLUDED

CUPID COWBOYS

COWBOY BY CANDLELIGHT

THE BOOT KNOCKER’S BABY

ROPIN’ A ROMEO

WINNING WYOMING

BEDROOM RODEO

STUD RANCH

Ménage à Trouble Series

UP FOR GRABS

WRANGLED UP

HOOKING UP

ALL WOUND UP

DOUBLED UP novella duet

STIRRED UP

GETTING WARMED UP

Another Shot at Love Series

GRIFFIN

BRANT

AXEL

Rope ‘n Ride Series

BUCK

RYDER

RIDGE

WEST

LANE

WYNONNA

The Dalton Boys

COWBOY CRAZY Hank’s story

COWBOY BARGAIN Cash’s story

COWBOY CRUSHIN’ Witt’s story

COWBOY SECRET Beck’s story

COWBOY RUSH Kade’s Story

COWBOY MISTLETOE a Christmas novella

COWBOY FLIRTATION Ford’s Story

COWBOY TEMPTATION Easton’s Story

COWBOY SURPRISE Justus’s Story

COWGIRL DREAMER Gracie’s Story

COWGIRL MIRACLE Jessamine’s Story

COWGIRL HEART Kezziah’s Story

Dalton Boys Collection

Collection Books 1-3

Collection Books 4-6

Collection Books 7-9

Collection Books 10-12

Single Titles and Boxes

BOOT KNOCKERS RANCH SERIES BOOKS 1-6 PLUS BONUS

SINFUL HEARTS

JINGLE BOOTS

A COWBOY FOR CHRISTMAS

Firehouse 5 Series

ONE FIERY NIGHT

CONTROLLED BURN

SMOLDERING HEARTS

Hardworking Heroes Box Set
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