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      Kellan Firebrand tapped this thumb on the steering wheel of his pickup, sitting in the gravel driveway of his cabin. His attempts to reach his brother Travis by cell had been fruitless so far. Rumor had it that his brother was wounded in a knife fight. Kellan needed to see with his own two eyes that his brother was fine. After everything that had gone down since their grandfather’s death, Kellan left nothing to chance. Besides, he’d been needing to talk to someone about his own restlessness and Travis was levelheaded. He would give sound advice.

      A visit to his brother’s house could kill two birds with one stone. Or, at least, that was the logic. Should he call first? Or show up unannounced?

      The truck windows were down. The sun setting. The sky was the real prize of living in Texas, nothing but powder blue for miles and miles tonight. Kellan loved the sky, the land and that was about all. He’d lived in Lone Star Pass his entire life, didn’t know any different.

      Divorced, family in turmoil, and a year and a half shy of his fortieth birthday, Kellan played around with the idea of pulling up roots and getting the hell out of Dodge. Not just Lone Star Pass. For the first time in his life, he wondered what it would be like to start fresh in a brand-new state. Colorado? Montana? Or he could throw a dart at a map. See what came up? Preferably somewhere folks weren’t familiar with the name Firebrand.

      The thumb tapping intensified.

      Windows down, a breeze swept through the truck.

      At this point, he couldn’t see that he had anything to lose if he jumped ship. What exactly did he have to keep him here other than the ranch he loved? Rumor had it his last brother was planning to get married, making Kellan the lone holdout.

      The tension between him and his cousin Adam, despite attempting to make peace for the family’s sake, was worse than ever and getting old. Kellan tried to warm up to the other side of the family, but a lifetime spent standing on opposite sides of just about every issue took its toll.

      Then there was the whole town of Lone Star Pass that was against Kellan’s side of the family tree. People stared when he went into town to grab supplies that couldn’t be ordered or delivered. His mother’s actions and subsequent arrest had made matters worse. He couldn’t begin to understand why she’d attempted murder to gain more of the family fortune. They weren’t hurting for food or shelter. They had enough.

      Carrying the last name Firebrand was a curse.

      To add insult to injury, Adam’s side of the family had moved into and taken over their grandfather’s house almost immediately after the old man’s death. According to his will, they had every right. But had any one of those so-called ‘good Firebrands’ sat any member of his side of the family down and asked if that was okay?

      Nope. Not once.

      Kellan had been playing along with making amends for his brothers’ sake. The charade, swallowing his words, holding back was like a volcano waiting to erupt inside his chest. He was about to blow. Would it make everything worse?

      Yes.

      Should he drive over to his brother’s or call? Travis might not be home.

      Then again, his brother’s cabin was on the property. It wouldn’t take more than half an hour to make the drive. He picked up his cell, pulled up Travis’s name, and tapped the screen to make the call.

      It rolled into voicemail.

      “Hey, I was hoping to catch you. We need to talk. I need to talk, but—”

      The call dropped, cutting the connection. Kellan bit back a curse. Of course, it did. Would his brother get the message or would the phone mess that up too? It happened. He’d make a call, expect a callback, only to find out the person on the receiving end never got the message. They weren’t lying about it, either. These fancy phones weren’t as reliable as they should be for how much they cost.

      A crash in his equipment room shocked him out of his reverie. It was probably that damn raccoon again. The one that had been wreaking havoc and being a general pain in the backside for weeks now. He set the phone down in the cupholder to investigate. The last time it visited, the darn thing chewed an electrical cord, which could have started a fire, and chewed through a wall before leaving behind ‘presents’ inside the wall that stunk to high heaven.

      Kellan didn’t need the hassle, but Murphy’s Law said more bad luck was on the way.

      He banged on the door as he fished a set of keys out of his jeans pocket. “Get out of my shed.” Although, shed, wasn’t nearly fancy enough of a word for his equipment room. Considering his cabin was a one-bedroom, he didn’t have a whole of storage. One side of this space kept anything that didn’t fit inside his house, and the other half kept equipment and tools.

      Kellan unlocked the door and then listened. Inside the shed was quiet. That was odd. Normally, the raccoon scurried around when he shouted. He’d hear its nails against the tile. Was this flooring fancy for an equipment shed? Yes. But it was built well to keep pests out. Usually.

      Raccoons were demons with fur.

      He jangled the keys. Startling a wild animal that might perceive itself as being cornered was responsible for the six-inch scar that ran across his chest. He’d learned the lesson as a teen when common sense had taken a vacation and he’d cornered a coyote. Needless to say, the coyote won.

      Kellan slowly opened the door, banging it with the set of keys. If the raccoon saw his or her exit, it would most likely escape.

      There was nothing, not a sound.

      Kellan stepped inside as he flicked on the overhead light. Damn raccoon must have chewed the chord because nothing happened. He muttered a string of choice words under his breath. Shelves on the righthand side of the room held several varieties of flashlights and battery-operated camping lamps.

      He’d made a trail through the middle of the room the last time he was in here looking for wire cutters, shoving chairs and stacking cabinets to the side. Murphy’s Law kicked in again because that was the side of the room he needed to get to in order to have light.

      It dawned on him that the cell phone in his pocket had a flashlight app feature. And then he immediately realized he’d left the phone inside his truck.

      There was very little daylight to draw on at this point, so the opened door did him no good. There was also a window to his right but he’d pushed a dresser up against that side.

      Taking a step, he immediately drew his foot back. The shot he’d taken to the shin hurt like hell. What was in the way?

      He bent down to feel around as the door to the shed closed behind him. He heard the latch close, essentially locking him in.

      The lock wouldn’t be able to do that on its own. Someone had to be out there.

      “Hey!” Kellan turned and hopped over to the door on his good leg, slamming his fist into it. He drew his hand back immediately and released a string of curses. If this was some kind of joke, it wasn’t funny. “What the hell is going on?” He was in no mood for practical jokes. Though, he didn’t know anyone who would pull a stunt like this and think it was funny.

      Silence on the outside of the shed sent an eerie feeling over him, like dark gray clouds engulfing a treetop moments before a severe storm.

      And then he smelled it…smoke. With his cell inside the cab of his vehicle, he had no way to call for help. With smoke filling the room, he had no time.

      The window.

      He pulled his shirt over his nose and mouth before feeling his way over to the dresser. Smoke was already seeping through the cotton of his shirt, causing his nose and throat to burn. And then he heard a noise toward the back of the room.

      The raccoon?

      Was he seriously still holding onto the fantasy a raccoon was responsible for locking him into his own equipment shed?

      Dismissing the noise as probably a scurrying mouse, he chucked furniture pieces out of the way as he cleared the path to the window. The dresser was heavy as hell. It had taken him and his brother to move it to the spot where it sat now, blocking his exit. It was tall, though. Could he topple it over? Kellan had to dig deep but he managed to scoot it out of the way.

      And then a familiar, if faint, female voice cut through the smoke.

      “Help me.”
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      Of all the ways Kellan Firebrand could have expected to die, being burned alive in his equipment shed had never even made the list.

      “Please help,” a familiar voice begged once again from the back corner of the room. A woman. He couldn’t come up with a name, though.

      Another crash sounded.

      Thick, black smoke burned his eyes and nose, despite the layer of cotton shirt he’d pulled over most of his face. Kellan blinked away the tears leaking from his ducts, blurring his vision.

      In one minute, he’d been out in his truck waiting for word his brother Travis had survived a knife fight. In the next, he was locked inside a burning equipment room that belonged to him.

      “Hold on,” he said through a coughing jag.

      It was dark as pitch inside and held more furniture than equipment, leftovers from his divorce that he couldn’t keep in the house and couldn’t get rid of.

      He cursed the fact he’d left his cell inside his truck. He pivoted toward the direction of the voice and immediately tripped over something—a boxed fan?—catching himself before he bit it with a hand on the corner of a nightstand. He steadied himself on his feet and then pulled his left hand back, shaking it. His wrist hurt like the dickens.

      He cleared the fan and whatever else was on the floor by kicking it to one side before finding concrete flooring again, then took an exaggerated step up and over for good measure.

      “Who’s here?” he asked, figuring the unknown woman might not answer, but at this point he’d rather go for broke in case he got lucky.

      “It’s me, Kellan,” the woman said, like he should know who the raspy voice belonged to.

      Hold on a minute. Did he?

      And then it dawned on him a second before he reached the back wall. “Kelsey Sheppard?” Correction, Kelsey Hightower. But then, he’d lost track of her a long time ago after she married a jerk from high school, so Kellan had no idea what name she went by these days.

      They could get reacquainted once they got the hell out of there alive.

      “Take my hand,” he managed to say through a burning throat to the figure in the dark who now had a name. Kelsey, a.k.a. Missed Opportunity.

      “I can barely see my own, let alone yours,” she stated through a cough. He assumed she didn’t have a cell phone, or she would have said something or called 911 by now.

      A curtain of thick smoke fell in between them. Kellan reached, found her hand, ignored the surprising zing of electricity that shot through his fingertips, and linked their fingers. After pulling her to standing, she hopped on one foot.

      There was no time to ask about her injury, why she was back in town, or what she’d been up to since marrying the High School Jerk and then immediately moving away. But despite that, he couldn’t help the questions crowding his brain: Was said jerk responsible for her current situation? Alone and hiding? Was he responsible for the limp? All kinds of thoughts bounced through his head that made his left hand curl into a fist.

      The questions mounting in his mind had to be shelved for now as the thick smoke made it hard to breathe without more coughing. Smoke inhalation killed more folks than the actual fire.

      “There’s a window,” he managed to say as he let go of her hand and wrapped an arm around her waist to practically carry her. They were running out of time.

      As sleep tugged at the back of his mind, Kellan kicked his way over to the window. Giving in to the fog in his brain meant never waking up again. Fire to a rancher was right up there with one of the worst possible things that could happen. Barns and dry hay made for quick tinder.

      As the brain fog threatened to push out all rational thought, he zeroed in on one thing; the fire extinguisher he’d placed inside the shed. He was almost certain he’d left it in here. Ranchers kept them everywhere within easy reach.

      “Stay here, okay?” Setting Kelsey down on the nightstand, he felt his way, navigating the items blocking his path to the door. Keeping calm, thinking clearly would keep them alive.

      But where was the extinguisher?

      Had he moved it?

      Panic fought for center stage as he blindly felt around, moving object after object. Was he wasting time? He didn’t have a clear memory of moving the extinguisher but that didn’t mean he hadn’t.

      Just as he was about to give up, his hand found the sturdy, metal cylinder. It was too early to celebrate. Kelsey could no longer be heard over the crackling noise of the fire. Was he too late?

      Kellan pulled the metal safety pin and squeezed the lever on top of the cylinder, then aimed low. White foam blasted out as he moved his arms in a sweeping motion, making a beeline toward the window area.

      The second lucky break of the evening came when he put the last of the blaze out near the window. Kellan shrugged out of his flannel jacket, then swung it around in the air, using it to break up the smoke.

      Coughing, eyes burning, he picked up a lamp and broke the window.

      “We need to get out now, Kelsey,” he said. The sounds of her coughing reassured him she was still alive.

      Kellan knew enough about fires to realize only about half survived smoke inhalation. Meaning neither one of them were out of the woods yet. He could only pray there hadn’t been too much exposure on either of their parts as he moved next to Kelsey again. Getting her out the window to safety was his top priority.

      A thought struck. Kelsey had been hiding from someone who’d tried to kill them. Where was the bastard? Outside?

      “My ankle,” she said, as she put some of her weight on him to hop toward the window.

      He helped her climb up and out, not thrilled at the possibility the perp who’d tried to barbecue them might be waiting on the other side.

      Kelsey suppressed most of her scream as she landed on the ground with a thud. At least she was outside in the fresh air. Her constant cough was concerning, though.

      Kellan climbed out of the window next, taking the fire extinguisher with him in case he needed to use it like a baseball bat against an attacker. He launched himself away from Kelsey, who was still on the ground on her side curled in the fetal position. She held onto her ankle, wincing in pain.

      Before he could give full attention to her, he scanned the area to see if the person who’d locked them inside and set the fire had stuck around to see if the job was done.

      Kellan didn’t see anyone but that didn’t mean no one watched them from the tree line. This area of the Firebrand cattle ranch had been picked for his personal home because of its remote location. Being as far away from the family as possible suited him just fine. The less interaction he had, the better. The isolation also made for an easier target, he realized. No one would hear a scream.

      All the Firebrand grandsons lived on the ranch. He was no exception despite the rising tensions between him and his cousins. There was security, ranch hands, and a foreman. Any of whom could be near the area. Or was that wishful thinking?

      Out of the smoke, his brain fog cleared. Was his truck still running? Was it still parked in the driveway? If so, could he grab his cell and call for help?

      Kelsey was struggling, so he went to her first. She looked up at him with the most beautiful pair of violet eyes. Silky raven hair splayed out across the thorny grass. Curiosity had him glancing at her ring finger. Another jolt of electricity fired through him when he saw no band and no tan line.

      Not every married person wore a wedding ring. Case in point, his father never had. It occurred to him that might be a guy thing. Either way, there was no time to dig deeper into her personal life.

      Sirens sounded in the distance. Had someone noticed the smoke and called the fire department? Emergency services? The law?

      Head of security Steven Paine might have been patrolling the area or ranch foreman Bronc Harris. One of his cousins, maybe. Either way, he was thankful help was on the way.

      “Who did this to you?” he asked, skimming Kelsey for injuries beyond what she might have sustained during the jump. She was beautiful by anyone’s standards. Large eyes rimmed with thick, black lashes. Those same eyes were filled with fear as she sat up, holding onto her right ankle as her face twisted in pain.

      “We can’t stay here,” she said. “We have to go or he’ll come back for me.”

      “Who, Kelsey?” Kellan searched her face. “Your husband?”

      She shook her head.

      Was she divorced? A widow? If he found her sitting on his lawn right now in her current condition, Kellan would have been concerned she’d hit her head and become disoriented. Wild eyes searched the area and she curled up in a defensive posture.

      “I don’t know who he is,” she admitted, reaching new panic levels based on her expression. “And I can’t stay in one place for long or he’ll find me again.”

      “Is there a reason anyone would be chasing you?”

      “Stalking,” she corrected. “He’s been stalking me for weeks. I didn’t know where to go, so I thought I could lose him if I disappeared here for a few days.”

      “He followed you to Lone Star Pass?” he asked. Her father, the town’s pastor, had passed away. Was she home for the funeral?

      “Ran me off the road a couple miles back,” she said, hugging her knees into her chest. There was something instinctual about curling into a ball to protect vital organs when you were under threat.

      “Why didn’t you immediately go to the law?” Kellan asked, figuring that was his next move. Get to his cell inside his truck and make the call to the sheriff.

      “I did back in Dallas,” she said on a sharp sigh. “Turns out, there’s not a lot they can do when you have no idea who is stalking you, no proof of said stalking, and no way to identify the person other than to say, a medium height, stocky built dude who wears a ski mask keeps following you.”

      Kellan’s hands fisted as a fire truck roared up to the scene. “You said he ran you off the road?”

      “Guess being in a remote area worked against me,” she said before sniffing away a tear.

      “The bastard rammed your car and tried to kill you,” Kellan said. “The situation has changed.”

      He had more questions than answers, along with an inconvenient attraction that had been dormant since junior year of high school.

      Muscle memory. Nothing more.

      Was it?

      “Stay here while I grab my phone and make sure the sheriff is on his way too,” he said to Kelsey. It dawned on him that they would need more than firefighters and EMTs out here as soon as possible.

      After a nod from her, he hopped to his feet and bolted toward his truck, the engine still humming.

      The cell was gone.
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      Kelsey Sheppard nursed her ankle—broken? sprained?—as she contemplated how much information she could give Kellan about her past and why she was on the run.

      The girl who’d been one of the most popular in high school because she dated the most popular guy had fallen from grace. Hardcore. The honest and upright Firebrand would turn his back on her if she told him the truth. Right? She needed help. There was nowhere else to go now that her ‘stalker’ had found her once again. And would continue to hunt her down until he found what he was looking for or she was dead. No witnesses. Coming back to Lone Star Pass to lurk in the shadows at her own father’s funeral had been a risk. She’d known it would be. Still, she believed she could outsmart her stalker.

      How much longer could she hide?

      Should she turn herself in and be done with it? Then what?

      The scandal would break her mother’s heart. Or worse, kill her. The woman had just lost her husband.

      Not to mention the men after Kelsey were mobbed up. They wouldn’t allow her to live after what she’d done. Would they go after her mother first?

      A knife stabbed her chest at the thought despite her history with her parents.

      Kelsey’s Bible Belt parents wrote her off the minute she took off with a ‘heathen’ would-be rockstar after graduation. She’d been the preacher’s daughter, expected to walk a straight line her entire life. Her parent’s plan included her marrying a missionary before spitting out three or four kids.

      No, thank you.

      With no money and no skills, the big city had eaten her alive. She’d lived in roach motels and survived on Ramen noodles while her husband was out six nights a week trying to kick off his career. The love between her and Jackson, if it could be called that, had died fairly quickly. But she’d been determined to prove her parents wrong about the marriage. Stubborn should have been her middle name instead of Grace.

      Kelsey got jobs as a barista while Jackson worked small-town bars and was on the road more than half the year. The other half of the year, he spent in a bandmate’s garage making new music, which was code for drinking until he passed out.

      They moved around a lot. She never kept a job longer than a year.

      After living paycheck to paycheck for almost twenty years, Jackson left her for his new bass player. Said Sydney understood him in ways that Kelsey never would, after he’d been dropped from his label—his final chance at breaking in, according to his manager—following three consecutive flops. Said Sydney would never ask him to consider leaving the band to get a ‘real’ job just to buy a bigger house. Said Sydney understood a real musician after his once-promising career never got off the ground. He had the audacity to accuse Kelsey of staying with him for the payoff once he made it big.

      She still couldn’t believe the accusation
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