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      I deliver cookies to the reclusive mountain man’s cabin—and by morning, I’m the one being devoured.

      

      My life is a string of impulsive decisions. Bad ones. The worst? Taking off with the wrong guy after high school. He wrapped his hands around my throat and nearly stole my voice for good.

      

      Years later, I’m back in Wild Rose, running Gimme Some Sugar with my sisters and pretending my raspy whisper doesn’t bother me. I make deliveries. I avoid trouble. I definitely avoid men.

      

      Until I’m sent to the remote mountain home of Holden Bentley—former military, current metalsmith, and he absolutely did not order these cookies.

      

      But when I finally get him to open the door (cussing helps), he’s six-and-a-half feet of shirtless, scowling, unfairly gorgeous trouble.

      

      “I’ll protect your secrets,” the emotionally scarred, spiritual ex-Marine promises during the long, dark night we stay up talking after I get stranded. “Teach you to trust again. If you’ll let me.”

      

      And that’s a problem, because I’m beyond tempted to do just that.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Welcome to Wild Rose Mountain K-9 Rescue in West Texas! Where the ex-military alpha mountain men are hot, over the top, and about to be brought to their knees by the sassy, strong women who cross their paths.

      

      Full of fun and flirty banter, Macy’s books are SAFE (no cheating, no cliffhangers), and every standalone novel or novella delivers a heartfelt happily ever after!
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      Lord, grant me tranquility. Stillness of mind.

      I exhale through the thought as my consciousness floats in that space between awareness and peace. I don’t ask for forgiveness anymore; not sure I’ll ever feel worthy of it. But tranquility? I’ll get on my knees and beg for it without an ounce of hesitation.

      The living room floor quakes beneath my yoga mat, shattering my hard-won serenity. Earthquake?

      I tense. Try to breathe past it, and let…it…go…

      Quakes aren’t unheard of in West Texas. More common now that fracking has become so prevalent throughout the Permian Basin and beyond.

      Keeping my eyes closed, I reach for Davies, who’s reclined beside me and now giving a low-grade snarl, place my hand on her fur. “Settle, girl.”

      But no… It’s not the earth tremoring and vibrating my extremely well-built home beneath me; it’s the rhythmic, annoying thump of bass. Of music being blared too loud.

      Intrusive music yanking me from the meditative state that took nearly thirty minutes to achieve today. Unusual, because most days I can reach it in a few minutes, especially after a good yoga session, stretching and strengthening my body in ways that were foreign to me just a few short years ago.

      No denying how restless I’ve been the last few nights, though. How riotous thoughts have troubled me more than usual. After finally achieving a semblance of core-deep calm and now it’s been shot to h⁠—

      Smithereens.

      Joining the recurring thump, an engine revs against the steep, rocky incline of my private drive, competing with the music—and the tires spitting rocks (definitely not a four-wheel drive). Hard to decide which disturbs my peace the most.

      What sort of fool would bring a two-wheel drive up my mountain?

      The calm I’d cultivated evaporates like morning dew under the Chihuahuan Desert sun. My sanctuary invaded by whoever’s crawling up my private road in that noise-spewing contraption.

      My open windows aren’t helping the situation, either, allowing the noise to enter my sanctuary unimpeded.

      I abandon my efforts with a snarl of my own, giving up and sitting up, blinking against the afternoon light and harsh reality of the intrusion. Because someone’s aiming to invade my space, and I don’t think they’re gonna stop when they reach the flatter, cleared portion that could only charitably be called a “yard.” Through the large window overlooking that direction, the sun reflects off a silver vehicle. A small sedan with music blasting so loud I can make out the lyrics from inside my cabin. The Kinks. “You Really Got Me.”

      At least the encroaching intruder boasts excellent musical taste.

      Following my action, Davies gains her feet from her spot beside my mat, her dual-colored blue and copper eyes tracking the increasing sounds. Part husky, part Australian shepherd and loaded with energy to spare, she’s my only constant, consistent companion.

      Former owners had taken to calling her Dumbass because in her exuberance and hyper ways, she’d taken to destroying things inside. No wonder, if they couldn’t be bothered to spend time—quality time—with her, to see that she got the exercise and interactions she needed.

      “Someone’s lost their way,” I murmur, rolling my shoulders up, back, and down to release the tension already gathering. “They’ll figure it out and leave.”

      I hope.

      The vehicle disappears around the final bend toward my cabin. Whoever it is can discover they’ve made a wrong turn, spin around, and head back down the mountain. That’s the beauty of living forty minutes from civilization on unmarked dirt roads—only people who absolutely need to be here make the trip.

      My brother, Mason, is the “social” one, able to tolerate people in regular, if moderate, doses. Me? I’m the rural recluse seeking inner peace after two decades of government-sanctioned killing.

      Davies whines, ears aimed toward the front door as she jumps sideways, tail starting to wag at the unexpected visitor.

      “Don’t give me that look. We’re staying right here.”

      But she’s already flown across the rustic wood flooring, tail wagging as if she’s expecting a fun outing.

      “We already hiked for an hour this morning,” I remind her. “Not yet time for round two, girl.”

      The music cuts abruptly. Car door slams. Then silence so complete I can hear the mountain breeze exhaling through the canyon like the final ommmmmmm of my interrupted session.

      I take a deep breath. Center myself as I learned from the chaplain during processing out. But the tight knot of irritation refuses to dissolve.

      Grows when several knocks echo through my cabin.

      I ignore them.

      Three more, louder this time.

      Davies paws at the front door, whimpering with atypical enthusiasm. She usually zones out right along with me and stays calm for a good couple of hours after a session.

      “Fine. But we’re just telling them to move along.” I rise from the floor, all six foot five of me stretching upward. I roll up my mat and tuck it out of the way before crossing to the door in long strides.

      Through the decorative glass cutout at the top my door, I glimpse a petite figure on my porch, all bursting energy in soft, snug-fitting jeans and a garish orange top that lists to one side, revealing a navy bra strap (that I shouldn’t be noticing), and clashes with red-blonde hair that just brushes her shoulders. That wild, flyaway hair is something else, and it makes my fingers itch.

      What explains her presence—far as I can determine—is the bright pink box she’s carrying as she alternates between stomping across my porch, muttering curses, and banging the side of her fist on my front door. I don’t need to see the “Gimme Some Sugar” logo to know it’s emblazoned on the top and one side.

      Ah, one of the Baker girls.

      I’ve seen them around town on my rare ventures for supplies. Never bothered to tell them apart except I know one’s married to Royce Tanner now. Another to Mustang Phillips, and both were pregnant—or about to pop one out—last I heard. This one’s pacing my porch, talking to herself and looking annoyed.

      “Come on, come on. Answer your door.” The words float through the open window in what must be meant as a shout but remain muffled, hard to discern. If I wasn’t so attuned to the silence around me, to nuance, I’m not sure I would’ve heard. “Fuck me, are you even home?”

      More furious fist-poundings to my door follow the pleading—nearly silent—screech. But I’m not paying attention to them. Because her voice has wrapped around me and reached deep, as though it’s determined to plant roots.

      It’s damaged. Raspy. As if someone tried to strangle it plum out of her.

      Could she be the answer?

      The answer to that odd restlessness? To the prayer I’d whispered during the long hours of last night?

      Sure does seem like it.

      As though God saw fit to manifest a direct answer right in front of me, one in welcome flesh. Unable to sleep (nothing new) I’d sat with Grandpa’s Bible in my lap, talking to God. Praying, if you will, not for forgiveness—I’ve accepted I’m beyond that—but for something else. For someone.

      Send me a woman who needs me as much as I need her. One I can protect. Who might see past what I’ve done, might make me feel human again.

      I’d laughed at myself, Davies looking surprised at the rusty sound of my voice usually kept silent, especially once the sun went down and the shadows rose. “Yeah, girl,” I’d told the dog. “Daddy’s lost it. Praying for God to drop a woman in my lap. Out here.”

      As though Divine Intervention was going to deliver straight to my doorstep the female I’m meant to love.

      But here she is.

      You really have lost it.

      I ignore that. Because I’m feeling it, feeling more than I have in the years since I came back to Wild Rose.

      Huh. Younger than I would’ve predicted, but no less welcome. Especially not given her tragic, if only peripherally known to me, past.

      I believed in signs once, thanks to my grandmother’s teachings. Long before the Marines. Before I became an instrument of death. But standing here, listening to this whisper-cursing woman on my porch, a long-banked ember ignites beneath my ribs. The warrior’s instinct to serve and protect, the one I’d buried since coming home three years ago—stifled beneath mountains of guilt—flares.

      Davies ramps up her jumps and paws at the front door, excited little yips accompany each hop.

      “You sense it, too?” Curious.

      Perhaps I’m not totally delusional.

      Perhaps Davies just needs to piss.

      I’m reaching for the door when the woman knocks again, harder. Raspy-yells, “Listen up, caveman.” And I pause, determined to do just that. “I’m just here for a delivery. I hear your damn dog. Open the fucking door and I’ll be gone.”

      The language on this woman. Language I used for years but have released just as I aim to do with my guilt, one long-suffering night at a time. I put my fingers on the knob but don’t turn it yet.

      “What’s wrong with your voice?” I call through the wood, but turn my head toward the window. Kinda surprised she hasn’t realized the screen is open and started delivering her hoarse screeches through it.

      “Shit on you! That’s none of your business.”

      I sense her frustration more than hear it. If it weren’t for the open window beside the door, and her rasped curses burning my eardrums through the screen, I wouldn’t have a clue because as fierce as her irritation, none of it is louder than a whisper. “Tell me anyway.”

      “Goddammit, open the fucking door!”

      The way she says it, defiant despite her weak volume, has me wrenching the door open before I can think better of it.

      She’s tiny. Barely comes up to the middle of my chest, curves in all the right places, wavy strawberry-blonde hair framing a face that’s both soft and fierce. Little bell earrings that sing out when she startles back a step.

      But it’s her eyes that sock me in the nuts. They’re a soft, pastel green, pale and inviting, just like the little ground plant I have all over my property that goes all furry-fuzzy after a rain. My eyelids drop slowly—to shield me from the unexpected allure—and my fingers curl into a fist so I don’t reach for her.

      Gah. What’s happening to me?

      Answered prayer.

      “Holy hell on a hot griddle.” They might be nearly inaudible but the words explode from her. “Six and a half feet of pure damn muscle.”

      A chuckle bursts free, sounding weird to my ears. “Only six-five, little—” One, I’m about to finish when she blows a raspberry my direction.

      “Only. Pfft. You’re a regular laugh riot, aren’t you, big guy?”

      She’s flashing those soft-yet-fiery eyes up at me as if she’s daring me to comment on her voice, daring me to underestimate her. She’s boldly noting everything from my overgrown beard to my height to the width of my chest. My bare chest, I realize when those soft eyes go hotter than hot and her tongue slips out to swipe over her bottom lip.

      Everything I am responds to her.

      I should scramble for a shirt.

      “Tell me,” I repeat instead, demanding an answer because I’m suddenly furious on her behalf. “What happened to your vocal cords?”

      “Poor taste in men,” she whispers, one hand releasing the box to touch her throat.

      I respond to both, words and action, as though that caveman she’s just accused me of is breaking restraints, knocking down walls. I’m primed to claim. To protect. Someone hurt her. Ruined her voice permanently, per local scuttlebutt. And now that I’m witnessing the trauma up close, I want a name. A location. The chance to use skills I’ve been working to forget.

      But I temper the urge to exact vengeance on her behalf. Can’t go all raging and roaring and psycho and scare her off. She’s already been through enough.

      And I want—need, I correct—her to stay.

      I want to keep her.

      Keep her? Davies jumps toward me, ker-plunks front paws on my thigh. She’s not a Frisbee.

      Dog’s right. But I still think this woman’s meant to be mine.

      “Poor taste in men,” I echo, trying to keep my tone even while twenty years of combat training and experience reasserts itself with its own vengeance. Its single directive: shield her.

      Protect. Cherish. Keep.

      I frown, deliberately playing gruff. “Poor taste all around, I’d say, given you showing up here. Uninvited, invading my⁠—”

      “If you would shut it long enough for me to speak”—I love her feistiness—“you would know I’m only here to deliver this.” She thrusts the pink box at my bare stomach. I don’t budge. Couldn’t if I wanted to, not given how her nearness has me rooted to the spot.

      “I didn’t order anything.”

      “It’s a gift, you fool.”

      Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights…

      James is speaking my language now.

      But a fool is hotheaded and yet feels secure.

      A proverb from the Good Book? Think I’ll listen to the brotherly wisdom this time. Because this woman?

      Her presence might not be sending my thoughts in a heavenly direction, but she sure does feel like a gift from God.
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      “What’s wrong with your voice?”

      “Shit on you!” How dare he ask me that! “That’s none of your business.”

      “Tell me anyway.”

      “Goddammit”—damn my wimpy volume—“open the fucking door!”

      If I had known that was going to work, I might have cussed at him sooner. Because the door hauls open practically before I finish speaking. And... Wow. Just, damn fucking wow.

      I know about Holden Bentley, and his slightly more sociable brother, Mason, who lives closer to town, operates the tow truck, runs the family auto repair shop. Over the years, I’d seen them from a distance, just not often and never up close.

      Potent male, seething down at me. And I confess, that feminine part of me, the one that hasn’t responded to a Y chromosome in years, not since being the victim of domestic abuse, flares to life and heats my insides so fast it threatens to melt me into a willing, horny puddle right at his feet.

      Not happening, I tell my traitorous lady bits. Suck it up.

      “Holy hell on a hot griddle, six and a half feet of pure. Damn. Muscle.” I can almost taste it—his slabs of muscle, covered by sexy man skin.

      Man skin? You’ve lost it.

      He snort-chuckles, and that’s when I realize I spoke out loud, damn me. “Only six-five, little⁠—”

      I stick out my tongue and blow. Don’t need the condescension. “Only. Pfft.” Another, mini raspberry His Tallness very much deserves for looking so fucking fine. “You’re a regular laugh riot, aren’t you, big guy?”

      “Tell me.”

      Tell him what? I’m too busy holding on to the bakery box for dear life—and ogling him—to recall. “Hmm?”

      “What happened to your vocal cords?” he growls at me.

      “Poor taste in men,” is all I choose to say in the raspy husk of a voice I’ve been left with after being strangled by the asshole I was stupid enough to move across the country with straight out of high school.

      But that had been years ago. I know better now. Have moved back home where I’m surrounded by people I trust. And that short list does not include the big neanderthal whose face looks as if it hasn’t seen a razor since he got a driver’s license. But, damn me, I just want to toss the box aside and jump against that mile-wide torso of his. Test how big his biceps are with both hands wrapped around. Would my fingers even touch? Oh shit.

      He’s not even wearing a shirt. Delayed reaction, much?

      “Poor taste in men?” He frowns at me. Glowers, more like. “Poor taste all around, I’d say, given you showing up here. Uninvited, invading my⁠—”

      “If you would shut it long enough for me to speak, you would know I’m only here to deliver this.” I cram the goods into his hard middle.

      Hard enough he should have grunted. But no, that slab of muscle that makes up his torso doesn’t flinch.

      “I didn’t order anything.”

      “It’s a gift, you fool.”

      And yeah, I probably shouldn’t call him a fool. That sort of lip toward Clay would have gotten me cuffed in the face toward the end.

      I cringe in place, almost as though I’m expecting retaliation. Damn me, I thought I’d totally gotten over that. But he only takes a step backward, away from the doorframe as his dark eyes go soft—I’m an idiot for thinking that; nothing about this man is soft—and his impossibly huge, muscular form beckons as though he’s silently offering comfort.

      Weird as fuck, Britt. Stop imagining things.

      “Hang on.” I reach into my pocket to retrieve the note, fumbling a bit because, great, my heart’s going all weird and flippy at the ongoing sight of his chest. And I can’t shake the thought of jumping toward it for a hug. Which is ridiculous. “It’s from Dennis and Carla Martin. You helped them with their⁠—”

      “I remember. But that doesn’t explain⁠—”

      I crumple the note one-handed and shove it back in my pocket, wishing with all my might I could yell at him, could speak louder than a rusty, wimpy whisper, but that ability’s been stolen from me, along with my desire for anything to do with the male species.

      Until him, that traitorous pussy of mine seems to whisper-yell at me.

      Yeah, not happening.

      “You helped them with their car and they were appreciative and called in yesterday with a delivery order. This—” I shove the box a little harder to see if he’ll react.

      Nah. You just want to see those stomach muscles flex.

      Can’t deny that.

      I mean, all that rippling eight-pack goodness is right there. Staring me in the face.

      He finally raises one—really big—hand and grabs hold of the box. Thank goodness. I release it as though it just scalded me, because I can’t stop looking at those fingers. Good Lord, they’re huge! What could he do with that hand? My word, he could touch both my nipples at once! Could⁠—

      Wake up! Stop salivating. Finish your sentence, you slathering idiot!

      “Uh! Eat it. Choke on it. Feed it to the javelinas, I don’t care. Goodbye.”

      My haughty exit takes a bit of a nosedive when my stupid left foot trips on the second tread of the stairs heading back to the ground. Nearly sends me flying, but I manage to catch myself.

      I hear his gasp behind me and only lift my right hand in a one-finger salute.

      I’m so embarrassed. If he says a damn word, I swear I’ll⁠—

      Seems like he’s smarter than most. Keeps his giant bearded trap shut. I make it back to my car and lift the door handle. And nothing. Nothing!

      I lift it harder
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