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LOVE MAKES YOUR SOUL CRAWL OUT FROM ITS HIDING PLACE...

Claudio Rizzo, now known as Gio, is in the witness protection program, hiding on a Texas ranch until he can testify against his cousin, a crime syndicate boss in Chicago. 

Gio meets Ashley Edmonds, who owns the ranch with her two brothers. He’s immediately attracted to her, but when he starts to get too close, her overprotective brother Jesse fights him, threatening to blow his cover. The Feds warn him to lay low or his cousin will find him. 

After a near disaster, Gio has a terrible feeling—his cousin knows exactly where he is.

He can’t risk Ashley getting hurt... or worse.

TRUE FREEDOM BEGINS THE MOMENT YOU HAVE NOTHING TO HIDE... 
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AS I STEPPED OUT OF the old pickup truck, the sun beat down on me with an intensity I had never experienced before. The air was dry, and the scent of dust and hay filled my nostrils. I shifted uncomfortably in my new cowboy boots, the stiff leather digging into my heels, and tugged at the too-tight jeans that hugged my legs like a second skin. I never thought I’d find myself in this predicament—here I was, a city boy from Chicago, about to apply for a job as a ranch hand.

I knew I looked out of place. I looked like a goombah from a Scorsese movie. This was the equivalent of putting a square peg in a round hole. Who the hell thought this was a good idea? Not me. The beat-up truck was supposed to be nondescript. It was going to help me fit in, along with the fucking jeans that were on the verge of castrating me.

Taking a deep breath, I adjusted the worn-out cowboy hat on my head and surveyed my surroundings. The ranch stretched out before me, vast and unfamiliar. Wide-open spaces replaced the concrete jungle I had grown up in, and the only sound I heard was the distant bellowing of cattle and the rustling of the prairie grass. Horses looked at me curiously from behind a three-rail fence. Even they realized I was the odd man out.

I approached the old wooden building that served as the ranch office, my boots scuffing against the dirt path. The creaking screen door greeted me as I stepped inside, and the aroma of coffee mingled with the tang of manure. The room was adorned with faded photographs of cowboys and horses, and a weathered map of the ranch hung on the wall, its lines and names foreign to me.

A burly man behind the desk looked up from his paperwork and raised an eyebrow at my appearance. His rough, callused hands spoke of years of hard labor, a far cry from my own soft, office worker’s hands.

“What can I do for you?” he asked, his voice laced with skepticism.

“I’m here to apply for the ranch hand job,” I replied, trying to exude confidence despite feeling like a fish out of water.

He let out a hearty laugh, shaking his head. “You don’t look like any ranch hand I’ve ever seen.”

“I saw the ad at the hardware store in the next town over,” I said.

“Old Man Jenkins sent you?” he asked.

I immediately nodded. “Yes.”

The man looked me up and down. He couldn’t be much older than I was. “If he sent you, I guess you must be all right.”

I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. “I’m a hard worker.”

“You sure you know what you’re getting yourself into, city boy?” he asked with a smirk.

Clearly, my attire wasn’t selling my story. “I don’t know if I know what I’m getting into, but I can work.”

“Ever ride a horse?” he asked.

“No.” I shook my head.

“My sister can teach you how to ride,” he said. “I’m David. David Edmonds. I’m the ranch manager.”

“I’m Cl—Gio,” I caught myself. I was still getting used to my new name. “Giovanni Ranallo, but everyone calls me Gio.”

He nodded again, looking at me like he was seeing right through everything I was saying. “I’m guessing you’ve never worked a ranch before?”

I swallowed hard, my palms growing sweaty. “I’ll admit, I don’t have any experience, but I’m a quick learner, and I’m willing to work hard.”

David leaned back in his chair, studying me for a moment before finally nodding. “Well, I suppose everyone’s gotta start somewhere. Can’t say I won’t enjoy watching you stumble around in them fancy boots, though.”

A mix of embarrassment and determination fueled my resolve as I filled out the application form, my handwriting far too neat for this rugged environment. I knew this job would push me to my limits, testing my endurance and adaptability. But it was shovel shit or die. Shoveling shit was the lesser of two evils.

As I handed over the completed form, the man gave me a half-smile. He scanned the paperwork. “You’re a big guy,” he said. “Did you play football or something?”

“No,” I said, not sure what more I should say.

“I don’t want to hire a guy that’s not going to be around more than a few days,” he said. “I need someone with a strong back, but more importantly, I need someone with a strong work ethic.”

“I have both,” I assured him.

“What kind of experience do you have?” he asked. “Have you ever had a job?”

I’d left that part of the application blank because how could I claim Claudio’s work history? There would be no way to verify it. If he verified it, I was dead—literally. “I’ve done some stuff under the table,” I said. “I worked as a bouncer mostly. I worked at a few different bars.”

“Doing what?”

“I made sure drunk morons didn’t get into fights and end up tearing the place up.” I shrugged.

“Did it happen a lot?” he asked. “Did you have to throw your weight around a lot?”

I shook my head. “No. Usually, my presence is enough to get them to sit down and behave themselves. They didn’t want to risk it. I don’t like fighting.”

David smirked. “That’s the kind of attitude we need when working with some of these horses.”

“If that’s what you need.” I nodded.

David got to his feet and extended a hand. “I think this will work fine. Welcome to the ranch. We’ll see if you’re as tough as those boots you’re wearing. Give me just a second and I’ll show you around. You’ll want to watch where you’re walking.”

I shook David’s hand, thanking him for the opportunity. As I followed him out of the office, I tried my best not to show my excitement. This was my chance to get out of town and start a new life. My chance to escape the bullshit happening in Chicago. This wasn’t my first choice, but given who I was and the way I’d lived my life the last twenty-eight years, this was the last place anyone was going to look for me.

David led me past several pens filled with horses. Some nuzzled my hand as I walked by, while others snorted and kicked dirt in my direction. “Don’t get too close to them,” David warned me. “Most of these horses are skittish and don’t like strangers. These aren’t the horses we use for lessons.”

I nodded, committing the rule to memory. I wasn’t trying to get kicked by a horse. He continued to lead me around the ranch. 

We walked past a large barn where a few men and women were grooming the horses. David introduced me to the team and gave me a quick rundown of their responsibilities. As we walked through the barn, the smell of hay and horse manure filled my nostrils. It was a smell I wasn’t used to, but it was a welcome change from the polluted air of the city.

David led me to a smaller building adjacent to the barn. “This is where you’ll be staying,” he said as he opened the door. The tiny house was small and sparsely furnished, but it was clean and had a comfortable-looking bed. “We’ll provide you with fresh linens and towels every week. If you need anything, just let me or any of the team know.”

“This works great.” I nodded. The idea of working and living on the ranch was to stay off the grid as much as I could. 

“I’ll show you where we do lessons, but we need to stay back and out of the way. My sister doesn’t like to be disturbed.”

“Your sister gives the lessons?” I asked. 

“Yes.” He nodded. “Ashley.”

We walked toward a corral—hell, I hoped that’s what it was called. I wished there was a dictionary that came with my employment. “That’s Ashley.” He pointed to a woman standing with her hands on her hips and looking pissed off. I couldn’t get much of a look at her given the horse that was pawing at the ground and shifting back and forth in front of her. “She’ll be the one to show you to ride eventually. We’ll have to see what her schedule looks like. For now, we’ve got other chores for you to handle.”

We walked away from the pen, and he pointed out a few more details with the promise someone would be showing me what to do. 

“I’ll see you bright and early,” he said. “We’re up with the sun.”

“What time is that?” I asked. 

David chuckled. “You’re definitely not a country boy. Five. Be ready to work at five.”

I pushed down the grimace. “I’ll be ready.” I couldn’t remember the last time I got out of bed at five. Usually, my goal was to be in bed by five. 

I thanked him before he left me to settle in. As I unpacked my bags, I couldn’t help but feel a pang of loneliness in my chest. I was starting over in a completely new environment, and I didn’t know anyone. But this was what I wanted. I needed a change. And if that meant leaving everything and everyone I knew behind, then so be it.

I walked out of my room and headed back to the barn to observe the team’s routine, hoping to catch a glimpse of how the day-to-day activities were managed. A few of them were in the far end of the barn, chatting and laughing as they finished up grooming their horses. I watched as they went through the motions, admiring the graceful animals that were now intently watching me.

I was a fish out of water. I just hoped like hell I could live through the coming weeks. It wasn’t going to be easy, but when I thought about what was waiting for me in Chicago, it made it a little easier to swallow. 
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​Ashley
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I CLOSED MY EYES AND counted to three. The girl was unsufferable. I wished I was allowed to pick my clients. I didn’t think I could possibly handle another lesson with Serena. She was easily one of the most obnoxious human beings I had ever encountered. I usually got along with most people. I never really had an issue with anyone. People liked me, and I liked them—but not Serena Davenport. Her family was wealthy, which she assumed made her entitled to be a bitch.

“No, Serena,” I said as calmly as I could. “You can’t jump the horse. You have to learn how to ride.”

She shot me a dirty look. “I know how to ride.”

“You need to know how to ride well,” I clarified.

She sneered at me. “I’ve been riding horses since I was a little girl.”

She was sixteen. To me, she was still a little girl. She sure as hell looked like a spoiled brat. “I’m not going to have you jumping. Your father asked me to work with you on your riding skills. That’s all we are doing.”

“That’s so lame,” she complained. “I can ride. I want to jump or run. Can’t we go out on one of the trails?”

“No!” I answered a little too forcefully.

Serena had a very high opinion of her riding skills. Truthfully, she was giving me heart palpitations just watching her ride around the corral. I had forgotten just how tall the jumps were or how they could kill the horse and rider if a mistake was made. It wasn’t my place to remind Serena of what could happen. It was my place to keep Cadence safe. I liked Cadence a lot better than Serena.

“Let’s stick with a trot,” I said. “You need to get comfortable. Learn to relax your body in the saddle.”

“I already know how,” she said with a smirk. “I’m a great rider.”

I tried not to laugh. It wasn’t possible for Serena to be a great rider. She hadn’t mastered tying her shoes. She was here because her father had asked me to teach her how to ride for real. Her father had told me he owed it to his daughter since she loved riding so much. Right now, she certainly did not look like a rider. Fortunately, she was still young enough to learn. Hopefully, she’d be able to learn from me without killing herself or Cadence.

“Case in point,” Serena said as she gave Cadence a sharp kick in the sides.

“Hey,” I said. “Don’t kick Cadence. Remember, she’s a lady. Treat her with respect.”

I would pull the girl off the horse without hesitation. That was in my contract. Any cruelty to my animals and it was over—no refunds.

“How am I supposed to get the stupid horse to go?” she complained.

“Click your tongue and give her a gentle nudge,” I said. “We’ve been over this. If you can’t do it, I’ll lead her with the reins.”

Serena rolled her eyes but did as I instructed. Cadence started to trot around the corral. I kept a close eye on things. Serena was a wild card. I couldn’t have her doing something stupid. Her father would sue the ranch, even though it was his little princess’s fault. I was glad we only had a couple more lessons. Then hopefully, she would get tired of horseback riding and move on to something else. The equine world would be grateful for it.

She glanced at her watch. “I have to go.”

“Serenity, part of your training is learning how to care for your horse,” I reminded her.

She hopped out of the saddle. “I’ll have a groom. Besides, I have a nail appointment. I know I have to give the horse water and stuff.”

It was pointless to try and teach her anything. And I would rather she not touch my horses. She didn’t have the gentle hand I preferred my horses to experience. I held Cadence’s reins as Serenity practically ran to her little BMW.

“Cadence, you have the patience of a saint,” I said and kissed the horse’s nose. “You are a perfect lady. I think you deserve an extra treat.”

I walked her back to the barn and reached for a bag of her favorite apple treats. As I handed her a piece, I heard a distant rumble of thunder. It was still sunny outside, but I knew that was a sign of an incoming storm. I quickly checked the forecast on my phone and saw that a severe thunderstorm was headed our way. I needed to get all the horses inside the barn before it hit.

I walked quickly down the row of stalls, calling out to each horse as I went. I could feel their nervous energy as the thunder grew louder. Finally, I reached the end of the row, where my favorite stallion waited.

“Hey there, boy,” I said as I opened the stall door. He whinnied in response, sensing my urgency. “We’ve got to get you and the others inside before the storm hits.”

I quickly grabbed his halter and led him out into the open paddock. The others followed as I called out to them, urging them to pick up their pace. The wind started to pick up, sending hay and dirt flying in every direction. The horses were getting skittish, and I could feel their fear rising.

“Come on, come on,” I muttered to them, my heart pounding in my chest. “We’re almost there.”

With a final effort, we reached the barn. As usual, the storm blew in, let some thunder roll, and then moved on in a hurry. There were still some clouds in the distance, which meant there was still a chance it could be a rough storm. 

I left the barn and was on my way into the house when I saw a familiar car pull up. I waited on the covered porch for my friend Mary Jane to get out. She slammed the door with her hip, her hands filled with a soda in one and a bag of food in the other. 

“What are you doing out here?” I asked. 

“I’m bored,” she said with a sigh. 

Mary Jane had earned the nickname Plain Jane a long time ago. She was pretty, but she hid her spark. She chose to wear scrubs most of the time. She was a registered nurse and seemed very comfortable in her scrubs and thick-soled shoes. Her brown hair was usually pulled up in messy bun. More often than not, there was a pencil or pen stuck in the mess of thick strands. One of her main character traits was her tendency to be bored. 

“I brought some tots,” she said. 

We sat down in the rocking chairs on the porch that overlooked the wide expanse of flat pasture that stretched out for as far as the eye could see. Almost as far. I could see the fenceposts that marked the road. 

I stuck my hand in the bag and grabbed a few of the greasy tater tots. It was one of our guilty pleasures. So far, the tots weren’t an issue for our waistlines. She was on her feet twelve hours a day at the hospital, and I was wrangling horses twelve hours a day. 

“Were you training today?” she asked around a mouthful of tots. 

I nodded. “The lovely Serena.”

She laughed. “I’m surprised you’re not drinking.”

“I just put the horses in the barn,” I said. “Do you want a beer?”

“Please,” she said. “It’ll be the most exciting thing I’ve done all day.”

I laughed and pulled open the screen door. It creaked as it had since as long as I could remember. I walked into the kitchen and opened the old, ugly refrigerator that only held drinks. I grabbed a couple bottles of beer and rejoined Mary Jane on the porch. 

“Am I ever going to get out of here?” she asked with a sigh. 

“Out of town?” 

“Yes,” she said. “When is something exciting going to happen?”

“I think the idea of living the lazy, country life is not to have anything exciting happen,” I said. “I like it nice and easy. I don’t want drama or stress. Boring is safe.”

“Boring is so dull,” she groaned. “How are we ever going to be whisked away by handsome men if we’re stuck in this place?”

“I don’t care,” I said. “I don’t have time to date. My goal is helping David make this place a success.”

“Did you guys find a new ranch hand?” she asked. 

“I don’t think so,” I answered. “David put up signs in Poleline, but I have no idea if they’ll work. We have to find something soon. Jesse is as reliable as a grenade.”

“Does he still have the itch to travel?” she asked. 

“He has the itch to kick ass and take names while playing music in between,” I said. “The guy is seriously a ticking time bomb. We need help out here. More help.”

“Maybe I should run away with Jesse,” she mused aloud. 

I knew the chances of that happening were slim to none. Jesse was the proverbial powder keg. Everyone knew it. Mary Jane, bless her heart, thought she wanted excitement, but I honestly didn’t think she could handle it. 

We finished eating the tater tots and drinking our beers while slowly rocking back and forth. It was how we spent many evenings. It was boring and uneventful and everything I wanted. 
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I TRUDGED WEARILY THROUGH the open fields, my muscles aching and my bones weary. It had only been a few days since I’d started working as a ranch hand, and already the labor was taking its toll on me. The constant toil, the endless list of menial chores, it was all beginning to wear me down.

It wore me down, but it also left me feeling pretty damn badass. I had been hauling hay, carrying big-ass fenceposts, and then digging the holes to plant the posts. I was carrying bags of cement mix like they were bags of chips. It was like two weeks’ worth of visits to the gym. I could already feel the change in my body. Add in the fact I had been sweating my ass off for three straight days, and it felt like I’d dropped ten pounds of body fat. The exercise and lack of pasta was giving me the six-pack I’d been striving for.

The days had been filled with backbreaking work. The physical demands were relentless, and my body screamed in protest with each passing hour. Every step felt like a weight dragging me closer to the ground, and I could feel the fatigue seeping into my bones. Even now, I wanted to climb into bed. Or a hot tub. A hot tub sounded like a very, very good idea. But I wasn’t going to find one of those out here. Not in Podunk, Texas. I was in the middle of nowhere. I didn’t think these people knew Italian food or what it was like to spend an evening in a hot tub with a bottle of Don Perignon and hot women.

Dust clung to my clothes, mingling with the sweat that soaked through my shirt as I dragged my sorry ass back toward the barn. The scorching sun had baked the earth, turning it into an unforgiving landscape. The tasks I’d once romanticized now felt like a never-ending cycle, a constant struggle against the elements and the demands of the ranch.

The nights offered little respite. Sleep should have been a sanctuary, a chance to recover and rejuvenate. But as I lay on what I learned was a very hard bed, the creaking of the wooden beams above my head serving as a harsh lullaby, I found no solace. My body throbbed with every movement, and I longed for a moment of reprieve.

Yet, amidst the weariness, a sense of determination lingered within me. The ranch was my safe space in a very real sense of the word. I had to be here. I had to be this dude Gio. So far, the name seemed to be working. A few of the guys were pretty cool. Their weathered faces and tans that came from working in the sun and not from some spray tan booth were a glimpse into my future if I ended up having to stay in this dusty place.

As I pushed through the fatigue, I reminded myself that this weariness was necessary. The ranch had its own rhythm, its own demands, and I was determined to prove myself worthy. I would embrace the exhaustion, the soreness, and the bone-deep weariness because I knew that within it lay the path to survival.

I caught sight of Ashley in what I now knew was called a paddock. I could seriously make a million dollars selling ranch hand dictionaries. Then again, most of the people that chose to do this for a living were brought up in the lifestyle. I had been laughed at more times than I could count over the last few days with all my questions. Shit, it was impossible to learn it all. Straw and hay were not the same. I always thought hay was hay, but I quickly learned that was not the case at all.

So far, I had yet to actually speak to Ashley. She was usually in the barn or the paddock, and I was everywhere else. I wasn’t sure if that was on purpose or just one of those things that happened. The few glimpses I’d caught of her were very rewarding. The woman was beautiful. Gorgeous. She was the kind of woman that a man could fantasize about. I couldn’t honestly say I’d ever fantasized about a country girl wearing tight jeans, boots, and baseball caps, but I did now. I wanted her to ride me like she rode those horses.

I decided to give myself a little break. Five minutes. I just wanted five minutes to ogle her. She was working with an older woman. They were standing next to the horse with Ashley’s hand rubbing the horse’s neck. I could tell she was trying to calm the older woman down. Her long blond hair was in a ponytail and pulled through the opening at the back of the baseball cap. The jeans hugged her ass just right, and I couldn’t help but stare. As I watched her, I realized that she had caught me staring. I couldn’t hide the look in my eyes even if I tried. Ashley turned around and gave me a small smile, which immediately sent shivers down my spine.

I walked away. I couldn’t risk losing my job because I was ogling the boss’s little sister. The other hands made it very clear we weren’t to look at or touch Ashley Edmonds. She was off limits. But damn, she was fine to look at. 

“Hey, Gio!” one of the guys called out. 

Break over. 

“What’s up?” I asked. 

“We need to replace a few posts in the arena,” he said. 

“What the fuck is an arena?” I asked with a groan. 

He laughed and shook his head. “City Boy, I don’t know how you landed here, but you’ve got a lot to learn.”

“No shit,” I muttered. “I didn’t think there was a trick to learning how to dig a damn hole.”

“You know, we’ve got a tractor with a hole digging attachment.”

I stopped walking. “What?”

“Yeah, it’s this cool auger thing that digs holes.”

“Why in the fuck have I been pushing a shovel and getting blisters?”

He grinned. “Because the tractor needs some repair. I’m going to assume you don’t know shit about fixing tractors.”

My shoulders slumped forward. “No, I don’t.”

He laughed. “Then we better get to running shovels.”

I reminded myself blisters were better than chopped-off fingers or blown-off kneecaps. “Let’s do it,” I said. 

As we walked to the arena, I couldn’t shake off the image of Ashley Edmonds from my mind. Her curves were all I could focus on, even as I tried to concentrate on digging the holes. But as the sun beat down on us, I couldn’t help but feel my thoughts stray toward something else entirely. 

“Hey, Gio, you good?” one of the guys asked, snapping me back to reality. 

I shook my head and chuckled, trying to ignore the heat that was starting to make me feel dizzy. “Yeah, just thinking.”

“About the boss’s sister?” he teased, nudging me with his elbow. 

“No,” I quickly said. “Don’t say that. I don’t want David or Jesse after my ass. I was just watching her work the horses.”

“I bet you’re wishing she would work you like that,” he quipped. 

“Fuck you
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