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      A teller implicated in a bank robbery seeks sanctuary from small-town sweetheart she left behind — who happens to be the new sheriff in town…

      

      A lifetime ago, Zuri Prescott kicked the dirt off her boots and fled her small-time, small town, but lived to regret choosing a glam city life over her high school sweetheart. When she’s framed for a bank robbery, she flees to her home town, seeking refuge with her old flame while she figures out her next steps–only to discover he’s the last man she can confide in.

      

      Sheriff Colt Triplehorn knows trouble when he sees it, especially when it’s one familiar naked trespasser, caught between an angry bull and her underwear. Sure she’s up to her usual no good, he grants her sanctuary at his ranch where he can keep an eye on her while he purges her from his system once and for all. When he realizes she’s involved with a robbery, he has to make a career-compromising choice between following the letter of the law and his heart…
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      Rain fell in sheets, so heavy and fast that it wasn’t long before Zuri Prescott’s hands ached from her death grip on the steering wheel. The darkness muted her headlights so that she couldn’t see farther than twenty yards in front of her, but the beams still glossed the highway’s surface to a bright glare, which left her wondering whether she was inside the lines or sailing down the middle.

      She’d been driving for hours, numbed to the worsening conditions, her mind caught in an endless loop, reliving the horrors of the day.

      Her panic hadn’t lessened for even a moment since she’d first felt a gun pressed against her temple early that morning as she’d begun unlocking the side door of the branch bank, and a harsh voice whispered in her ear to get it open fast.

      A heated body had moved close to her back and crisp, spicy cologne drifted over her. With her hands shaking, she’d unlocked the door, and then let him shove her through.

      She’d landed on her knees, her pantyhose shredding on impact—the long, fat ladder that rippled up her thigh as strangely upsetting as the masked man behind her who grabbed her by the hair and pulled her up to face the security alarm.

      She’d pressed the buttons on the key pad, disarming the premises alarm, and dropped her hands. But another nudge of hard steel against her back, and his hushed, “The vault alarm, too, sweetheart,” had her punching a second set of numbers before he hustled her around the corner toward the vault, out of sight of her manager who waited in the parking lot for the all-clear signal.

      The vault operated on a timer. At any other time of day, she wouldn’t have been able to open it—a fact that didn’t register until later. She’d spun the two combination locks, heard the inner mechanisms clang as they released, and he’d reached around her to grab the lever and push it down. The large steel door swung open.

      The thief had shoved her through the anteroom with security deposit boxes lining both side walls, heading straight for the locked door at the rear. Again, he’d waited while she’d found the key and opened the door, then shoved the mesh interior gate inward.

      Forcing her to her knees, he’d wrapped her wrists and ankles in duct tape, and pulled a hood over her head.

      Then she’d been left to shiver on the floor, listening to the sounds he made as she followed him in her mind through the gate while he scooped stacks of cash into a bag. One side only. Later, the assistant manager pointed out that the thief must have been timing himself, a real pro, because he’d skipped the temptation of pausing to finish the sweep.

      Less than five minutes had passed since they’d entered. Another two and the manager would call the police.

      The thief had walked back to her and knelt, his knee touching hers as he leaned close.

      She’d stayed silent, afraid as she’d never been before, because she knew he was going to kill her.

      But the sound of keys rattling against glass had him scrambling to his feet and rushing out of the vault. A muffled shout and a single piercing shot was followed by the soft swoosh of the door closing.

      For several interminable moments, she’d sat frozen, afraid he’d come back. But when he hadn’t, she’d crawled on her belly across the floor, inching her way toward the first desk in the lobby to hit a panic button, but she needn’t have bothered. Already, sirens screamed in the distance, and she slumped on the floor, shivering and beginning to cry.

      When the police arrived, her hood was pulled off, and a grim-faced police officer helped her sit while he cut the tape binding her.

      Her head swiveled toward the door where the shot had sounded, and she saw another officer bent over Sam McWherter, her boss, whose rotund body lay spread-eagle on the floor, blood seeping outward to soak into the carpet.

      The officer beside her moved to cut off her view. “You’re okay. Don’t look. We’ve got this place secured.”

      Everyone had been solicitous. A hot cup of tea was pressed between her cold hands. She’d been herded into McWherter’s office, away from the body and the team beginning to comb the lobby and vault for evidence. They’d been kind, gently but firmly asking her to go over the chain of events that had transpired.

      She’d given them a step-by-step description—of the robber’s actions and her sketchy knowledge of his height, weight, and gruff voice. The second time through, she swayed in her chair from melting exhaustion.

      “Ma’am, did anyone know your routine?”

      That one question from the first FBI agent to arrive on scene sparked a dawning horror, and she froze, noting the glance he shared with the pair of detectives flanking her in leather-upholstered chairs. Someone did know her routine—and wore a crisp cologne that smelled like cinnamon and sandalwood.

      She swallowed hard, realizing in a split second that she’d been set up. That she might even be implicated because the robber wasn’t a fool. No, he’d been incredibly, devastatingly clever.

      While the agent waited for her to respond to the questions, she’d shook her head, giving him a tight smile. How could she tell them they were looking for a cop? Who would believe her side of the story? Especially after they did a little digging into her background. She’d lied about her affiliations with known felons when she’d applied for this job.

      When she’d pleaded illness, they’d escorted her to her desk where she’d filled out the bank’s incident reports and made arrangements to meet later with the detectives and the FBI agent assigned the case at the station house to sign a statement, but her mind was already racing ahead.

      She couldn’t go back to the apartment and risk meeting him. He’d have to finish what he’d started.

      Gathering the handbag they’d already searched, she’d palmed her keys, nodded her agreement to see them later, and walked sedately out the front door of the bank.

      Since the moment she’d slid behind the wheel, she’d been on autopilot, navigating out of her Houston suburb and heading northwest. Once, she’d stopped briefly for gas, but there, she’d received another shock when she’d opened her glove compartment to retrieve her SpeedGas key.

      Now, she drove with just one thought, just one image burned into her mind. An isolated cabin, deep in cattle country. Somewhere no one would think of looking for her. Then she could take a breath and consider what to do next.

      She didn’t see the city-limit sign when she passed it, but she knew where she was when she reached the highway crossroad. She turned left, away from the little town she’d once been so eager to escape, and toward the Triplehorn Ranch.

      Lights flared behind her as another car took the turn. For just a moment, the rain relented, and she saw the model of the vehicle. Her panic surged again.

      How had he found her? She’d driven backroads in case the police were already alerted that she’d fled.

      The headlights of the car behind her switched off. Not knowing how close behind her he was, she gunned the gas pedal. Her car surged forward, tires losing traction in standing water. The rear of her vehicle wagged in a wicked fishtail, but she steered through it, not easing up on the gas. If she could outrun him, make it to the cabin, and hide her car beneath the lean-to…

      She’d forgotten about the low-water crossing until she saw the yellow warning sign. With only a moment to make a decision, she kept her foot on the accelerator, hoping the water wasn’t too deep, that momentum would propel her through if it was, and held tight to the steering wheel.

      The road dipped, her car hit the water, jerking her against her seatbelt, spray coating the windshield, too thick for the wipers to clear. Then she felt the subtle shift beneath her as her car was lifted and floated sideways, off the low bridge, tilting as it slid into the swiftly moving water.
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      Colt Triplehorn pushed back his cowboy hat and wiped away the sweat gathering above his brow with his shirtsleeve. The blue sky was clear of clouds, the sun rising hot and fast and turning the moisture soaked in the ground into steam. The air was thick, humid, hard to breathe.

      Even his dog Scout felt the aftereffects of the previous night’s storm. His gray-and-white Australian Shepherd kept pace with his horse. But the dog’s tongue lolled from one side of his mouth, and he wasn’t as quick to dart toward the herd and nip at the heels of the cows who wandered too far from the main body.

      They’d been moving cattle since dawn—shifting them from a parched and overgrazed pasture to this one. Here, the buffalo grass was longer and greening up fast after the downpour. Maybe they’d even be able to put off buying another load of hay for a week or so, if the sun didn’t scorch the grass too quickly.

      Colt’s gaze lifted to the tall elm trees lining the banks of the creek that bordered the pasture, and he stifled a grimace. Past the tall trees stood the ramshackle hunting cabin he hadn’t had the heart to enter in years. His brothers kept it stocked, heading there each fall during the short deer-hunting season. Maybe this year, he’d join them.

      Maybe this year, he’d get past the memories the little cedar-log cabin evoked. Twelve years was a long time to hold onto a dream.

      There in that little cabin, he’d secretly met with his girl, Zuri. There, they’d cuddled after school and explored each other’s bodies. There, he’d taken her virginity. It was also there that he’d planned to propose.

      The ring had burned a hole in his pocket for weeks, waiting for graduation day. He’d bought new bedding for the twin mattresses of the two bunk beds, replaced the yellowed curtains in the windows with pretty white lace. A white linen tablecloth had covered the plank table, and he’d smuggled china and crystal from the house for the meal he’d planned. Everything had been perfect. Waiting for her.

      But she’d never known, because as soon as the graduation ceremony ended, she’d walked over to him as everyone else headed to the parking lot outside the high school gym, gave him a kiss and told him goodbye.

      He’d stood there like a stump, not saying a word. Every warning his brothers had given him about not trusting her, about her being bad news, searing his mind.

      “What were you gonna tell me?” she’d asked, gazing up at him with her deceptively soft brown eyes.

      “Never mind,” he’d mumbled, pulling himself together for his own pride’s sake and walking her to her car. It had been the last time he’d seen or talked to her. Not that he’d ever expected to again. Once she’d passed the city-limit sign, he’d been history.

      He hoped like hell she’d found what she’d been looking for, because he’d been lost after she left.

      Sure, he’d gone through the motions—even did a stint in the Army, enlisting that summer because he had to get away. When he’d come back, he wasn’t the same person he’d been. He’d worked on the ranch between semesters at Texas A&M and entered the police academy in San Antonio afterward, before heading home to work in the small town’s sheriff’s department. But he hadn’t felt as connected to Destiny, Texas as he had before. He’d stayed because he had a job and a duty to help maintain the family ranch. He certainly hadn’t stayed because he’d found everything he ever wanted here.

      More selective than his horn-dog brothers, he’d kept his affairs few and far between. Perhaps he needed a little of what the younger Triplehorn brothers were famous for. He needed to let loose, have a couple of drinks, and find a willing woman.

      She didn’t have to be pretty or slim. Didn’t have to be young. Or nice. He wouldn’t be choosy. After all, his goal wasn’t a relationship.

      He needed the kind of arrangement he’d had with Maggie Pounders…until the day she’d up and got married. Last time he’d showed up at her door, she’d lifted her left hand to show him the ring. He hadn’t known she’d been seeing anyone else, or that she was even interested in marriage. Not that they’d ever done a whole lot of talking.

      One thing was certain, Colt needed some relief to get rid of the edgy, restless energy that had made him a bear to be around lately—more likely to snap than smile. He needed release from the pressure of all the responsibilities he’d taken on in the last year. Hell, he just needed release. Plain and simple.

      This morning, as he’d eaten dust churned up by five hundred sets of hooves, Colt had made up his mind. Tonight, he’d take off the badge, head into Destiny, find a willing partner, and get laid. For his brothers’ sake.

      They’d been tip-toeing around him for days, making sly comments about the source of his bad temper. They’d even offered to hook him up, but the last thing Colt wanted was those two finding him a woman. Gabe’s and Tommy’s idea of the perfect playmate didn’t square with his. Never had.

      They’d both warned him about Zuri Prescott when he’d seemed hell-bent to marry her into the family. Zuri was a different sort of trouble from the kind they wanted for their big brother. And in the end, they’d been right. Still, their preferences for big-chested blondes with easy smiles and easier morals didn’t stir his interest. He’d find his own playmate, thank you very much.

      Scout’s sharp bark pulled him from his thoughts. The dog ran ahead of him, his ears pricking forward, so Colt peeled away and headed toward the creek. Maybe Scout had found Old Mule, the ornery bull who was always one step away from being hamburger due to his contentious nature and independent streak.

      Colt lifted his hand to send a signal to his brother, Gabe, and laid his reins over the neck of his horse to turn him toward the trees and the creek. Then he looked for a firm, gentle slope for his horse to maneuver.

      From the corner of his eye, something white floating on the surface of the water caught his attention. He pulled back on the reins. A woman’s bra.

      Finding odd items floating on a river after a storm wasn’t all that unusual, and the station hadn’t gotten any calls for missing persons caught in the river. Still, he had to check it out.

      Colt clucked at his horse, his curiosity and professional instinct kicking into gear. The creek had risen fast the previous night, but had just as quickly receded, leaving the sides of the embankment muddy and soft. His horse’s hind legs slipped, but the old paint caught himself and scrambled down to the graveled bank.

      Colt dismounted, dropped his reins, and followed the edge of the water.

      “Shoo, cow! Shoo!” came a breathy, feminine shout from just beyond the bend of the river, accompanied by Scout’s excited barks.

      Rounding the bend, he spotted a twelve-hundred-pound bull, the Triplehorn brand standing in stark relief against the animal’s dun-colored rump. Scout stood next to him, barking ferociously, but the bull’s attention seemed glued to something on the other side of him.

      Colt slipped closer and a flash of pale, creamy legs was visible beneath the creature’s belly. He crept along the edge of the water, taking cover behind a tree to get a better look. His eyes widened at the sight in front of him.

      A naked woman stood in the center of the creek, waving her arms at the bull.

      Colt paused, taking in the long, sleek curves and pale skin. Her chin-length hair was slicked back. His cock stirred instantly. His heart hammered fast, stricken by the resemblance…but it couldn’t be…

      Then Old Mule ambled toward the edge of the water, his head down, snorting. Not a good sign.

      “Lady,” he said, stepping out from behind the tree, “you need to hold real still.”

      The woman whipped her head toward him, her brown eyes rounding.

      Her shock wasn’t any greater than his. For a long moment, they both stood still.

      But Old Mule snorted again, pawing his hooves into a pile of folded fabric on the ground beneath him, which Scout was tugging to free.

      “Scout, heel!” he shouted and waited until his dog raced to his side. “Don’t move,” he repeated softly to the woman, reluctantly pulling his gaze from her and turning to the bull.

      Old Mule lowered his head, scraping a horn into the dirt at his feet. When he lifted his head, something shiny and pink came up, snagged on the tip of one horn. The bull snorted again, a moist huff, his gaze on the woman standing frozen in front of him.

      The woman’s gaze darted to the right, toward a rocky ledge overhanging the water.

      The bull huffed and stomped his front legs.

      Cursing, Colt took off his hat and strode forward, waving the straw hat at the bull. “Get on back. Ha! Ha!”

      The bull gave a plaintive moo, all his bluster gone. He headed up the creek, pink panties stuck to the tip of his horn, but taking his time to stop and pluck at grass on the creek bank.

      “Get on!” Colt shouted, slapping the bull on the rear to get him moving faster, funneling him up an arroyo and toward the herd, Scout right behind him.

      After the bull and the dog clambered up the side, Colt dropped his hat back on his head and turned slowly toward Zuri.

      She dropped into the water, crossing her arms over her chest.

      Colt stalked toward the bank, whistling softly—but finding it hard because his lips were beginning to stretch into a smile, anger and lust swirling into a heady mixture of revenge. “Well, well, well,” he said quietly. “Mind telling me what you’re doin’ skinny-dippin’ on my property?”

      Zuri opened her mouth to speak, but she clamped her lips closed and lifted her chin. “I was at the cabin and decided I needed a bath. There’s no runnin’ water.”

      He didn’t bother reminding her that her efforts to shield herself from his gaze were too little and too late. His blood had already surged, fueled by a spike of adrenaline and lust. “Sure, there is,” he growled. “There’s a pump next to the sink.”

      “It doesn’t work.”

      “You have to prime it with water first.” At her blank stare, he muttered, “Never mind. I guess the better question to ask is what the hell are you doin’ back here, Zuri-girl?”
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      Zuri bit her lip. Colt didn’t look happy to see her. But why should he? It wasn’t like she’d been any more than a convenience for him in high school. The girl from the wrong side of the tracks with the scandalous family—she’d never really stood a chance at being anything other than his little bit on the side.

      She could still remember standing in the gym, her heart pounding as she’d stared up at him, telling him she had her bags packed, and she was heading east to start her life. Her stepfather had shown her the door that morning, his duty done. She didn’t have any place to go but away—unless Colt offered her another option.

      But his face had hardened, his jaw sawing closed, a muscle rippling along the strong, square edge.

      “What were you gonna tell me?” she’d asked past the lump lodged at the back of her throat.

      “Never mind,” he’d said, pulling on a tight smile and walking her to her car.

      With that, she’d had the answer to the question that had lingered between them their entire senior year. He hadn’t loved her enough to ask her to stay. And besides, she’d had big plans. Plans that didn’t include staying in this one-horse town, no matter how handsome her boyfriend was. Or how sweet his lovemaking.

      Staring back at him now, she didn’t know why she hadn’t fought harder to hold onto him. The promise his lean, rangy body had held had been fulfilled. His broad shoulders and thickly muscled arms stretched the pale blue cotton of his work shirt. His waist tapered to well-hewn hips and thighs. His face, however, had undergone the most changes, losing its youthful softness. It was now honed to sharp, masculine edges. Lord, he made her mouth water.

      She wondered if he’d been disappointed in the lack of change in her own body. She was still long and skinny, her breasts unimpressive swells that hardly needed the bra that had floated down the center of the river when she’d confronted the angry bull.

      Colt knelt beside her clothing, tucked a finger under her skirt and raised it. “This all you have to wear?”

      Light shone through a large jagged tear where the bull’s sharp hooves had ground the navy, summer-weight wool skirt. Zuri’s shoulders slumped.

      “Do you have something else to put on?”

      She shook her head, and Colt stared for a long moment. Then he dropped the ruined skirt to the ground and picked up the blouse. It was grayed from her time in the floodwaters and smudged by the bull’s abuse. Colt shook his head. He dropped the blouse too, heaved a sigh, then stood and began to unbutton his shirt.

      “Where are your shoes, Zuri?” he asked, his voice rough as gravel.

      “Guess I lost them,” she said, feeling like her mouth was stuffed with cotton.

      “You gonna tell me what’s goin’ on?”

      She sucked her bottom lip between her teeth because it had started to tremble, but managed a nod, even though she knew she’d have to wait and see whether she could trust him with all her woes.

      “Here,” he said, holding his shirt out for her to take.

      Only problem was, she’d have to stand and walk out of the water to get it.

      Shouldn’t matter that much, anyway, she told herself. Nothing he hadn’t already seen…or tasted…and caressed. “Um…I don’t suppose you’d turn around?”

      His steely gaze narrowed. “Not a chance.”

      “When did you get so mean?”

      One dark brow rose, and Zuri felt a flush of heat paint her cheeks and chest.

      “You do know you’re bathin’ downstream from a herd of cattle…” he drawled.

      Zuri popped out of the water, her hands curling at her sides. “Ugh! And you just stood there?”

      His soft chuckle held a note of bitterness and not a hint of amusement. Zuri began to think she’d run into the wrong man.

      Slowly, she stood, barely resisting the urge to cover her “important parts” with her hands. With her head held high, she walked out of the water and snatched at the shirt, but he drew back his arm at the last second and held it just out of reach.

      “Colt, this isn’t funny,” she said tightly.

      “No, it’s not. Guess I’m just seein’ how much you want it.”

      Zuri dropped her hands at her sides and slowly curled her hands into fists. “What’s it gonna take?”

      “I don’t know,” he said, his gaze dropping down her body, lingering over her nipples, which tautened with embarrassing speed, then sweeping downward to the ruff of dark hair cloaking her sex. “How ’bout a kiss? For old time’s sake.”

      Zuri sucked in a breath, startled at how quickly the tension coiled around them. “Just a kiss?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said, his gaze at last meeting hers again, and narrowing.

      She stepped closer, knowing she was flirting with fire. They’d never stopped at just one kiss. Not once they’d gotten past the hurdle of her virginity.

      Swallowing hard, she pressed a hand against his naked chest to steady her weakening knees and lifted on her toes. Her mouth grazed briefly over his, and she dropped down and took a step back. “The shirt?”

      “Call that a kiss?”

      “Colt…don’t…” she said, all bravado seeping away as she noted that anger rather than attraction glinted in his storm-cloud eyes.

      “Forget how I like it?” he said softly.

      Hell, no. She still had lush, wet dreams about his wicked kisses.

      The temptation to give him what he wanted was too much to resist. Pretending she didn’t feel a thing, not the liquefying heat that curled deep in her core or the hummingbird-fast flutter of her heartbeats, she gave him a blistering glare and rose again, gliding the tips of her nipples across his bare chest.

      He sucked in a deep breath. She reached up and thrust her fingertips into his short, black-brown hair and tugged to bring his mouth down.

      When their lips met this time, they both gasped at the intensity of the heat twining around them. His arms closed around her. She clung to his neck, her knees weakening, her entire body trembling against him.

      Skin-to-skin, she was reminded why any other man had fallen short in comparison. His muscled frame held hers easily, tensing everywhere their bodies met. He dug his fingers into her bottom and pulled her hips flush with his. His cock jerked beneath the zipper of his jeans, filling swiftly and rutting into her belly.

      Their mouths didn’t move at first. Both breathed deeply, sharing their breaths as their hips ground together. And then he groaned, locked his lips over hers, and softly sucked, moving her lips beneath his in drugging circles.

      When their tongues made tentative forays, touching tips, then stroking deeply alongside each other, Zuri grew lightheaded, overcome with the sheer sensuality of their embrace. His silky-slick tongue rimmed the edges of her teeth then slowly stroked over the roof of her mouth. His lips suctioned softly, reminding her how tenderly he’d once suckled her breasts.

      She pulled her mouth away, struggling to breathe. Reluctantly, she met his gaze, knowing she’d given him more than he’d asked for because she hadn’t been able to stop.

      His hands dropped from her skin. His expression hardened. “Guess you didn’t forget after all.”

      Zuri’s lips parted as air rushed out of her lungs, and she dropped her gaze from his coldly, assessing stare. The shirt entered her line of vision, and this time he didn’t dart it away when she stuck out her hand.

      She turned away to put it on, taking her time buttoning the front and rolling up the sleeves to just above her wrists while she pulled herself together. It was just a kiss. The world hadn’t stopped spinning.

      “Got anything at the cabin we need to retrieve?” he bit out.

      She shook her head. Her purse and car were somewhere downstream. Her navy pumps had been pulled from her feet by the force of the rushing water. She’d been lucky to keep the rest of her clothing on, lucky not to drown. She’d have told him that, but his stony presence kept her silent.

      “Let’s get you someplace where you can clean up. Then we’re gonna have a little talk.”

      Off the hook for an explanation, for now, she hid her relief, forcing a neutral expression, and slowly faced him again.

      He stood so close she had to look a long way up to meet his steady gaze and was swamped again with memories that left her belly trembling.

      Colt thrust two fingers into his mouth and issued a piercing whistle, never taking his stormy gray glance from hers.

      Hooves pounded on the creek bank, and his horse, Diego, galloped into view. The black-and-white Appaloosa pulled up in front of them, lifting his head and snuffling his nostrils.

      He must have remembered something about her, because he ducked his head and butted it under her tightly clenched fist. She’d always had a carrot or an apple for him in the old days.

      Colt stepped past her, climbed into the saddle and bent low to gather the reins. Then he pulled the horse up beside her and held out his hand, kicking a boot free from the stirrup.

      Just like the old days, she gave him her left hand, placed her left foot atop his dusty boot, and let him haul her up behind his saddle.

      “Better tuck that shirt under your a—under you,” he corrected.

      Wrinkling her nose at the back of his head, she did just that, not wanting the shirt tail to flap once he kicked the horse into motion.

      Then she wound her arms around his waist and tried not to grip him too tightly. She didn’t want this to feel familiar, didn’t want him to know she wished she could wrap herself around him and press her face against his hot skin. Too many years and too many mistakes lay between them.

      Colt clucked and raised his booted heels, giving a gentle nudge to the horse. They climbed the bank, both leaning forward in the saddle. She finally had to press closer and hold tighter to stay seated, but then leaned quickly away when they reached the top.

      He waved his hat at his brothers, who both stood in their stirrups, too far away for her to read their expressions. But Gabe lifted a hand, and Colt pulled the reins to the side, pointing the horse toward the ranch house.

      As he urged the horse into a canter, Zuri hoped she hadn’t made an even bigger mistake than running from the law and David Satterly. As cold as Colt was acting, he might be tempted to turn her in without first hearing her out.

      And that was something she couldn’t let happen. Not with some of the cash from the robbery stuffed into the glove compartment of her car, and a flimsy story about a stalker she’d never taken the time to properly report.

      Perhaps for now, she’d be better off keeping her secrets to herself. At least until she figured out whether she could trust Colt with the truth.
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      Once his bathroom door closed, Colt headed to the front porch to put as much space between himself and Zuri as possible. Riding all the way back to the ranch house with her warm, damp body pressed against his back did things to him he wasn’t ready to face.

      He gripped the porch rail and stared out over the yard, watching Eddie Sandoval in the far corral as he walked Diego until he cooled. He wished it could be so easy to cool down his own hot blood. Seeing her again after all this time, on this particular day, when he’d been ready to move on and put the past to rest—it was too ironic. God had to be playing him.

      Closing his eyes, he could still see her sweet curves as she’d stood in the water facing that bull. Still tall, still reed-thin and supple. Her breasts, crowned with small cherry-red nipples—hell, he could feel the tight little points digging into his naked back.

      In the distance, the tattoo of hooves eating up the ground pulled his gaze. Gabe was riding hard for the house.

      Colt wondered what the hell had kept him. Knowing his brothers, they’d already figured out who she was and had drawn straws to see who would kick her butt to town.

      Gabe drew his horse to a halt in front of the house, threw a leg over the saddle horn, slid to the ground, and flipped his reins around the porch rail.

      “How many times do I have to tell you that rail isn’t a hitchin’ post?” Colt said, keeping his voice even.

      Gabe shrugged. “Don’t know. Maybe it’ll take a couple hundred more times for it to sink in. And don’t change the subject.” When he strode up the steps, he pulled a scrap of pink lace from his pocket.

      Colt groaned inwardly.

      “Not your color, bro,” Gabe said, tossing him the pink panties. “Wasn’t Old Mule’s either.”

      “Don’t start,” Colt growled, not liking the way his brother’s face was already wearing his bulldog expression—especially not liking the fact that he understood Gabe’s animosity toward the naked woman in his shower.

      “It’s her, ain’t it?”

      “If you mean Zuri, yeah,” Colt said slowly.

      Gabe’s cheeks were stained with ruddy color. “Couldn’t you wait to get her to the house to strip her raw?”

      “That’s not what happened.”

      “Then tell me how the girl who left you high and dry twelve years ago was ridin’ naked behind you.”

      “She wasn’t. I gave her my shirt.”

      Gabe’s chest rose around a deep breath. “Colt…”

      Colt’s cheeks billowed around his own exasperated breath. “I don’t know myself. I found her in the creek that way. Old Mule tromped all over her clothes.”

      A sneer twisted his brother’s lips. “Blamin’ it on a bull?”

      “No, it’s what happened,” he said slowly, the warning to back the hell down clear in his tone.

      “Did you know she was comin’ back?”

      “Of course not.”

      Gabe’s expression lost some of its tension. His narrowed gaze relented, softening. “Damn, seein’ her again knocked you for a loop, didn’t it?”

      Colt’s glance slid back to the paddock. “Somethin’ like that.”

      Gabe leaned against the porch rail, folding his arms across his chest. “Maybe you should leave her to Tommy and me to handle,” he said, his tone deceptively even and soft. “I’ll take her back to town.”

      Run her off for good was what he meant. “She wasn’t stayin’ in Destiny.”

      “She was in the cabin?”

      Colt nodded and turned to Gabe, letting him see the indecision that had to be written on his face. “With just one outfit and no shoes.”

      Gabe whistled silently. “Nothin’ but trouble’s gonna come from gettin’ involved in this.”

      “You don’t have to babysit me. I know what I’m doin’.”

      “Do you?” His brother snorted. “You didn’t have to live with you after she dumped you the first time.”

      Colt grunted and straightened. “Who’s watchin’ over the herd?”

      “Tommy and Skeeter. Almost got ’em settled in the new pasture. You think I’m bein’ rough on you, wait until Tommy gets back.”

      “I don’t suppose if I tell you both this is none of your damn business, that you might actually butt out?”

      Gabe’s lips curved into a rueful smile. “Not a chance.”

      Rubbing the back of his neck to ease the tension knotting there, Colt’s gaze went back to the front door. She was probably finished with her shower and wrapping the robe—his robe—around her nude body. Remembering again how incredible it had felt to have her skin sliding along his, he drew a deep breath.

      “Be careful, Colt. She’s not the stayin’ kind.”

      And because he knew it was true, Colt squared his shoulders, drawing on invisible armor as he walked back through the house, down the hallway to his bedroom door. With his face set in stern lines, he twisted the knob and stepped inside.

      

      Zuri looked up, her hands pulling the belt tighter around her waist, grateful that this time she was covered neck to below mid-calf. Still, she was hyper-aware she was naked underneath it and only one knot away from making another big mistake.

      “You find everything you needed?” he asked, his tone impersonal.

      Oddly, she thought she might actually prefer that ragged edge of anger he’d blistered her with by the river. “Yes, thanks.” She dropped the ties and smoothed her hands down her sides, nervous beneath his unblinking stare. “I don’t suppose you have anything I might wear, besides this robe, that is.” She flushed at how awkward this felt, how ridiculous her situation was. A closet full of clothes hung waiting for her six hundred miles away.

      “You’re pretty skinny. I might have some sweatpants and a T-shirt, but you’ll have to cinch in the pants at the waist to keep ’em from fallin’ off.”

      Skinny? Once he’d likened her slender frame to a filly’s, and she’d taken it as the highest compliment. She lifted her chin. “That’d be fine.”

      She jerked when he strode for her, but he edged around the bed, headed to his dresser, and pulled out a pair of gray sweat pants and a navy tee. He tossed both on the bed, and then stood with his hands fisted on his hips.

      Zuri bit back a complaint, wishing he’d quit hovering because he was keeping her on edge. But when he didn’t budge, she dragged her feet to the bed, scooped up the wash-softened cotton and turned toward the bathroom.

      “Uh huh,” he said, tsking softly. “My house. My clothes. My rules.”

      She glanced over her shoulder, not knowing if she’d heard him right, but that same hard challenge he’d issued when he’d demanded the kiss was stamped all over his granite features.

      She knew she ought to ignore him and lock herself into the bathroom to dress and gather her scattered wits, but the underlying tension riding the edge of his jaw excited her.

      Colt had never been this dominating…except when they had sex. She’d loved it then. Her body seemed to crave it now. Heat bloomed again, winding around her core. A delicious little thrill accelerated her heartbeats.

      Without a saying a word, she walked back to the bed and tossed down the clothing. Then keeping her gaze glued to his, she slowly untied the belt and let the robe fall open. With a sexy shrug, she let it slide off her shoulders and pool behind her on the floor.

      Colt blinked first. His gaze trailed downward. His throat worked around a tense swallow, and Zuri couldn’t help the smile that tugged at the corners of her mouth. He might think he was in charge, but she knew better. Colt liked what he saw.

      His quickening breaths were the first clue. The curving of his fists the second. When he opened his stance, just a few inches, she nearly crowed.

      Reaching for the cotton pants, she wished she had something sexier to slide inside, then wondered if she’d lost her good sense to be thinking that way. She had enough problems on her plate. But how could she dress and prevent him seeing what this was doing to her? Bending and opening her legs to step into the sweatpants made her feel vulnerable, exposed in a way that just standing there naked hadn’t. “I don’t understand you, or why you’re doin’ this.”

      “You don’t know me.”

      “I guess that’s true. It’s been a long time.”

      “You didn’t know me then.”

      She pulled the pants upward, over the curve of her bottom, feeling a little less off-center now that her lower half was hidden from his view. The waist of the pants settled on her hips and she rolled the band to gather up the excess fabric. “Guess that’ll have to do,” she muttered.

      As she dragged the T-shirt over her head, she reminded herself why she was here. Definitely not to play games with her ex-boyfriend. She needed a safe place to stay. And she needed to keep Colt clueless until she had a chance to find her car and get rid of the damning evidence before the police found it. Her story might sound a little more believable then.

      When she pulled the fabric down, fully covering her body, only then did she raise her glance to Colt’s again.

      His brows pulled together. “Gonna tell me what’s going on? Why you’re here?”

      “I’m a little hungry,” she said, knowing her attempt to stall was completely transparent. “I don’t suppose I could eat first?”

      Colt dropped his fists and stepped closer, forcing her chin higher to hold his steady gaze. “If you’re in trouble…”

      What? He’d help? She didn’t think so. Colt appeared to be the same inflexible cowboy. He’d always judged a person’s actions as either black or white, right or wrong. No interesting muddying of the colors accepted. She’d forgotten that about him.

      She pondered telling him part of the tale, but worried he’d use what he learned to play with her some more. He seemed to like the fact he held the reins.

      Zuri licked her lips. “I need a place to stay. Just for a little while.”

      His gray eyes, once so warm and open, narrowed. A muscle flexed alongside his jaw.

      She waited him out, knowing he wasn’t satisfied with her response. The longer the moment stretched between them, the more uncomfortable she grew. Still holding his steady gaze, she shifted her bare feet, supremely conscious of the fact she wasn’t wearing a stitch of underwear, and that his clothing, while freshly laundered, still carried the hint of his unique scent. She was at his mercy. Completely.

      Colt inhaled deeply, and then issued a soft, masculine grunt. He reached down, closed his hand around hers, then tugged her closer to the bed. He sat on the edge, staring at their hands before he looked up. “If you stay…you’ll sleep here,” he said, his voice tense and ragged.

      Zuri wet her lips with her tongue because her mouth had suddenly gone dry. What he proposed sounded both wrong, yet incredibly tempting. She couldn’t get words past her tightening throat. If she could have, she didn’t know whether she would have told him to go to hell or given him a breathless yes. Instead, she squeezed his fingers.

      So many thoughts swirled in her mind. Their past, her impossibly complicated present. It sounded so simple. She’d sleep beside him. Make love with him. Maybe she’d even find out that her memories of their being together were painted in rosy hues because she’d been younger, and he’d been her first.

      Perhaps in exchange he’d give her clothes and money so that she could make a graceful exit.

      Zuri crowded closer to his knees, tilting her chin.

      Colt’s lips curved slightly at the corners, and although his gaze remained narrow, he scooted back.

      She climbed over his lap, facing him, her thighs sliding over the outside of his, not saying a word but following her instincts although they’d led her down treacherous paths before. She slipped her hand alongside his neck, felt the heavy thrum of his pulse and bent down, her mouth hovering above his. “Think you can keep this uncomplicated, cowboy?”

      A deep, throaty groan seeped between his lips, and she leaned into him, settling over the ridge throbbing beneath the placket of his jeans. She could do this. She could take what she wanted from him without losing her heart again. It was just sex. Just an arrangement for shelter, for time.

      She had no illusions that she’d be sought by the law, and soon. Her job would report her missing. The police would check her apartment and her background. But Detective David Satterly might want her involvement kept under wraps until he’d gotten to her, and that might work to her advantage.

      As Colt’s arms closed around her back, he
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