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Dedication
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To those who are Re-wilding.

Knowing your true, natural nature may 

be the grandest adventure of all.

Happy exploring.
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Chapter One
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“On the charge of high treason, the defendant is found to be not guilty.”

Lillian Kensington, former war correspondent and courier for MI6, stood in the dock in the center of court number one. Tears of relief stung the back of her eyes and her knees threatened to buckle. She fought both. Hers wasn’t the first to be tried for high treason in the historic Old Bailey, London’s Central Criminal Court. However, there were too many former media colleagues, law enforcement personnel and politicians who had gunned to see her burn for crimes she had not committed.

Lillian would neither cry, nor faint in front of this bloodthirsty crowd.

She was isolated in the raised defendant dock, and apparently safe. The oversized box of oak and glass created a physical, though not bullet-proof, barrier. It also clearly identified her as the focal point of the ungainly space. Oak boxes, desks, tables and benches were everywhere. The bright, arched white ceiling couldn’t temper the heaviness of the space.

Standing arrow straight and with her shoulders squared, Lillian looked across the barrister table, past her defense council and the prosecutors, to the judge. During the trial, the woman had been firm but fair. Lillian dipped her head passively. The judge inclined her head a fraction. The movement was small enough Lillian could have imagined it. As far as displays of solidarity, it was a stretch, but the brief action was enough to bolster Lillian.

Someone believed her.

A cautious smile blossomed, while her expensive legal team broke into confident smiles and hearty handshakes. Her not-guilty verdict would cement their already commanding reputations; her trial would be a career-maker. For them. 

Noise began to build, and Lillian heard caustic boo’s coming from the gallery. Her smile faltered as she raised her gaze and stared in dismay at the jeering gallery. Crude questions and innuendos rained down on her. The judge rapped her gavel for order.

Lillian swallowed hard at the brutal, painful reality that her innocence was irrelevant. What had taken her years to earn—a reputation built on integrity, grit, talent and compassion—had been destroyed in one calculated blow by a terrorist. It had also nearly gotten her killed.

And no one cared.

These people wanted blood because blood sold. Blood soaked in sex sold even more. That she had sex with a double-agent was the only story that mattered to them. The man she thought she was in love with had been selling state secrets. Those she had thought friends, many long-time colleagues, had turned on her. That had been particularly painful, being treated so severely for something she hadn’t done and by people she would have trusted with her life. Lillian had naively assumed today she would get her life back. The tabloids and so-called news outlets would stop publishing wild speculations, or outright lies, about her. She could finally put the months of humiliation, shame, and pain she had endured behind her.

Lillian stared at the bright white arch above the judge’s raised seat. She blinked, trying to stem the flow of tears that were crowding the corners of her eyes. Someone called her name. Lillian scanned the escalating crowd and caught the eye of a short man. Andrew Burlington. His close-set, black eyes had always reminded her of vermin. He was furiously snapping pictures of her. He called her name again, before shouting a graphic innuendo about her. Laughter erupted around him.

Lillian put a steadying hand on the wooden rail of the box she stood in. Her ears were ringing, and her vision had started to dim around the edges. Panic surged. The last time her ears rang like this a bomb had gone off. Automatically, she moved her weight to the balls of her feet, preparing to flee or fight, while her hand automatically flew to her trouser pocket. Empty. She had to leave her ever-present tactical pen in the car. It wouldn’t stop a bomb, but seriously, how was a woman expected to defend herself? She scanned the room again, looking for danger.

An arm wrapped around her shoulder, familiar and comforting. Her seanmhair—her Scottish grandmum and family matriarch, had come to support her. Lillian had asked her not to. Lillian had simply fallen too far—she had shamed herself and her family enough.

“Come, child.”

“Grandmum, I’m a grown woman.” At over forty, female and unmarried, she was knocking on a bit.

But Lillian ducked her head towards the family matriarch a precious moment. Dame Maighread Evans Coille Kensington was a ballsy political force. Even now, the woman had breached protocol by entering the dock.

Lillian could use some of that strength right now.

Her seanmhair gave her shoulders a squeeze. “My dear, even strong, grown women need help sometimes. Let’s get you out of here.” In her grandmother’s arms Lillian could almost see herself surviving this.

A commotion off to the side erupted.

“I’ll kill you. I swear I’ll fucking kill you, you bitch.”

Lillian froze. Double-agent Fernando Martinez was screaming at her from the side of the courtroom.

Another arm wrapped around her, buffering her other side. “You’re safe. We got you.” It was Omran.

She was sandwiched between her grandmother and Agent Omran Forest. She trusted precious few people anymore; she trusted both of them.

Lillian’s heart was hammering, and she tried to make herself as small as possible. Reporters shoved cameras and microphones at them, blocking their exit. She could handle the threat of an IED or suicide bomber. That violence was collateral, the aim general. This assault was directed solely at her and oddly more terrifying because of it.

She caught a glimpse of Fernando being hauled away. Four guards were trying to subdue him, and a handful of reporters had swung their cameras in his direction. Fernando didn’t fight fair. He was also freakishly quick.

A gun appeared in his hand. Their eyes locked across the courtroom. Lillian’s brain tripped as, again, the man she had foolishly fancied herself in love with took aim at her.

Pop. Pop.

The double-tap exploded in the courtroom, followed by a surprised scream. She looked up as Andrew Burlington fell from the gallery. One of the guards had leapt for Fernando, and the shots meant for her had fired high.

Omran yanked Lillian and her grandmother down, his body covering as much of them as he could manage. He only moved when an unconscious Fernando was dragged by guards out of one of the side doors.

Someone was still screaming.

From the floor, Lillian craned her head around. Several reporters in the gallery had been splattered in Burlington’s blood.

She scrunched her eyes closed and made herself breathe through her mouth. The smell of blood—that hauntingly metallic, earthy odor—already terrorized her dreams.

“Lillian, we have to go now.”

It was Omran. The tone of his voice left no room for hesitation. Lillian accepted his outstretched hand and scrambled to her feet.

No reporters bothered them this time. Omran led Lillian and her grandmum out the courtroom doors. A security detail ushered them into a waiting vehicle on Old Bailey Road. The darkly tinted windows cocooned them, and as they sped away and out of the Square Mile, Lillian felt a cautious safety. Still, she retrieved her tactical pen from the seat pouch and held it tight in her shaking fist. It was a small, discreet weapon—and working pen— that had become like a talisman.

“Are you okay?” It was Omran. His eyes were worried.

Lillian felt the need to reassure him. “I will be.”  

Her seanmhair turned to her then. Lillian felt raw under her grandmother’s attention; the matriarch missed nothing. But her seanmhair only squeezed her hand before turning back to look out the darkly tinted window. She had said nothing, yet Lillian knew an uneasy feeling. Her grandmother wielded her power with astute grace, benevolent until she wasn’t. The look on her grandmother’s face made Lillian nervous—for others. Fernando had started a war, but Lillian didn’t want anyone else dying as her seanmhair finished it.

“To the estate, Mum?” Omran asked.

The matriarch gave a single nod. Lillian wasn’t fooled. The car would drop Lillian at the secure family estate while Omran, her grandmother and the security detail in the front seat would leave together. Lillian didn’t have the clearance to know anything more.

As they left the financial district behind, Lillian, still clutching her weaponized pen, closed her eyes. She felt the vehicle gently rock as they merged onto M25, picking up speed. She let her eyelids flutter open and stared at the stark contrast of suburban row housing, and the bright English countryside. A walking path flanked one of the housing developments and she saw a young family with two small children. Envy flickered. Normal people going about their mundane lives. Lillian let out a quiet sigh and squeezed the pen in her hands. Hers was never going to be a normal path.

Much later the car pulled into their long driveway. Several minutes later, it looped around the expansive entrance and pulled to a stop.

Her seanmhair gave her a small smile. “Rest dear, you’ve had an unfortunate incident.”

Lillian eyed the additional armed guards she could see, knowing there would be more she couldn’t. The estate was always guarded but Fernando’s threat was not being taken lightly.

“Are those necessary?” Lillian motioned towards several new guards.

“Yes. As much as I would prefer locking you up safe in the house, that would be rather insensitive of me. The whole estate is as safe as we can make it. Do be careful.”

Her seanmhair knew her well. “The grounds are secure?”

“As secure as we can make them. I would lock you inside if not.”

Lillian couldn’t bear to be incarcerated, not again, even if it was at home on their family’s ancestral estate.

“Thank you for the additional guards.”

Omran simply nodded, his eyes still worried.

Her seanmhair patted her knee. “Off you go, then. Agent Forest and I are required elsewhere.”

Lillian bristled. One of the guards opened her passenger door. She let herself out of the vehicle. Lillian understood national security, she just didn’t like knowing there were decisions being made about her life where she didn’t have the security clearance to provide comment.

The guard clicked the door closed. Lillian wanted to slam it.

Without looking back, she ascended the stairs. She waved off the guard who would have opened the door for her and let herself into the large manor home. Once inside, she raced up the left formal staircase and went straight to her wing of the house.

The feeling of being caged-in was overwhelming. She tried pacing. Then breath work. Her shoulder throbbed and her body fought a familiar inner battle. Nearly two years ago, she had been on assignment when Fernando had fired the bullet that had torn a hole through her shoulder, just as severely as he had shredded her career.

Her mind grappled with old fears and scathing memories. Panic surged.

Like a lifeline, Lillian grabbed the remote for her telly. Normal people watched television. She would, too.

The news was on.

Lillian sank down on the settee and stared at the images of women rallying across the country. Her heart flinched with each candle lit. Violent crimes against women were on the rise in the U.K., again, and no one in a position of power seemed to give a fuck. She swiped at her eyes.

Lillian understood fear. Since the unfortunate incident, she was afraid of everything and had spent most of the last two years hiding in the family estate home, terrified to leave. Until that fateful day. One of the guards had taken pity on her and asked if she wanted to go with them for one of their training runs. That moment had changed Lillian’s life.

Running, pushing herself physically, was the only thing that kept her mind from slipping into the threatening dark abyss. For her, there wasn’t a drug on the planet that worked as well as fresh air and the natural endorphins. She knew, her doctors had prescribed the lot of them.

She called the guard station now, requesting a detail.

Lillian clawed off her courtroom clothes in record time. She pulled on running gear—pocketing her tactical pen, she laced up her shoes, before making her way to the side door usually reserved for servants and contractors, where she hesitated. Would she be safe?

Could she afford the mental toll if she didn’t?

From down the hall she heard her nineteen-year-old niece, Sophie. “Auntie, is that you? How did it go?”

A pang of guilt washed over Lillian. Pushing it down, she let herself slip out the door, unseen. She couldn’t let Sophie see her like this, cowering and afraid. Her niece would only worry more. She needed to run to process the day and be able to put a smile on for dinner.

Lillian shot down the path and darted across the manicured lawn to the adjacent forest. A guard spoke into his radio. She passed two more over the next several meters, both nodded to her and pointed. Her plain-clothed detail fell into sync behind her. They were in running gear.

She gave a grim nod back but kept her pace. Sometimes her detail ran next to her. Today she needed space.

Once in the forest, she picked up a narrow trail and slowed her running to a sustainable pace. Running would bring her relief, for a time. It was a constant fear that one of these days she would break so completely no amount of running would put her back together.

For now, she let the kilometers work their magic as the forest danced past her. The throb in her shoulder finally evened out to a dull ache. Seven kilometers into her run the despair she had been feeling lightened. Twelve kilometers in, the anger started to fade, too. Twenty kilometers in, she started to get hungry.

Lillian took the next trail she knew would beeline her for home.

Crack.

A single rifle shot sounded.
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Colt Tanner winced in the small Texas motel bathroom. The stretched ligaments in his shoulder protested as he twisted himself out of the sleeves of his button- down shirt. In the mirror he saw new gore bruises adorning his scarred body. He half-turned, checking out his shoulder first. Being thrown tonight hadn’t done his shoulder, or his pocketbook, any favors. The bull getting a gore in hadn’t helped, either.

Colt faced forward again. He prodded the fresh bruises on the left side of his torso. The safety vests bull riders wore offered protection but didn’t make them bullet proof, or in this case, horn proof. Pain knifed and he swore, hoping he hadn’t broken any ribs.

Wearing only his jeans, he opened the bathroom door. He managed to hold his arm up and motioned towards his ribs. “I can’t tell if these are broken or not.”

Shayne, one of the guys he traveled with, crossed the small motel room and eyed the bruise pattern on Colt’s torso. He gingerly pressed on a few spots.

Colt sucked in a breath and fought the urge to tuck his arm down.

Shayne looked up at him. “Does it hurt to breathe normal?”

“No.” Everything hurt, it wasn’t isolated to breathing.

Shayne cocked his head, frowning as he continued to prod. “Then I’d say you bruised the shit out of them. Not broken.”

“He’s not a fucking doctor,” Jake called from across the room.

Colt glanced at the bruises in the bathroom mirror. “I promised my sister I’d help her hang beams this week. Her eco-inn opens in a couple months.”

“Aren’t you moving cattle for the Jameson’s this week?”

“I can do both.”

“With busted ribs?” Shayne frowned.

“You just said they weren’t busted.”

He shrugged. “Probably not, but like Jake said, I’m not a fucking doctor.”

“I can help your sister,” Jake piped in, perking up at the mention of Colt’s sister.

“Becca barely accepts help from me, and that’s only because I pull the silent investor card,” Colt answered. “Besides, weren’t you headed to catch the wet t-shirt contest at the Saddle Horn?”

“So?”

“My sister views that as a toxic approach to sexuality, rather than empowering.”

Jake grinned. “Until your sister falls madly in love with me, wet t-shirt contests are fair game.”

Colt’s travel partners were five years younger than him and still reveled in the western hospitality and night life each rodeo town provided. Twelve years on the road and Colt noticed the tarnish of each town and townie before any shimmer or shine.

“Stay away from my sister.” Colt said, only half kidding. Becca was a complicated blend of fierce independence and vulnerable sensitivity. He was as protective of her as all the Tanner brothers were.

Colt closed the door behind him. The small bathroom boasted a tub. It wasn’t exactly soaker size, but it was clean, and it would help keep the loudest aches and pains at bay another night. Colt closed the plug and turned on the taps.

Riding injured was a reality for a bull rider. A few years ago, Colt had turned to heavy duty pain killers. It had been the darkest year of his life. He didn’t fuck around with pills anymore. He kept his pain manageable and minimized inflammation, for the most part, by eating clean, keeping his booze in check, and staying mobile. He also travelled with industrial size bottles of Epsom salts and anti-inflammatory essential oil blends. He added both to the swirling bathwater.

His phone vibrated from the bathroom counter. It was a text from his sister.

Want company? There’s a horse in Austin I like.

Colt frowned. That was a hell of a long way to buy a horse. He texted back. In Arizona tomorrow.

Shayne knocked on the paper-thin walls. “We’ll meet you at the Saddle Horn. And your dad just left another message on my phone wanting to know if you’re going to his wedding. You were right. I shouldn’t have given him my number when he asked.”

Colt swore. His dad had left him a message earlier, but Colt hadn’t answered him yet. “Sorry, man. I’ll deal with him.”

The only reply was the sound of muted voices and the outer hotel room door clicking heavily shut.

His phone vibrated again with Becca’s reply. Next time.

He gave her message a thumbs-up—she’d only worry if he didn’t text back—before finally sliding his battered body into the hot water. His whole body protested. 

Without the drugs, everything felt different, including the quiet. It was oddly louder. Scarier. Living on the road was familiar yet had been blissfully distracting. He could go days without tripping too far into the crevices of his own mind. Now, Colt was eerily certain he didn’t have a full season in him. His body simply wouldn’t take the routine abuse.

He stayed in the tub until his fingers pruned and the water turned tepid, facing the silence. Finally, Colt dragged himself painfully out and got dressed.

He sat down in the room’s only chair before calling his father.

Bruce answered on the fourth ring. “It’s about time you answered my calls.”

Colt pinched the bridge of his nose. A pressure headache was building. “Hello to you, too, dad.”

“Why do you have to be such a smart ass? You’re just like your mother.”

Colt stared out the motel window. The small parking lot was filled with trucks. Across the street—which was a small rural highway—the bottom half of a large neon sign blinked erratically. “I’m on the road, dad, what is it?”

“You haven’t RSVP’d to my wedding.”

“Yes I did.”

“When?”

“Two weeks ago.”

“I didn’t receive anything.”

Suspicion flared. “We spoke about it, remember?”

There was a long pause. “I haven’t been well. You know that.”

“Yes, you mentioned cancer.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Bruce snapped.

Colt hesitated. Bruce Tanner supposedly had a cancer scare a couple months ago. Colt felt guilty for thinking it, but he had his doubts. His father’s erratic behavior, memory loss and general unwell appearance seemed more consistent with drug addiction than the generic cancer Bruce was touting. Colt hadn’t mentioned his concerns to anyone. No one knew of his brush with painkillers, and he wanted to keep it that way.

“Nothing. I’ll be there. I’ll come to your and Meredith’s wedding.”

“Do not bring Becca or Tucker.”

Colt stilled. “Why not?”

“Those ungrateful spawn of your mother are not invited.” Bruce didn’t explain further.

“And Gabe?”

“I expect you both there.”

Colt felt a muscle start to tick in his cheek. “Right. Please stop calling my friends.”

“I’ll call whoever I damn well want to.”

It was one thing for his dad to be an ass to him, it was another for Bruce to harass Colt’s buddies.

“Please, just knock it off, dad.”

“Why should I?” Bruce goaded.

“Because I know you don’t have cancer.”

The instant the words were out, Colt regretted his outburst. He knew better than to show his dad his hand.

There was a long pause before Bruce Tanner hung up.

Shit. Colt had just kicked over a hornet’s nest. It wouldn’t be long. His dad never waited before he did damage.
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Chapter Three
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“It was poachers hunting out of season. It’s not like Canada will be any safer.” Lillian shifted for the third time on the leather chair she was sitting on, opposite her grandmum’s desk. She hoped her voice struck the proper balance between conciliatory, yet firm.

Her seanmhair was standing, not sitting, behind her desk, a file in her hands. She had looked up when Lillian had interrupted her a few moments ago, but hadn’t put down what she was working on, nor taken a seat.

She gave Lillian a look while simultaneously motioning to someone at the door. The small movement made the silver bracelet at her wrist catch a beam of sunlight from the tall windows behind her.

Paranoia crashed through Lillian. She hadn’t been aware anyone was there. Such carelessness could get her killed. She braced both hands on the chair arms, ready to spring, and swiveled her head around.

Relief replaced panic. Her grandmum’s assistant walked in with her characteristic swift short strides. Ms. Mary Winters was one of those people she couldn’t pin down. The woman was efficient, focused, loyal to a fault, and timeless—Lillian had no idea if the woman was a young sixty or an old thirty.

She also moved as silent as a cat, which made Lillian feel only marginally better.

“Mum, here are the documents you requested.” She glanced to Lillian. “Good morning, Ms. Kensington.”

Lillian smiled, inclining her head.  “Ms. Winters, any chance you could help me change my grandmum’s mind? She wants me to relocate to Canada.”

Ms. Winters eyebrow arched above her glasses. “Not when she has that look in her eye.”

Lillian’s smile slipped as she glanced at her seanmhair. The family matriarch only looked like that when it was imperative her guidance was heeded. Lillian had not heeded her grandmother’s last warning. She had lost her career, her reputation, and nearly her life.

Damn. There had to be another way.

Her seanmhair set the file she had been holding down and took off her reading glasses. “My dear, you have been through an ordeal. Canada will give you a fresh start. This time it was poachers. I don’t want to worry who it will be next time.” Her seanmhair paused. “And there will be a next time.”

“I’m fine here.” Lillian knew she wasn’t. Fernando wasn’t getting more sane, or less possessive, in prison.

Ms. Winters exited as discreetly as she had entered.

Lillian repeated herself. “I’m not moving to Canada.”

If she were to relocate, Lillian could think of a half dozen other countries she’d rather move to.

Her seanmhair was not listening.

“Bring the North American fur trade journals. They’re in the library.”

“Beg your pardon?”

“You need a project, and more than your little jogging trips and your meatless recipe nonsense.”

Lillian bristled. As a war correspondent and courier for MI6, she thought her grandmum had overlooked what she thought of as Lillian’s odd little eccentricities. Now she didn’t.

Her seanmhair didn’t notice, she simply waved her hand. “We have New World fur trade journals in the library, bring them.”

“Since when?” Lillian had spent much of her childhood in the family library.

“Oh, I imagine the eighteenth century, possibly earlier. Do grab the personal journals, too, not just the Company ones.”

Lillian tried to remember her history lessons. “Company as in the Hudson’s Bay Company?”

“Yes, although I think they fancied themselves a company of adventurers, or some sort.”

Lillian rolled her eyes. “Guys are weird.”

“Of course they are dear. There should be some Northwest Company journals, too, and even a few XY Company.”

“What, no American Fur Company represented?”

Her seanmhair finally put the files down she had been holding. “Now you’re just being sassy. Take the North American content from the library on your trip. Just do be careful with them. Mary can get you a carton.”

“How many are there?”

Her seanmhair shrugged. “Half a shelf, or so.”

“We’re hoarding thirty centimeters of Canadiana and Americana in our family library? Shouldn’t we send them back?”

“To whom? They’re family documents.”

“I don’t know, to a museum or archive? Over there?”

“They are family heirlooms.”

“We have an entire estate filled with family heirlooms. Surely we can part with the documents of historical significance to give others access?”

Her grandmum eyed Lillian shrewdly. It was a look she typically reserved for her political opponents.

“This is important to you. Why?”

There it was. Lillian had wondered if it was only in her head, the undercurrent of friction that had recently surfaced between them. Her grandmum’s pointed question and intimidating glare gave her pause. 

Lillian held the older woman’s stare. “The current global climate on decolonizing for starters. More colloquially, so people can have access to their history and all the tangled roots that affords.” Lillian gentled her tone. “Perhaps a better question is why this isn’t more important to you?”

“I’ll think about it.”

“You do that,” Lillian retorted before she could stop herself. Her politically savvy grandmum could be shockingly tone-deaf sometimes.

Before, Lillian would have attributed her grandmum’s reticence of parting with the heirlooms as family pride. Since the unfortunate incident, whispers of doubt had crept in, and her grandmum’s actions seemed domineering, even cruel. Controlling access to information simply because she could.

Lillian reminded herself that though her seanmhair’s life experience and views may be different than her own, that didn’t make them wrong. She needed to defuse some of the tension she felt building between them.

“Have you read them?”

Her grandmum smiled then. It was a good start.

“Some. They’re fascinating. Those journals were penned at a time when neither the United States nor Canada existed as they are known today. I daresay few understand how entwined those histories are.”

“Ignoring history doesn’t change it.”

With most countries, one simply could not understand history without considering the context.

Her seanmhair sat down then. “If you wait long enough, dear, it does. That is why I am so proud of the work you do. We must always read history critically, and with a mind of understanding the wider contexts and agendas at play.”

The unexpected praise caught Lillian off guard.

“Careful seanmhair, or you will sound as cynical as I am.”

Lillian had been a serious child. It had been her response to what she saw as her rather frivolous parents. Her award-winning, yet dangerous career—a path her beloved seanmhair had groomed her towards—had turned that seriousness into suspicion. Lillian harbored considerably more cynicism than her four decades on the planet should have accumulated and no one had been more surprised than her to discover she had been duped by a Spanish double-agent.

Worst boyfriend ever.

“My dear, independent thought is not the same as cynicism. And contemplating colonial and Indigenous historic relationships and commercial resource exploitation is just sensible historical context. As is understanding how regular people tried to go about their lives amidst various political and business ambitions.”

There was her seanmhair. “You really love history.”

“I really love having notes to refer back to on how not to make the same mistakes,” her seanmhair replied.

“I don’t think that’s how most see it.”

“Imagine the world if more did?”

“There’s the optimism you’re known for.” It was a family joke. Her seanmhair was better known for holding a grudge.

She gave Lillian a long look. “I do believe that edge you’ve developed since the unfortunate incident is getting sharper.”

Lillian tried not to visibly squirm under the matriarch’s scrutiny. “I’m fine.”

Her seanmhair stood then and came around her desk. “Lillian, I need you to listen to me. Your case went to trial because of your connection to me. My enemies went for your throat to get to me, and my allies couldn’t be seen as being soft. The trial was for optics only, the evidence was overwhelming and clear.” Her grandmum framed Lillian’s face in her hands. “My darling, you didn’t do anything wrong.”

Lillian whispered, “I fell for the wrong guy.”

“You fell for a smooth talker with an incredible backside. What? It’s true. Even criminals can have nice asses. That’s why we must be ever vigilant.” She let her hands drop and softened her tone. “You need to forgive yourself, dear. Besides, our family does tend to fall for foreigners.”

“Grandmum!” Deep humiliation swept through Lillian.

“I meant that as a compliment. I was considered foreign to your grandfather’s family.” Her grandmum made a sound. “And read those journals. The personal ones tend to be quite scandalous. There is one about your several-times great-aunt.”

“Why, what did she do?” Lillian couldn’t imagine her stoic family ever being scandalous.

“She told her family she was visiting her sister in Cornwall and ran off to the colonial frontier, instead.”

“So?”

“With an Irishman.”

Lillian gave an exaggerated gasp. “The harlot!”

Her grandmum tsked. “Tease all you want. You know it was considered scandalous to associate with the Irish, can you imagine running away with one?”

Lillian paused as long-faded memories danced through her head. She was no stranger to the allure of an Irishman.

“Good for her, forging a path like that. May women everywhere know the delight in running away with whomever they choose.”

Even if they got burned eventually.

Her grandmum’s frown was disapproving. “Not everyone is so cavalier. It still matters to some, dear.”

Lillian coughed the words, “Ladies of the United Empire Loyalists.”

Exasperated, her grandmum said, “I understand the group left a lasting and unfortunate impression on you. That’s hardly reason to write off an entire country.”

“They were awful. With fake accents.”

“Yes, well, you’ll be in western Canada. It’s like a whole different country. Anyway, as I was saying, her father had selected an older gentleman for her.”

“Did she love the Irishman?” Most women of the period were forced to marry to secure some semblance of financial stability or familial dynasty ambitions.

“I’ve always supposed it was a ticket out of town.”

“I’m going to pretend it was love, with a rather long courtship.”

Her grandmum cackled. “I hear you, darling, loud and clear. One mustn’t rush love.”

Lillian managed to not roll her eyes. To her seanmhair marriage wasn’t settling down or securing your future; it was the extraordinary experience of choosing to share your life with your beloved.

Fernando had been Lillian’s longest relationship and it certainly had not been the mind-blowing connection her seanmhair spoke of.

“Your grandfather came across the fur trade journals—all written in French—as a boy. He desperately wanted to be able to read them. Your great-grandmother swore that was the reason he studied his French lessons at all.”

“Wasn’t seanair the ambassador to France?”

“He was. You could say those journals helped chart a course for his life. We had such an adventure in France.” A faraway look briefly crossed the older woman’s face. “Anyway, you’re going to Canada. Bring the journals and see what you can find. You need a project.”

And just like that, the banter between them soured. She was not in need of a project.

Lillian tried another angle. “Sophie’s worked so hard. Being invited to train with the National team is a big deal. I’m sure she wouldn’t appreciate her old auntie tagging along. She doesn’t need or want me.”

Story of my life.

“Nonsense, Sophie will appreciate your company.”

Escorting the youngest Kensington, a world-ranked biathlete, wasn’t why her grandmum insisted Lillian go to Canada and they both knew it.

“I’m not going to Canada.”

“Of course you are. Give it three months.” Her grandmum walked back around her desk and put her glasses back on. She picked up the file she had been reading before.

Anger flashed. Lillian wanted her old life back and this wobbly version would not magically fix in the Great White North.

Lillian played her last card. “What about Sophie’s safety?”

“I’m making arrangements.”

Lillian narrowed her eyes. “What kind of arrangements?”

“Over-protective ones. Not to worry, they will not interfere with your day-to-day. They will shadow you and Sophie and only step in if absolutely necessary. You won’t even know they are there. And neither does the Canadian government.”

“What did you do?”

Her grandmum’s political audacity was legendary, though typically everything stayed undetected until the files were declassified. The problem was that the potential to ignite international fuses was always just a hairsbreadth away.

“My job,” her grandmum answered. “Besides, it’s Canada. A Commonwealth country. We’re fine.”

Lillian folded her arms across her chest. “Did the Canadian government get your memo?”

Her grandmum gave a negligent wave. “They will if they need to.”

“Blimey, do not start a political pissing match. I can just stay here.”

“No.”

A knock sounded briefly before Ms. Winters walked back in. “You wanted to make a phone call, mum.”

Her grandmum nodded before turning to Lillian. “I’ll meet you in the library in thirty minutes. Be a dear and find those journals. You need a project.”

“What am I supposed to do with the journals?”

Her grandmum ignored her and picked up the phone.

Lillian briefly considered making a run for it, but she didn’t know how to disappear—not like how she would need to, to avoid her seanmhair’s unofficial security detail, anyway. Or Fernando’s crew. She had been a courier for MI6, not an agent.

Her grandmum pointed at the door.

With no reasonable escape routes, Lillian grudgingly headed to the library.

Her new normal sucked balls.

As she was walking to the library, a dark thought surfaced. If Lillian had a target on her back, why did her grandmum want Sophie anywhere near her?
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Chapter Four
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Dame Maighread Evans Coille Kensington waited for her granddaughter to leave the room. Lillian was cross with her. Maighread couldn’t blame her. She would be even more cross if she knew the whole truth.

“Do you require anything further?” Mary, her assistant asked.

“No. I will send for you when I need you.”

Mary nodded. “Very well.”

When Maighread was alone, she walked over to the plush settee and sat down, thinking. She wanted to kill Fernando Martinez with her bare hands. She still knew how to. What that man did was unconscionable. But she must be wise. These things were delicate, and there were too many moving pieces to jeopardize on that horse’s ass.

Maighread leaned over and picked up the receiver of her secure line.

Hating that her pulse leapt, she dialed an old number. She only had to wait one ring.

“Thorsen.”

The flutter Maighread felt was short-lived. The voice did not fit the name. “Who is this?” she demanded.

“Who is this?” The voice was maddeningly calm. 

Maighread sat up straight. “I was looking for a different Thorsen.”

“He retired.”

“And you are?”

“Not retired.”

Agents not on her payroll annoyed her. Agents from independent countries with limited leverage points were unbearable.

“Can I assume we have the same deal?”

“That depends.”

“On what?”

“On whether I like you or not.”

Maighread was finding it difficult not to sputter. Several years ago, long after her beloved husband had passed, she had a physical relationship with Randolph Thorsen. She had trusted him. It was more than she had allowed with anyone since her husband had died. Randolph was discreet and theirs had not been an overtly romantic relationship. Still, it stung he hadn’t told her he had retired. “Mr. Thorsen—”

“Just Thorsen.”

Maighread drew in a long breath. “Thorsen, are you still keeping tabs on that rancher in western Canada?”

This time there was a long pause. “What do you know about that?”

“I’m fairly certain everything.” For the first time, though, she wondered.

The man on the other end’s voice changed. “Affirmative. Are you Maighread?”

Maighread dropped the phone. She hastily picked it back up.

“...I’ll take that as a yes. I’m being told to help.”

“What does that mean?” Her encrypted cell phone buzzed with a new message. She crossed to her desk to retrieve it. It was from Randolph.

He’s my son.

Maighread sank into her desk chair. She hadn’t known he had a son, either. Not that she blamed him. In their line of work you kept your pressure points quiet.

“Are you still there?” Just Thorsen asked.

“I’m here.”

Randolph had a son.

“You got his message.”

“Affirmative.”

There was a full laugh on the other end of the line. “I like you, Maighread. You’ll do. What do you need?”

Randolph was like that, too, suspicious, until he wasn’t. He had an unspoken test he put people through. If you passed, you were in. If you didn’t, chances are you never would.

Like father, like son.

An unfamiliar longing rose, unbidden and unwanted. She pushed the surprising ember down. A relationship like hers and Randolph’s was doomed to remain in the shadows. Watching Lillian and Sophie navigate relationships, Maighread realized she needed more if she were to have one.

Like she had with her husband, or not at all.

Maighread banished the distracting memories and focused on the task at hand—securing her girls the best protection that money and diplomatic backscratching could buy.

Lillian would go to Canada. It would be easier to control the girls if they were in the same place.
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Chapter Five
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“Sorry again, Becca.” Colt walked down the arena tunnel, holding his phone to his ear.

“That dad’s blowing another fuse? That’s on him. I’m sure he was just blowing off steam and didn’t mean anything by it.”

“I hope you’re right.”

The music coming from the arena swelled and Colt pressed the phone tighter to his ear to hear his sister.

“We’ll be fine. Sounds like you have to go, we can talk later. Be safe.”

“Always.” Colt disconnected the call and pocketed his phone, the uneasy feeling still in his gut. Becca tried to believe in the best of people, it left her open to getting her heart broken repeatedly by their parents. Gabe, Tucker and Colt all tended to be more pragmatic. Once Colt had accepted his parents for who they were—in a word, assholes—he stopped getting so bent out of shape. 

“Mr. Tanner, Mr. Tanner.” Colt stopped in the arena tunnel and turned.

The voice calling his name was quite young. “May I get your autograph?”

Colt saw him then. A boy, no more than eight years old, stood in one of the side doorways. The little guy held a pen and scrap of paper in his small hands. A man in a cowboy hat, Colt assumed the boy’s father, encouraged him forward. The two were dressed identically in denim, boots, and matching pearl-buttoned western shirts.

Colt smiled and looked at the kid. “Well, hello there. Are you guys having a good time?”

The little guy beamed, proud. “This is my first big rodeo. I watch you on TV all the time.”

Colt accepted the pen and scrap of paper from him, signing his name. “I appreciate that. What’s your favorite rodeo event?”

“Bull riding!” The little boy pumped his fists down, nearly shouting in his enthusiasm.

“Mine, too.” Colt handed the pen and paper to the kiddo.

“We took an airplane to come here. My dad says we’re in Arizona. I forgot my hat at home.”

The older man smiled before saying to the little guy, “Thank Mr. Tanner, he needs to get going, son.”

The little guy stood taller. “Thank you, Mr. Tanner, good luck riding.”

Colt smiled. The little guy was so earnest. Colt took his hat off and looked at the boy’s father. The man gave a surprised smile before nodding vigorously. Colt held out his hat to the little guy. “Every cowboy needs a hat.”

The kiddo stared in awe but didn’t reach out to touch it. “Don’t you need it?”

“I’m going to put my helmet on in a few minutes and I have another one in my truck.”

The little boy accepted the hat and slammed it on his head. He had to tilt his head up to see beyond the brim. “Thanks!” The little guy spun on his heel and ran back through the doorway.

The father nodded at Colt, before chasing after the exuberant little boy.

Colt smiled as he made his way down the rest of the tunnel. He knew he didn’t want kids, yet the sight of that father and son gave him hope for others. Some parent and child relationships weren’t fucked up.

Colt was nearly at the end of the tunnel. The arena music picked up tempo and he felt the bass in his chest. It felt good. He heard the buzzer sound. The announcer’s voice was muffled but the crowd gave an upbeat roar.

Colt felt the crowd’s energy and it juiced him even more. Nothing in the world compared to this feeling.

He made his way to the catwalk behind the bucking chutes.

“There you are, man,” Shayne said, handing him his helmet and bull rope. He was standing next to Jake on the catwalk. 

“You’re next on deck,” Jake called. He would be Colt’s rope man.

Colt nodded, handing his cell phone to Shayne, who would be spotting him. They wore a similar uniform: jeans, boots, spurs, chaps, and a western button-up shirt with their sponsorship patches. They all wore safety vests. His travel buddies were the classic, wiry cowboys. Colt was built more like a steer wrestler than a bull rider. 

Loud music blared and the boisterous audience was on their feet. Colt grinned; the crowd was hot tonight. As he stood behind the bucking chutes, boots shoulder width apart, he rolled his hips in small circles, staying loose
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