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      Amaya Katz blinked twice at the handsome young—emphasis on the word young—cowboy standing at the doorway, shaking his head. She immediately shifted her gaze to her brother, who stood next to said cowboy, before picking up her overnight bag. “Absolutely not.”

      Killian folded his arms over his chest, unfazed by her distress. He waved a hand in the air. “I realize these…conditions…aren’t exactly what you’re used to from your downtown Dallas apartment, however—”

      “I don’t mind sleeping in a barn,” Amaya retorted before motioning toward the cowboy. She’d slept in far worse conditions. In fact, for most of her life she slept on a lumpy mattress on the floor close enough to a wall she could hear mice scurrying around in the evenings. Those conditions were luxury compared to the months she had little more than a thin blanket between her and a dirty carpet after coming home to find a deadbolt and eviction notice on the door. “But I do take issue with someone barely out of high school being my bodyguard.”

      “First off, my name is Keith Firebrand,” the guy said, twisting his face up like he’d just sucked on a whole pack of Sour Patch candy. The disdain that followed aged his baby face up a few years. He had a young River Phoenix look about him. This cowboy was a taller, more muscled version of the late actor. “And secondly, I’m more than capable of offering the protection you need.”

      “What do you know about my situation?” Amaya asked, undeterred. Her brother Killian was trying to help, but this couldn’t possibly be the answer. If her childhood had been awful, Killian’s had been even worse. He’s suffered the same sleeping conditions before his stint in jail, where he’d joked the mattress was off the floor at least. Other than saying that, he didn’t open up about his time in lockup but it changed him.

      “Look, ma’am. I’ll be real honest with you,” Keith started. “I don’t know much about your current predicament. But that doesn’t mean I—”

      “He’s more than up for the job,” Killian interrupted. Her brother had good intentions but this was her life they were talking about. Someone tried to drug her in order to kidnap her to do God knew what. This was not a drill.

      “You know what happened to me,” she said to her brother. “And how much worse it could have been.”

      “I’m only sorry I wasn’t there to stop it,” Killian said with a frown and a headshake. Her older brother always took responsibility for everything that happened in life. Even at nineteen years old when him and three friends decided to pull something stupid for quick money by robbing a small convenience store on the outskirts of Fort Worth, he’d been the one caught while helping a buddy over the fence. He refused to give up the names of his friends. The judge had seen the move as an act of rebellion and gave Killian a harsher sentence. Five years behind bars for trying to steal four hundred and eighty-eight dollars. The incident had been classified as aggravated robbery because one of Killian’s friends had pulled out a paintball gun and threatened the young guy behind the counter with it. The store worker couldn’t tell the difference because, admittedly, those guns looked like the real thing. Thus, the officer on the scene reported the incident as an aggravated robbery. Since it was Killian’s first offense, his sentencing was considered lenient. Five years of his life gone. That didn’t sound lenient to Amaya.

      “Not your fault,” she pointed out to her brother, wishing he didn’t hold the world on his shoulders. Five years in jail had changed him. In the years since, he’d bounced around trying to find work. Since convicted felons weren’t exactly in high demand in the regular job market, he’d looked for alternative ways to make an honest living.

      “None of this would have happened if I hadn’t shown you the ropes,” Killian countered. “I literally walked you right into this…mess. And I’d never be able to forgive myself if anything happened to my baby sister.” He threw his hands up in the air and paced in the small space. One thing was certain, she wouldn’t get lost going to the bathroom. It was literally attached to the eight-by-eight room where they stood. The space didn’t bother her. The sawdust on the floor wasn’t an issue. The cowboy, however, couldn’t possibly get the job done.

      “You’re only four years older than me, Killian.”

      “Age doesn’t matter,” Killian defended. She looked over at Babyface and made a harrumph noise while tapping the toe of her high heel boots. “You know what I mean.”

      Amaya had no plans to relent. In fact, she intended to climb back into her Range Rover with the tinted windows and drive as far away from Firebrand Cattle Ranch as possible. With money drying up from her biggest sponsor, it was only a matter of time before the repo man would be paying a visit to take away her baby; the car she’d nicknamed Black Beauty after her favorite movie, shortened to Beauty. “Tell me why we’re here at this ranch and why you think it’s a good idea for this calf roper to be my entire security team.” She glanced over at Keith, who had a bemused look on his face. “No offense.”

      “None taken,” Keith quipped. Hands over his head, he gripped the doorjamb in a show of muscle.

      The urge to wipe the shit-eating grin off his face struck like a fastball out of nowhere on a sunny day.

      “This man happens to be one of the best at tracking poachers and—”

      “Last time I checked, I wasn’t trying to steal anyone’s cows,” she interrupted. Admittedly, it wasn’t exactly a fair response, but her life had been threatened and she knew better than to brush it off or take it lightly.

      Keith chuckled a low rumble underneath his breath that sent goosebumps up her arms. His presence had an unsettling effect and she didn’t have time or energy to fight it.

      Amaya shot him a warning look. “I’m not sure what about this situation amuses you but that’s just one more reason for me to hop into Beauty and get the hell out of here.”

      “Don’t make a rash decision, Amaya,” Killian warned. “At least hear what I have to say first.”

      She paused, glaring at Babyface, and then nodded for her brother to go ahead.

      “Poachers are some of the most slippery and dangerous criminals in Texas,” Killian started. “Keith is one of the best trackers. Some say he knows how poachers think and that’s the reason. This man is a legend in these parts.”

      Amaya opened her mouth but her brother put a hand up to stop her from speaking.

      “I heard what you said about that not making him qualified to protect you as a security guard, but I think you’re wrong about that,” Killian argued.

      “Are you willing to bet my life on your hunch?”

      Killian stood there for a long moment, looking like he was carefully choosing his next words. “No one is going to look for you here, Amaya.”

      She couldn’t argue his point there. The person who’d tried to drug her latte at a party that was supposed to seal the deal with a big sponsor wouldn’t think to drive out in the middle of Cow Town Nowhere, USA, to find her. “Do you even get cell coverage out here?”

      “Does it matter?” Keith asked, grin securely in place. She’d never been so attracted to someone she equally wanted to scream at before. This was new. She didn’t like the conflicting feelings battling it out for control inside her. She didn’t have time for the distraction.

      She balled a fist and placed it on her hip. Keith’s gaze followed, lingering on her curves, causing a trill of awareness to shoot through her. “How will I know when it’s safe to come out of hiding if I can’t reach my brother?”

      “I’ll be in contact with Killian.”

      The thought of being totally cut off from the world caused her chest muscles to constrict. Breathing hurt.

      “That’s not going to work for me,” she said, shaking her head.

      “There’s a witch hunt going on out there for you, Amaya,” Killian interjected. “Staying on the downlow is the only way to ensure your safety, sis. Having and using a cell phone or computer opens a door for a savvy hacker to find you. Is that what you seriously want?” More of that guilt crossed Killian’s features. “Because it scares the hell out of me.” He took a step toward her and reached for her hand. “Please, sis. Consider sticking around. For my sake.”

      Amaya wasn’t trying to give her brother a hard time or stress him out. But there had to be a better way. Staying around here without any way to reach the outside world could make her a sitting duck. Besides, her skyrocketing internet success was falling almost as quickly as she’d risen. Without a way to stay connected to her followers, she had no way to repair her damaged image, regroup, and recoup her losses.

      After someone posted a video of her half-dressed, makeup smudged holding onto an empty champagne bottle with the caption: Sleeping her way up the ladder instead of working for it? Not cool!

      The internet went after her like a pack of angry dogs following the smell of fear.

      “Hey, Princess,” Keith said, stirring up a hornet’s nest inside her with his tone and word choice. “Let me break it down for you.”

      Words tripped on her angry tongue or she would tell him what she really thought about being called a princess and how it felt to walk around in a fog half-dressed in downtown Dallas with no clear memory of what happened other than escaping and deathly afraid.

      “You’re broke,” Keith pointed out without a hint of compassion. “I’m trying to start a side hustle. The way I see it. You need me more than I need you. But a high-profile case like yours is a good place for me to start.”

      White hot anger coursed through Amaya’s veins. She needed to grit her teeth and bear it. Keith was right. And she didn’t have a better plan.
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      Keith wanted to take this case about as much as he wanted to eat a bowl full of worms. Killian had mentioned his sister might not be—what had he said exactly?—keen on the idea of lying low at a cattle ranch. Despite being born and raised in Texas, she was as outdoorsy as a Pomeranian. Both would end up prey in a heartbeat.

      Amaya turned to her brother, effectively placing her back to Keith. “Where are you going if I stay and how will I remain connected to the outside world?”

      Keith had been blunt with his words, but Amaya needed to hear the truth. Killian had been upfront about her lack of ability to pay. Keith would be doing this work pro bono in order to build a reputation. Apparently, Amaya Katz was a big deal. Her star was on the rise in a field he admittedly knew nothing about…social media stars. “I’ll take you to the main house once a day so you can check on anything urgent. I’ve got a guy who can scramble the cell towers so you won’t be traced back here. But you have to use my equipment and give up your phone.”

      Other than a basic idea of how her business worked, he knew very little about her world. The internet was useful for keeping a website, ordering supplies, and logging the herd. Website updates and maintenance were out of his wheelhouse. He preferred to leave the computer work to someone who liked to sit at a desk. Keith loved open skies and being out on the land.

      The feud his family had been involved in over the years had been between his older siblings and cousins. Being the youngest on his side of the family, he’d been able to stay out of it. Being on the land had been his safe haven from a spiteful grandfather and a father and uncle who’d spent their lives in petty competition with one another. The fallout was still being felt by Keith’s generation. In fact, it had only heated up following his grandfather’s recent death.

      “This is the best place for you right now,” Killian explained.

      Keith’s job was to protect Amaya but he also fully intended to launch his own investigation into who had targeted her, and why.

      The tall, slender beauty with caramel-colored skin and golden-brown eyes looked every bit a celebrity. She had on a sparkly halter-type shirt in an emerald color, and slacks that flared. High heel boots weren’t practical on the ranch. Those would have to go.

      Amaya had an overnight bag. Did she have practical shoes inside? Jeans and a t-shirt? He doubted it. She was taller than his sisters-in-law or he’d borrow appropriate clothing on her behalf.

      Long earrings could easily get hooked and tear a hold in her ear. She had no background working a ranch, but she could learn. He planned to put her to work and figure out a way to help her blend in.

      Keith almost laughed out loud.

      A statuesque beauty like her would most definitely not disappear into the woodwork. She was striking and elegant, not exactly words that paired well with ranching and cattle.

      A hard day’s work did the soul good. Keeping her busy would help take her mind off everything she’d been through and would help the time pass. Looking at her with her designer handbag hanging off her shoulder, he didn’t know how many fences she’d be able to mend or posts she’d be able to help dig, but surely he could find something for her to do while she was at Firebrand.

      There was a positive to this whole situation. She had no idea who he was or that his mother was presently in jail for attempted murder in a plot to get more of the inheritance. Amaya had never heard of the Firebrand name, despite the family’s wealth and notoriety. She didn’t look at him like he was the devil’s spawn following his mother’s arrest and admission of guilt.

      So there was that.

      Keith would put Amaya to work and investigate her case while she lived in the barn.

      “I can’t sleep here,” she pleaded with her brother. “This place makes me itch. All this hay around. You know I’m allergic to animals.”

      “Afraid isn’t the same thing as allergic, Amaya,” Killian explained like he was talking to a four-year-old. The look he shot his sister said they’d slept in a whole lot worse and survived.

      Her muscles stiffened. “Alright then. Go ahead and leave. I’ll figure it out on my own. I don’t need your help.”

      “You know that’s what I’m trying to do, right?” Killian asked. On his left forearm was a prison-looking tattoo. Had he served time?

      Keith had questions for Amaya as soon as her brother left the two of them alone. In fact, it was time to nudge her brother to make his exit. “I’ll take good care of her.”

      Amaya wheeled around on him, defiance blazing in her eyes. He half expected her to poke a finger in his chest based on her expression. “I can take care of myself, thank you very much.”

      He took a step back and released the doorjamb, dropping his hands to his sides. “Never said you couldn’t. But it never hurts to have someone else watching your back.”

      She opened her mouth to speak but then clamped it shut. Those honey-brown eyes narrowed as she studied him. The woman was beautiful. He had to give her that. Spoiled? Absolutely. But drop-dead gorgeous, even when she was madder than a wet hen.

      Keith wasn’t here to win a personality contest. He’d been hired to ensure her safety until the bastard who’d drugged her and ruined her reputation was found and safely locked behind bars. There’d been escalating threats sent to her PO Box set up for fan mail. Threats to expose her for what she truly was, whatever that meant. When she didn’t cower, she’d been drugged. Since she’d been ‘exposed’ as a fraud online, accused of sleeping around to get what she wanted, the death threats had apparently been pouring in both online and in her fan box. One of her fervent followers, Loralee Bedder, was high on the suspect list. She’d volunteered to work for free as Amaya’s assistant in order to help build Amaya’s base. Just as they were in talks for Loralee to start taking a salary, Amaya’s career blew up. Comments on her social media page turned ugly.

      Loralee didn’t take lightly to Amaya being called out as a fraud. She’d written a scathing text before blocking Amaya and anyone associated with her.

      “It’s getting late,” Killian said. “I better get on the road so I can get back to Dallas before midnight.”

      “Where are you staying?” Amaya asked.

      “I was thinking your apartment made the most sense,” Killian said. His eye had been twitching for the past ten minutes. Nerves? Was he afraid of his sister in some way? She was a strong female but Keith’s immediate impression of her was good. Did Killian cower to his sister? Was he afraid she would cut him off financially once she got back on her feet?

      Keith had a lot to learn about Amaya. There was no time like the present no matter how much of a closed book she seemed to be.

      “I’ll check on you through Keith,” her brother said as he turned toward the door.

      “Fine,” Amaya said under her breath, resigned.

      Killian disappeared and Keith had questions.
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      Amaya took two steps toward the makeshift bed and then plopped down in defeat. “Is there a fresh blanket anywhere around here?” The current one smelled like horse. She guessed it was horse. People were surprised to learn she was born in Texas, considering she didn’t know how to ride or shoot a gun.

      In Dallas—she always had to explain—people ate more sushi than steak, and shopping was considered cardio. Her city wasn’t a vacation destination, but the vibrant downtown Arts District was a trendy place to live. She’d grown up inside the loop, meaning Loop 12, where homes were smaller and pricier than ones in the suburbs. Which was also the reason for the roach-infested apartments they’d grown up in because a house was too expensive.

      She and her brother Killian had essentially brought themselves up, since their father worked late into the night, or morning, depending on how she looked at it. The two of them had different mothers but the same father, who’d lost his shirt in the nightclub business years ago. But not before riding high and having two children with women who worked in clubs on Northwest Highway, meaning adult entertainers. Amaya’s mother took off after childbirth and left no trace. Apparently, she didn’t want to risk being found by her daughter later in life. All Amaya knew about the woman was her stage name, Desiree. Real original, considering the word that came out after dropping the last e.

      At seventeen, Amaya had moved in with a boyfriend to get away from her father’s temper. He’d developed a drinking problem too, which only exacerbated his hothead.

      “Tell me the basics about you,” Keith said, interrupting her revelry.

      “Why do you need to know any more than you already do?” Yes, she was being defensive, but she didn’t see the point of playing the get-to-know-each-other game when she would be out of here in a matter of days. Or sooner. Hopefully, sooner.

      Keith shot a look. “Because it’s my job to keep you safe.”

      “We’re on the same page there.” She had no intention of sharing her life story, a story she didn’t talk about with anyone. Her last couple of boyfriends had pointed out they knew the same about her at six months of dating, as at day two. That was their problem as far as she was concerned. When she pointed out the fact, they’d called her coldhearted. Amaya had let them walk out without an explanation as to why she might shut her emotions off to the world. She let them go without telling them how devastated she’d been when her father had gone on benders and left six-year-old her and her ten-year-old brother alone in a filthy apartment for days on end.

      Knowing her background would only make them feel sorry for her. She needed pity like she needed someone to poke her eyes out. Pity didn’t pay the bills or provide the financial security she desperately needed.

      “Do you plan to talk?” an annoyed sounding Keith asked.

      “You know everything you need to know about me,” she quipped, sitting with her back straight. Amaya didn’t like the idea of giving out personal information to a stranger. He might be tall and look stronger than an ox but he was no match for a bullet.

      “Who is angry with you right now?” he pressed, unfazed by her protest.

      “A long list of people,” she said, figuring he would give up if he knew how many threats she’d received. “Dallas PD is looking into the attempt to drug me and sifting through the threats I’ve received by mail.”

      “Big city departments don’t have a lot of resources to throw at finding a needle in a haystack,” he reasoned.

      “My brother argued the same thing,” she admitted, keeping a physical distance from the far too good-looking for his own good cowboy.

      “Did you shut down your blog, or social media app, or whatever the hell it is you run?”

      “No,” she stated. “I didn’t. I’m on hiatus.”

      “Is it true you’re broke?” This dude had a lot of personal questions—questions that struck a nerve.

      How much could it hurt to tell him a little about what was going on? Besides, he made a good point about not being able to protect her if he couldn’t identify the real threat. As long as they kept the conversation to business talk, she didn’t see any harm in supplying information. “My biggest sponsor pulled the contract we were about to sign, saying they didn’t do business with a fraud.”

      “Do you live paycheck to paycheck?” He cocked an eyebrow.

      “My job doesn’t really work like that,” she said, turning toward him ready to give him the five-cent update. “I was just breaking out. Part of the schtick is to look more successful than you are.”

      “Fake it ‘til you make it?”

      “Something like that,” she agreed. “Being seen as successful brings in more followers, which in turn converts to cash from sponsors. My biggest was going to be Wholesome Cosmetics Company until all this happened.”

      “Spell the rest out for me,” he said, leaning against the doorjamb. “What was their problem with you?”

      “Sponsors get skittish easily nowadays,” she explained. “And followers turn on influencers a little too quick now too. Reputation is everything. Mine has been stained by saying I slept around to get where I am today, and now I have no idea if I’ll be able to recover. I’m in debt up to my eyeballs and can’t make this kind of money cleaning office buildings, which, apparently, is the only other thing I’m qualified to do.”

      “Sounds like you need to find out who is behind this as much as I want to,” Keith reasoned.

      “I want my reputation back,” she
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