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Chapter 1

Jake Stilton, former detective first grade of the Las Vegas PD, recent resident of Liar’s Gulch, Wyoming, and perpetually errant son of disgraced senator, Aloysius Stilton, stared down the horse who refused to move.

Not one single inch.

Not for kind words.

Not for more deliberate commands.

And not for sugar cubes.

If he wasn’t so irritated he might have laughed at how much of a kindred spirit he was attempting to familiarize himself with the ranch, their roomy training paddock and the rehabilitation program they’d created here in their small corner of the world.

“He doesn’t like you.”

The words were spoken with that uniquely distinct ennui only a fifteen-year-old could utter, and he turned to stare at Olivia, his friend Trace Withrow’s recently adopted daughter and, much to his endless surprise, one of Jake’s most favorite humans to walk the earth.

“Not many do.”

“Yeah, but he really doesn’t like you. Want me to try?”

Jake nodded, well aware he was going to regret giving up his leadership with the horse on these necessary training exercises. “Give it a shot.”

He kept a close eye on Olivia, ready and willing to move in to help her if things got out of control, but equally willing to give her the room to try.

She was lanky, the tails of her flannel shirt flapping in the whippy fall wind. He’d been here since early spring and despite not having experienced a full year of seasons, had expected this cooler weather far more than the hot summer they’d just finished. His exceptionally well-trained K-9, Hogan, was enjoying the cooler weather as well.

Even now, his German shepherd had his head on his paws on the far side of the paddock, watching the entire exchange with a mix of what looked like canine amusement and extreme boredom, the breeze blowing the tips of his ears where they pointed toward the sky.

Olivia fished a few sugar cubes out of her pocket, placing them in her flat palm as she extended her hand. “You’re safe here.”

The large quarter horse didn’t move, but Jake saw the distinct quiver of his lips as he stared down at Olivia and the proffered treat.

“I wasn’t safe before I came here, but I am now,” Olivia continued on, no sign of that ennui in evidence. “You are, too.”

A hard clench at the truth of her words squeezed his chest, the reality of her life before continuing to haunt her no matter how well she was adjusting to her new one.

Don’t pretend you can’t relate.

That inward taunt was swift and immediate, a reminder they’d all come here to heal in one way or another.

Him.

The kid.

His best friend, Garner, and Garner’s brother, Trace.

And the families both were making now that women who’d been sad histories in their lives had come back in somewhat spectacular fashion.

It was a reminder that they’d all come to this place in the middle of nowhere determined to make a new start. For his friends, that start was full of hope and promise and renewal.

As for himself?

He counted himself lucky to be here and had grown content to leave it at that.

Since that one shifted a bit too close to both introspection and maudlin musings, Jake kept his focus on Olivia and off his past.

The kid still hadn’t removed her hand, instead leaving it and her gentle words as a sort of outstretched welcome to the horse.

Which made it that much more of a triumph when that large chestnut-colored body took a few steps forward, his tongue delicately lapping up the treat.

The animal was what Jake had always considered the standard color of horses, with a deep-colored coat and black mane and tail. Since coming to Wyoming, he’d learned a whole host of other colors, from bay to roan to something Trace had referred to as cremello when they were looking at some stock a few weeks before.

That horse had found a home before they could bid on it, but they’d gotten this beauty standing before Olivia instead.

“You know, kid. He still doesn’t have a name.”

“If we leave it up to Jordan he’ll be named Horsey Shark.”

Jake couldn’t hold back the commiserating smile with Olivia. Garner’s toddler daughter, Jordan, was obsessed with an online video that seemed to run on a loop inside the house. One that had earwormed its way into all their heads.

When he’d found himself humming it while feeding Hogan the day before, he’d recognized just how far gone he was.

“I don’t think she’s old enough to get a vote,” he finally said, far more diplomatically than he felt on that subject.

“You think I do?” Olivia’s eyes widened.

“I think so. You’re the one who’s getting him to respond to you. And you’re the one who’s been out here with him every day making him feel welcome. Seems only fair you name him.”

“I’ve been thinking about Orlando.”

“Like Florida?” Jake asked, somewhat surprised at the choice.

“No, um, from As You Like It. You know, Shakespeare. Nic, I mean Mom, and I were watching one of those movies from when she was a kid and it was part of the story.”

If shark songs had become a part of his daily existence, he’d diligently avoided the teen movie fest Nic had introduced Olivia to over the past few months. Mia, Garner’s new wife, had gotten into the swing of things and after you added in Jordan’s nanny, Astrid, and Bernice and Bennie, the couple who’d helped care for Jordan before they came to Wyoming, the TV had been overrun with love stories after dinner.

He, Trace, Garner and Bennie had revolted by working on the small guesthouse he was turning into his own digs on the property when Nic’s seemingly endless supply of old DVDs came out.

“It’s a good name.”

Olivia turned toward the horse, her face settling into firm lines. “What do you think, Orlando?”

The horse’s ears perked up, twitching when Olivia used the name once more.

And then he bent his head, allowing her to stroke the velvet softness of his nose.

Olivia’s smile was nearly blinding as she took another step closer, patting Orlando on his neck and bonding in the moment. Jake marveled at the small step forward.

The subtle reminder that there were always pathways forward, even when they seemed impossible to find.

He nearly took his own step closer, determined to double down on that same gentle acceptance that seemed to be working, when he heard the distinct slam of a car door. He turned in the direction of the large parking area at the end of the driveway that abutted the paddock.

And stopped dead in his tracks when he saw the woman who stood beside the car, sunglasses shielding the eyes he knew were a blazing blue.





Caroline Esterson stared at the tall, lanky man across the roughly twenty yards that separated them and knew that subtle stillness as he stood and watched her was an act.

In all reality, he was a predator, even if he did have a petite teenager and a horse by his side instead of a lethal gun in hand. He still had the lethal-looking dog beside him at the ready, though.

A subtle shiver raced down her spine and she wasn’t entirely sure if it was fear or gratitude for those attributes she could catalog so easily.

Not that she had a right to any of her opinions.

Or memories.

But she had them all the same.

It was one brief interlude. Then you two went back to hating each other.

She reminded herself of those twin facts often enough, she’d have thought it would have sunk in by now.

Since there was no place for standing there staring at each other—especially since she suspected that preternatural stillness was an act he’d perfected—she moved toward the paddock.

She wouldn’t give him a bright, soothing smile, though.

Those she’d been saving for herself and the pep talks she forced herself to listen to each morning.

The dog, Hogan, that Jake was never without, stared up at her. His canine visage remained bored but his tail thumped on the ground, that subtle and unexpected show of support pushing her spine a bit straighter.

“Jake. Good morning.”

“Caroline.” He nodded his head before his gaze drifted to the girl behind him. “Do you think you can take Orlando back to his stall?”

“I—” The kid looked about to argue before she nodded. “Sure.”

Jake directed a command and a hand signal at his hairy faithful companion, and the dog was up and trotting after the girl in a matter of seconds.

“That’s a big horse.”

“She can handle him. And if she can’t, Hogan will let me know.”

Something erupted low in her belly. While other circumstances might have suggested the stirrings of desire, Caroline opted to believe it was nerves and the sudden recognition that she had made it here.

To him.

Finally.

But it also meant now she had to do all the things she’d come to do.

With a skill she’d honed far too well in the courtroom, she procrastinated, keeping her gaze directed on the retreating form of the kid for a few beats longer.

“Why are you here?”

She was surprised he spoke first but her response—the fluent smart-ass they managed around each other—came winging out of her mouth. “To say hello?”

“Yeah. Right.”

Although he didn’t say it, Caroline heard the unspoken add on of Strike One as plain as day.

“I could ask you the same question.”

Jake only stared at her, even as the obvious notes of Strike Two hummed between them.

“I don’t answer to the Las Vegas DA’s office any longer,” he finally said, only after allowing the tension to unfurl between them several beats more.

Undeterred, she pressed on. “I have information you might be interested in.”

“There’s not a single thing I can think of that fits that bill—” He leaned forward ever so slightly, his complete sentence distinctly incomplete.

Caroline fought to stand perfectly still instead of squirm under that focus.

Well, that, and the subtle heat that drifted off his impressive chest.

“Counselor.”

Despite the flat tone and not-so-subtle layer of mocking, his steel-blue gaze sparked with interest. Caroline saw it in the slight crinkle around his eyes and the subtle tilt of his eyebrows he hadn’t managed to suppress.

Like Hogan’s tail thump, she took it as a good sign. Especially since Detective Jake Stilton was known for having the best poker face in the Las Vegas PD.

Since it was a skill that had been honed by more than a few of his colleagues in Sin City, his mastery of that bland indifference stood out.

Jake’s the best. You need to talk to someone, you go find him.

Her grizzled mentor had encouraged Caroline to seek Jake out for a trial she’d faced that hadn’t only seemed full of holes but also actually had so many of them you could shine a light through each and every one.

Jake had been that light.

He hadn’t wanted to get dragged into someone else’s poorly handled case. He’d made that more than obvious, but he’d helped her all the same. It was a trait she admired the hell out of, even when the two of them could barely breathe the same air without wanting to kill each other.

Or destroy each other in far more interesting ways…

Once again, heat licked across her skin as those memories that were never too far from the surface electrified her nerve endings.

What they’d had was technically not a one-night stand since it had lasted a full weekend, but Caroline had wasted far too many brain cells reliving those heated moments together.

And with everything just fizzling after, she’d ruined any shot at repeating the experience.

Since he’d dismissed her problems, Caroline figured she’d use that to her advantage and see just how indifferent he really was. Shifting her attention toward the large barn the kid had gone to with the horse and Hogan, she said, “This is a nice place.”

When he said nothing, she added, “It’s a far cry from Las Vegas.”

“Most everything is.”

That large frame was still preternaturally still when she turned back to face him. A light breeze ruffled the ends of his hair he kept a bit too long, and those sharp eyes still remained immovable on her.

“Is she yours?”

“Who?” Confusion flashed—quick and immediate—in his eyes. “The horse?”

“That teenage girl who just walked off with a horse four times her size.”

“She’s my friend’s daughter.”

Relief slammed through her in waves so stark she nearly lost her breath. And had to admit to herself she’d braced far harder for him to say yes than she cared to admit. “She thinks you’re pretty great.”

“The feeling’s mutual.”

Jake took a few steps back. “Why don’t you just come out with it. I’m not some jury you’re trying to lead down a primrose path. And I may not know you well, but I know you well enough that you won’t leave until you tell me what you came here for.”

“Your father’s in trouble.”

The hard, bitter laugh wasn’t a surprise, but the utter disdain that painted his features was. She’d have expected to see anger carve its way into that firm, stubble-lined jaw.

What she hadn’t anticipated was the absolute sadness that seemed to settle over him like a blanket.

“What has good old Al done now?”

“Rumor is running high he got in with the wrong crowd.”

“Running with the wrong crowd is my father’s specialty. I’m sorry you came over seven hundred miles to tell me this. Especially because last time I checked, we still get phone service up here in the Wild West.”

“Would you have taken my call?”

The question was deliberate and she’d bet Jake knew damn well why she’d asked.

It was why she’d gotten into her car and driven all night to get here.

It was also why she was willing to face her own sizable baggage to come up here and speak to him.

And even with that level of understanding and expectation, his quickly winged back “no,” still cut her off at the knees.





Would you have taken my call?

Despite the fact that his resounding no still hung between them, Caroline’s question slammed between Jake’s ears like a pinball.

He’d have wanted to talk to her; that was for damn sure.

But would he have?

It pissed him off that he’d likely have caved then.

It pissed him off even more that he already felt the subtle clues that he was going to cave now.

Hadn’t it always been that way?

The woman intrigued him beyond his better judgment and had since the first time they’d met, shooting hostile barbs at each other over a breakfast of steak and eggs at an off-Strip all-you-can-eat buffet.

Actually, the steak had been for him. She’d primly sipped black coffee and picked at a few scrambled eggs.

That first time she’d come to him she’d wanted his help with collecting evidence on a hotshot drug dealer who kept slipping through the system. Despite his own desire to get the man behind bars, he’d told her it was a fool’s errand, the dealer’s cadre of loyal foot soldiers ensuring he operated above the law.

Unable to resist the determination in that earnest blue gaze, he’d helped anyway, finding the evidence she needed to make her case, capped off with Hogan’s undeniable find of a cache of heroin stowed in a warehouse just shy of the Vegas-Henderson border.

Not that it would have mattered. The merger decades ago between the Las Vegas PD and the Clark County sheriff’s office had ensured he could have crossed that boundary and still been well within his jurisdiction.

But she’d been right.

And that ridiculous streak of determination he was hard-pressed to say no to had come to him again six months later, detailing a prostitution ring that was actually a human trafficking organization. He’d helped there, too, wading in once he’d gotten nothing substantial in the way of help from the captain of the vice squad.

Only the joke had been on him in the end.

Because he’d gotten Caroline the evidence Vice chose to ignore, but he’d gotten a hell of a lot more.

The knowledge that his father was aiding and abetting the entire operation, rolling in profits in exchange for using his influence to eliminate suspicion on the perpetrators.

It was only then that he understood the world was far worse—and considerably more corrupt—than he’d ever imagined.

Hard-won wisdom, his grandmother would have called it.

All Jake had figured was he’d spent his career observing the worst in people, never actually realizing he felt so comfortable with the work because he’d come from the same.

And then Caroline had showed up.

Bright and fresh and standing outside the courtroom where his father had been indicted. She’d extended a hand and invited him to drinks at a watering hole about a mile away.

“I don’t do lawyer bars,” Jake had muttered, even as he took her hand.

“I don’t, either.”

“Then why are you taking me to one?”

He had no idea why he’d taken her hand. Even less why he was allowing her to walk him out of the courthouse. But her hand fit perfectly in his and her dark hair framed her face as she glanced back over her shoulder at him as they exited the building.

“I’m taking you to my favorite dive in Vegas. Even the poorest lawyer working on a first year’s public defender’s salary wouldn’t be caught dead in this place.”

“I guess that’s all right.”

“The wine is pure crap but they have surprisingly good beer. All on tap.”

“I’m in.”

Caroline hadn’t said anything else—likely a record for the two of them—but she hadn’t let go of his hand, either.

And in a matter of hours he was inviting her home, claiming he needed to get Hogan fed before they could continue their evening bar hopping and splitting the car service bills by each leg of the trip.

Only they hadn’t called a car. And he’d barely gotten the dog outside and fed before he was dragging her up into his arms, positioning her on the counter as they tore each other’s clothes off.

Bone-melting counter sex had morphed into a few deeply interesting hours on his couch before they’d ended up in his bedroom. Other than taking care of the dog and calling in takeout since the contents of his fridge were bachelor-cliché empty, they’d spent the entire weekend together.

When they took a car on Sunday back to the bar where they’d left hers on Friday, he’d considered asking her to dinner that week. By the time she drove him to the courthouse parking lot to pick up his car, the air between them was so thick a jackhammer couldn’t have broken through.

Whatever happy bubble had descended over them through the weekend had somehow hardened into an ugly shell of reality by the time the courthouse came back into view. And whatever thoughts Jake had about asking her out or continuing whatever had exploded between them faded as he got out of her car to get into his.

It had felt like a switch flipping, one more example of how he wasn’t truly cut out for relationships.

And in the year since, he’d only ever taken solace in the reality that he was right.

Whatever halcyon moments they’d shared inside the bubble couldn’t keep the ugliness away.

Nor could it hide all that was to come.

His father’s fall from grace.

The collective fish eye that kept casting his way from his colleagues as his father’s trial progressed.

And the reality that he was ultimately under suspicion, too, no one entirely sure he wasn’t tainted by Senator Stilton’s crimes.

He’d cleared that hurdle and was already thinking about his next gig when Garner Withrow’s call came out of the blue, inviting him to Liar’s Gulch and the horse rescue he and his brother started.

With his natural love of animals, a ranch in the middle of nowhere that was as physically different from the Las Vegas Strip as a person could get felt like a good idea. But in the months since Jake had arrived, he could admit to himself it had been a very good idea.

The ranch was exactly as advertised—they did train as well as rehabilitate horses—but it also fronted a group of people committed to finding justice for others where needed. Garner’s career in the Navy SEALs and Trace’s in the CIA had made them perfect for taking on personal jobs that they got to choose themselves.

No big missions.

No government interference.

No risk that others were pulling the strings from behind the scenes.

Individual work that actually helped people.

Jake had only just arrived in Wyoming when they helped Trace’s new wife, Nic, with finding and rescuing Olivia. He’d then supported his friend when Garner’s old flame, Mia, showed back up with their daughter, Jordan, in tow. Her role as analyst on Garner’s last mission gone horribly wrong had led her to keep the baby out of sight until she could figure out who was behind the death of three SEALs.

It had been satisfying to take down the tech mogul behind those deaths, Theo Stockton, with Garner and Mia. That mission had been oddly cathartic, too, especially since his old man had been a huge supporter of Stockton’s company.

They’d taken on two other jobs since he’d been here. An older couple in Liar’s Gulch were victims of a phishing scheme, and he’d used his police training to help reverse engineer the crime and lead the county sheriff, Dawson Kane, to the perpetrators who were working just over the Idaho border.

He’d also supported Nic when she’d quietly hunted down information on Olivia’s mother. The woman had been responsible for putting her child in danger, and he’d gladly run down as much dirt on the woman as he could find. More than enough to ensure the court ruled in favor of Nic and Trace’s adoption of the child who already wanted the life they offered her.

It was all a far cry from where he’d come, but his new life felt right. Solid.

And most of all, it fit.

Which was the lone point that finally sank in. This wasn’t the life he’d known but it was a life he was building for himself, and she had no right to come in and screw it up.

“Why are you really here?”

“I told you. Your father got in with the wrong crowd.”

“Old news.”

Caroline stared at him, considering. That intense gaze was something he’d never been able to look away from, and it was humbling to realize that despite almost a year passing since he’d last seen her, he was helpless to look away now.

“Please tell me you’re not so naive as to think your father’s big disgrace was limited to some low-level players in Las Vegas?”

“I stopped worrying a while ago about whatever choices dear old Dad makes.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “You don’t care?”

“I said worry, but sure, we can go with care if that makes you feel better.”

That subtle tension that had always characterized their interactions faded as Caroline moved closer. Jake didn’t want to think about the way his body warmed or how he caught the light scent of her—a surprisingly arousing cross between strawberries and freshly sharpened pencils.

Nothing about that should be sexy, yet it was.

It made no sense.

It never had.

But rational or not, his body wasn’t immune to her nearness.

“I’m here because it’s bad, Jake.”

With that same sinking sensation he’d had all those months ago sitting across from her in a noisy Las Vegas buffet, Jake recognized the truth.

He was going to help her again.

“Bad how?”




Chapter 2

Caroline recognized the gamble she was taking coming to Jake’s turf. Entering his world was fraught with risk for both of them, and while the temptation to see him ran as high as it always had, she’d never wanted to come here.

Her plan—solid as it was—had been to keep him ignorant of all that was going on in his father’s case. Jake had suffered enough at the exposure of his father’s crimes and she refused to drag him back into things.

Especially because she feared his duty-and-honor streak would drag him down a path he’d never escape.

Her handy plan came to an abrupt halt when a man attacked her three nights ago as she headed for her car after work. Only then had she finally admitted to herself that what was going on had far more sinister tentacles than she’d first realized.

And that, maybe, it was possible she was in over her head.

The mounting evidence against Aloysius Stilton had been managed by a small team of prosecutors, working in tandem with the federal government. Caroline wasn’t assigned to the work, but an anonymous tip had proved too tempting to ignore and she’d gone and tugged the lead anyway.

Only to find the corruption went back a lot further than she’d imagined.

“Can we go somewhere private to talk?”

Jake briefly glanced around the paddock, a wry smile on his face. “God’s country isn’t private enough for you?”

“I was thinking I could buy you lunch and walk you through it all. I saw a diner when I drove through town.”

It smacked a bit too close to their very first meeting over breakfast, but Caroline persisted anyway. She’d always believed food bonded people.

Sex does, too, her conscience whispered.

Since that avenue wasn’t up for discussion, no matter how much her body hummed to life each time she looked at him, Caroline deftly ignored those whispers.

Their lone weekend was a magical interlude in a personal life that was basically a sex desert.

Which was the real danger in coming here.

A prosecutor needed calm reason on their side, and every bit of hers flew straight away whenever she got within six feet of Jake Stilton.

But she needed his help. And if her suspicions were correct, he needed hers, too.

Even if her lunch invitation was still hanging wide-open right here in the middle of the paddock.

With a glance toward the barn, Jake nodded. “Let me go check on Olivia and put Hogan up and we can leave.”

Without waiting for her to agree or disagree, he turned and headed for the barn, following the same direction child, horse and dog had headed off to earlier.

The urge to call out his lack of hospitality was strong, and Caroline almost called him back to ask for a glass of tepid tap water just to bait him, but held off at the last minute. The verbal sparring had always been part of their repertoire, but it had never included that desolate look in his eyes. One that tugged at places she kept deeply buried, refusing to look too closely at her feelings.

She avoided thinking about him as an act of self-preservation. Their weekend of amazing sex and even more amazing personal connection had ended as abruptly as it started, and she hated her role in that.

How quiet it had gotten between them as they took a taxi from his place to get her car left behind Friday night in the bar parking lot. The even more awkward quiet that had descended as she’d driven him to his at the courthouse.

It was like a demarcation, those car rides giving the space for reality to slam back in.

In the time since, she’d berated herself that maybe they should have just left in opposite directions and had a chance to salvage more time with each other. If they’d only done that, retreating to their respective corners after all that connection, perhaps they could have had a date later that week or made plans to meet up for lunch.

Or, ya know, just had more sex.

But reality had come back, and Jake had been forced to work through the embarrassment of his father’s fall from grace as well as a review of his own work through Internal Affairs.

Caroline had kept tabs on all of it, working her sources and well-honed ability to exchange gossip as a means to finding out what was going on. Quid pro quo might be illegal as a business strategy but it worked incredibly well when it came to earning social capital.

The unbidden thoughts of their weekend together might be ruthlessly tamped down each time they filled her mind, but the need to understand what was happening to Jake professionally was non-negotiable as far as Caroline was concerned.

What she hadn’t banked on all these months later was to see how he’d changed. The man who’d left Las Vegas six months ago was too thin, his blue eyes haunted as his powerful, whipcord body edged toward gaunt.

The man who’d stood before her in the fresh Wyoming air still carried that haunted look in his eyes—especially if you knew to look—but he’d put weight back on. His skin was tanned, with a healthy, fresh-faced look that was reassuring.

And far too enticing for her own good.

“Hello?”

The gentle voice pulled her out of her musings, and she turned to find an older woman with a kind, careworn face waving to her from the large parking area that spanned the distance between the paddock and the house. In deference to the cold, the woman had on a vivid red coat that perfectly complimented her dark skin. In a move Caroline saw as pure stylish genius, the older woman managed to telegraph warm
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