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I rolled into her tiny town, a big-city billionaire ready to claim what’s mine—her land.

She’s a force, fierce and independent, guarding her world with a gun and a heart I shouldn’t want.

We’re enemies from the jump, but every clash ignites something dangerous.

I’m supposed to break her walls, not crave her touch.

She’s off-limits, a small-town dream I can’t have, yet I’m drawn to protect her—even from me.

One deal could ruin us both, or bind us forever.

I’ve got the power, but she’s got the fight. Will I win the land or lose my soul?
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“Chloe? Chloe, you awake, honey?”

She had a hard decision to make. It was close to two in the morning, and Chloe knew she had no business being awake at such a godawful hour. If she pretended not to hear her mother, then perhaps she would be allowed to keep sleeping. But then she would probably run the risk of irritating her father.

After all, she knew exactly why her parents were looking for her.

“Chloe?” The young woman squeezed her eyes tightly shut, turning her face even more flush against the pillow. It was Saturday. People usually slept in on Saturdays. She wanted to sleep in, that was for sure.

Unfortunately, it didn’t look like it was meant to be.

“Chloe Sanukh-Trellis, I know you can hear me. You just moved.” Chloe cracked open one eye to see her mother looking down at her with a thinly veiled smile of amusement.  “Come on now. I’ve made potato pancakes with honey. Your favorite.”

That was enough to perk her up almost immediately. If anything, Chloe could say that her parents always gave her decent recompense when they woke her up at the butt crack of dawn.  A hot meal and some encouragement went a long way. Slowly, she dragged herself into a sitting position. Though her bed was only a queen, she was dwarfed by the coverlets and pillows. Chloe had always been a small girl, and though she had thrown a tantrum when her mother told her she would likely never reach five feet, by the age of thirteen, she’d come to accept her lot.

“Come on, darling. Your father is waiting.” Marian Trellis was just as diminutive as her daughter, making it easy to kiss her on the cheek in encouragement.

By then, the smell of the meal her mother had cooked had begun to waft down the hall. It provided enough impetus to get her dressed and to the kitchen in her bare feet. Thankfully, the summer night was mild enough that she could get away with shorts and a t-shirt - anything more might have stifled her.

Her father was already at the table  - as imposing and dark-skinned as her mother was light and pale. Charlie Sanukh was one of the last in a long line of Apache chiefs and one of the only remaining native Apache Indians left in Texas. Chloe, born of the union between her Apache father and Caucasian schoolteacher mother, was half-Native American.

But that didn’t mean that her father expected her to know any less of their traditions. He was already wearing his ceremonial vest and the doeskin pants his own mother, Chloe’s grandmother, had made for him before she passed away the year before. 

Chloe wasn’t yet old enough to wear the ceremonial clothes that lie, fastidiously wrapped, at the bottom of a trunk in her closet. For now, her shorts and t-shirt would do.  

“You awake, hail?” Chloe’s father had called her the Apache word for mouse since she was born, and it always made her smile. Everyone in town was wary of his stern, deeply lined face and black eyes, but to her, he was simply her father - and his outer brusqueness was just a shield to protect the warmth he carried within.

“I’m awake.” Her lips curved upwards into a smile as she reached for the plate her mother served her.  

“I know you’re tired. And that it’s Saturday.” It was as if her father could read her mind, and that was one of the things Chloe loved most about him. “But this is important, hanil. And I want to share it with you.”

Chloe, whose mouth was full of potato pancakes, only nodded in compliance. Now that she was fully awake and stuffing her face, her two am wake-up call didn’t seem too horribly rash. The summertime moonlight was oddly invigorating, and she found herself itching to feel the forest soil under her feet.

The moment she was finished, she was up and headed for the door, hardly waiting for her mother to provide her with a large bottle of water for the trek ahead of them. The young woman lingered only a moment while her mother kissed her father lingeringly, and then they were off, through the still and silent woods.

This, Chloe had long decided, was far cooler than anything her peers were doing. They were so concerned about who was going with who to the school dance or so and so’s new car...she doubted any of them had ever just stopped to appreciate the world around them.

And what a magnificent world it was.

The leaves above her head were thick but not quite thick enough to block out the moon entirely. Instead, they cast dark patches of shadow that contrasted beautifully with the silvery splotches that surrounded them. Evergreen, oak and beech - each tree had its own pattern; and thanks to her father, Chloe knew them all.

She could tell how old a tree was by counting the grooves in its trunk, tracking small animals by the minute trails they left behind, and even telling the weather for the next few days by the quality of the air. This, her father had always stressed, was good land - some of the last land of their people.

And they had to appreciate it.

Tonight’s full moon brought with it a monthly ritual. Chloe and her father were looking for small, bright Amaris flowers. The petals produced a particularly potent dye, which her father used to color thread, which he would weave into bolts of cloth that always caught the eye of tourists. The land, thankfully, provided enough for him to supplement his wife’s minute income, and he had every intention of passing the tradition down to his only daughter.

They didn’t speak. There was really no need to. Instead, Chloe merely followed her father through the trees, each of her treads perhaps half of his. The man had been bringing her out here since she could barely walk - had fought when his wife pleaded that she wait. Only the profession that Apache girls half her age were out with their parents finally made her relent.

And now, Chloe’s mother never questioned the rightness of what she learned. There was no longer any need to.

Chloe’s eyes lit on two raccoons scampering up a nearby tree. They were far too absorbed in their own lives to wonder at the two intruders in their domain - and that was how she preferred it. Chloe preferred the forest undisturbed and natural - just as her father taught her.

Without a word, she curled her small, chestnut-brown hand around his larger one. It was times like these that she felt closest to her father. She didn’t worry about what her fellow students in school said about him or the insults they spat about her family. She didn’t have to care how the townspeople looked at her when she went with her mother to buy groceries or visit the doctor. Here, there was no one to judge them but the trees and the wind.

And life was absolutely perfect. 
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Twenty Years Later

“You’ve got to be shitting me.”

At his brother’s drawled, disbelieving statement, Alistair only frowned in disapproval. “Do I? You’re the one that gave me the assignment.”

“I gave you a list of assignments,” Ethan returned, leaning back in his chair as a look of obvious exasperation stole over his face. “In prioritized order. Texas was number five.”

At that, Alistair merely smirked. He had been working with his brothers for long enough to know just the right buttons to press. Unlike Ethan, he couldn’t stand bowing and scraping to Vlad for too long before he lost his damn mind. He was more similar to Toshiro in the fact that he liked to be away from New York as much as possible.

And just now, he wanted to go to Texas.  

Alistair had reviewed all the options Ethan had set before him.  There was a trip to Morocco to talk to a prominent land baron about selling some of his less oil-rich properties. Or he could take a jaunt to South Africa to help look over locations for a new office building. But Alistair had been out of the country a lot lately, and one of the luxuries of his position was that he had a large say in his next assignment.

It was one of the ways his family liked to keep him in check.

“Why Texas?”

Alistair had known that this particular question was inevitable. If Vladimir was the master of the entire operation, then Ethan held the purse strings. It was his say-so that decided where company funds could be most efficiently used, and that was why Alistair was glad to have this conversation with Ethan and not Vlad.

“Come on, Ethan. It’s the cheapest option on the table right now.”

His younger brother rolled startlingly blue eyes. “We’re not exactly hurting for money just now, Alistair.”

In truth, Alistair couldn’t remember the company ever being in decline. Their father ensured that his early struggles with Kensley Corp were things of the past - issues his sons would never have to deal with. 

“So, you’re saying you can’t see this as an opportunity to save money?”

“I’m saying you have to have an alternative agenda. You usually do.”

Goddamn it. He was the eldest. He was supposed to be the one who intimidated everyone else. Instead, the Scot often found himself falling victim to his own predictability. As a child, his mother often told him that he should try behaving himself for a change to surprise all of them.

Alistair liked to think he’d mellowed out a bit since then. After all, he was almost forty. But he had reason to believe that his mother still considered him the great troublemaker of her brood. 

And considering that he was up against a contender like Ethan, that was saying a lot. 

“Can’t I just want a little peace and quiet? I mean, we’re talking about a little patch of nowhere in the middle of Texas. The equivalent of some real R&R.” Alistair answered truthfully. “I’d like to avoid jet lag for a little while, if at all possible.”

Ok, it was half the truth. What he wouldn’t say was that the town was close to a few mountain ranges that provided spectacular hiking opportunities. Week-long excursions, sheer drops down cliff faces...just the kind of thing Alistair liked to do in his spare time.

Ethan only eyed him skeptically. After all, he was the one who most often worked with Alistair. The eldest of them avoided Vlad and his lectures when he could, Toshiro’s travel schedule often put them out of contact for weeks and Lucas and he could butt heads because they were so spectacularly different - which meant that Ethan often had to pick up the slack.

That was, for all intents and purposes, fine with Alistair. Better Ethan than Vlad or his mother, both of whom were still busy trying to make him into a stand-up member of society.

How dare they.

“If I send you there, you’d better get this done. It may be fifth down on the list, but we’re talking about one of the biggest jobs of the year, acquisition-wise.”

Alistair resisted the urge to roll his eyes. If Ethan was a master accountant and Vlad was the boss because it was in his blood, then one would reason that he had his job for a reason. That reason, as far as he knew, was because he had never failed to acquire a piece of land that the company considered pivotal.

The issue of land acquisition had, in fact, been a bit of an issue before Alistair stepped into the position. Their father had an entire department that handled assignation and purchasing, and their success rate had only been about fifty percent. At one point, it had been suggested that Lucas join the team. He was, indeed, so good with people (and especially strangers) that he might have been the department’s biggest asset. Unfortunately, the youngest Kensley had long been adamant that the business wasn’t for him, and even the offer of a department head position wasn’t enough to sway him. 

In Alistair’s mind, however, there was no rush. Lucas was still young. If he decided he didn’t want to work in the family business, there were still plenty of options for him. Atop that, if Lucas had finally relented to being part of one of the world’s largest corporations, Alistair wouldn’t have found his perfect niche.

While he wasn’t as good with people as his youngest brother, Alistair had a certain drive when it came to getting things done. He knew when to be a gentleman when to threaten, and when to cajole. It didn’t hurt, he supposed, that he was close to seven feet of muscular, imposing, red-headed, bearded Scotsman. People tended to think twice before challenging him, and Alistair had used that particular boon to his advantage many times. On the off chance that he happened to attend a family gathering or event, those who didn’t know him tended to gravely underestimate the imposing man.

Since he was younger, those around him had always mistaken his size as compensation for intelligence. In fact, Alistair was no less intelligent than his brothers. As he was the eldest, his father had once asked him how he’d like to take on the company when he came of age, and Alistair, being intelligent, had vetoed the idea so fast he had surprised even the old man.

Even in his teens, it had been obvious that Alistair wasn’t the one meant to take over the company. He didn’t have the patience or the wherewithal to sit in an office every day and hand down decisions from on high. He’d go stir-crazy. He wanted to be out, about, and on the road. He wanted to know if the decisions he made were making a difference.

This is why he was the first to suggest that Vlad fill their father’s shoes instead. Serious, studious, insular Vlad, who cared more about pleasing the world than he did about himself.

He was absolutely perfect. Kensley Corporation needed someone who would think about the image of the company first and foremost - someone for whom impulsiveness wasn’t on the menu. Alistair - himself the very idea of impulsiveness - was bound to mess up sometimes when a decision mattered most. Better to leave the big guns to Vladimir, who always thought and rethought something ten times over before finally making a decision.

And the notion stuck.

Of course, Vlad himself had been absolutely horrified when Alistair first suggested it when they were kids. There had, for a while, been a general consensus that Alastair was going to fill his father’s shoes whether he liked it or not. Though the whole idea of primogeniture was pretty archaic, it still held fast - at least until Alistair got everyone else to believe as much as he did that Vlad was much better suited to the position.

Why not use him to bully their business associates into acquisition deals instead? Of course, when he described his job so casually, it usually earned him a swift cuff on the head from whoever else was around - but that was all par for the course. He was who he was - and Alistair quite liked himself.

“I know it’s a pivotal piece of land, Ethan,” He finally relented to his younger brother, leaning against one side of the doorway. “And I know I’ve never failed to get what you want before, so I doubt you need to worry now.”

Ethan sighed, a small smirk twitching the corners of his mouth. “I always worry when you’re involved. No other choice.”

“Ha, ha,” Alistair replied dryly. “You’re bloody funny, you know that?”

“The funniest.”  Anything further Ethan might have said was cut off when his phone buzzed atop his desk. “Gimme a sec, Alistair. Gotta take this.”

Ethan took every call he received, and most of them came from women eager to find out if his prowess in bed was really as prolific as rumored. Ethan didn’t bother to stem the tide because he loved women so damned much. Surprisingly, he didn’t love any one woman enough to settle down with her. On the one hand, Alistair could understand that perfectly well, as it would take one hell of a woman to deal with his younger brother and his dalliances. On the other hand, Ethan tended to be a saint when it came to women's concerns, so why was marriage so far down on his to-do list?

Now, of course, wasn’t the time to ask. If Alistair had his way, he’d be in Texas by the end of the week and working his way through those magnificent mountains less than half a day later. If the acquisition they sought was really as pivotal as his brother claimed, there was no question he would get it - and in short order. While Alistair didn’t mind taking chances where his own life was concerned, he knew better than to toy with the future of the company. He respected his father and family far too much.

“So, if I give this to you,” Ethan had apparently finished his phone conversation, and dangled the file folder with the Texas assignment in it in front of his brother like a particularly succulent bit of steak, “Promise me you’re not going to do anything to give Mom a heart attack.”

Alistair merely snorted in amusement, snatching at the folder quickly. You’d think his extra height would give him an advantage, but Ethan spirited it out of his reach before he could put up a fight. “Fucking promise me, Alistair. You’ll be a thousand miles away, which means I’ll have to deal with anything that happens if you break your neck.”

The Scot exhaled a long-suffering sigh. Ethan always knew how to entrap him. Of all his brothers, the American-born man was, without a doubt, the wiliest. “Fine. I won’t do anything too dangerous.” When Ethan’s eyes narrowed skeptically, Alistair groaned. “Christ, man, I promise!”

His brother kept him dangling for a few more seconds before finally relinquishing the folder.

“Good.” He sank into his office chair, running fingers through his hair in exasperation. “Why am I always the one trying to get you to behave? Shouldn’t you be nearing your mid-life crisis or something? You’re too damned old to baby.”

“That’ll be the day,” Alistair smirked. “This office is going to drive you all barmy way before me.”

In retaliation, Ethan tossed a pen at him. “Get the hell out.”

Alistair grinned as it bounced harmlessly off a burly shoulder. “Give Vlad my regards.”

“Out!” Even as Ethan ushered him through the door, Alistair caught his amused smile. They barely got to see one another these days, so a little healthy ribbing was all par for the course. He wouldn’t be doing his duty if he didn’t give his brother a hard time. But now that he had Ethan’s blessing, it was time for him to prepare for his newest assignment.

He started perusing the file in the elevator on his way out of the building. As always, everyone in the elevator gave him a wide berth. If they weren’t intimidated by his sheer size, then his beard and fierce gaze always seemed to do the trick. He was a Kensley - no one could deny that. But he was nowhere near as straight-laced as his brothers, and he never would be.

Though he had a rough idea of what the Texas assignment entailed, the file brought him completely up to speed. A source had recently discovered an untapped source of oil there, as well as large copper and mineral deposits at the foot of the mountains. It was probably one of the richest sites they’d stumbled upon in a decade. Unfortunately, they could do nothing but marvel until they had rights to the land.

Alistair didn’t suspect said rights would be hard to acquire, especially considering the location. He’d gotten far more controversial contracts signed in only a few short weeks. Large firms tended to lose their minds at the idea of a hostile takeover, but Alistair had ways of making them come around. From what he’d read, it didn’t seem that the owner of the land in Texas was a corporation.

By the time he reached the car waiting for him at the curb, he was scanning the history of the acquisition. Almost immediately, he frowned. The patch of land belonged to the Apache Native Americans, of which less than two hundred remained in the state. Not only that, but this particular plot belonged to an individual.

The Scot’s frown only deepened. Acquisitions from individuals were, by far, the most troublesome. That wasn’t to say that Alistair couldn’t get it done. He had and would continue to. It was simply that people tended to cling to land for sentimental purposes, while companies could always be persuaded when it came to cost-benefit analysis. People were unpredictable.

Just like Alistair.

With a sigh, he flipped to the last page of the file. The image paperclipped there made him arch a brow in surprise. It was a picture of the landowner, Chloe Sanukh-Trellis. The fact that it was a woman made him feel a little better. Women tended to be a bit easier to win over. Despite his often overbearing demeanor, Alistair liked to think that, when the occasion called for it, he could all but ooze charm. 

And this woman...well, suffice to say, she was one he didn’t think he would mind charming. 

Chloe looked every bit at her mixed Native-American and Caucasian heritage - tanned skin, gorgeous, dark slanted eyes, and full mouth. Long, raven-colored hair hung over her shoulders into oblivion. He had to wonder just how long it was. If she wore it down or pinned it up. More importantly, he mulled over the glare she seemed to be giving the camera. The woman was, without a doubt, absolutely gorgeous. But it didn’t look as if she cared a single bloody whit for her looks. There was unmitigated warning in those eyes of hers, and, perversely, it tickled his fancy far more than it should.

He forced his gaze lower over the details of the landowner. She apparently made a living guiding people on nature walks through her property and making Apache crafts with resources she plucked from the land. Didn’t necessarily sound like someone who’d vacate easily, but Alistair had never missed an acquisition he was set on getting.

And he wasn’t about to start now.

Unlike the rest of his family, the Scot wasn’t crazy about living in the city. He found New York to be completely stifling, even at the best of times. His family’s Long Island Manor was slightly better. About fifty miles away from the hustle and bustle of the city, at least there, he could relax somewhat.

But Alistair’s favorite retreat was one of his own making. When he could steal a few weeks at home, he did it on Bear Mountain. 

It had taken him almost five years to get permission to build there, but Alistair had been determined. He could think of no other place he might want to spend his time off. When they were younger, his father had taken all five of his sons on a yearly trip to the Mountain. Their mother always stayed behind, happy to let them have a male bonding experience. 

Of course, the different brothers each had their own opinions about the great outdoors. Vladimir spent most of his time inside the tent, worried that his fair skin would burn or that some insect would make a home underneath his skin. Ethan, good-natured as he was, had tromped behind their dad on almost every adventure. Besides Alistair himself, he was always the first to take a sprawl in the dirt or fall into the lake - and he was always the first to pick himself up. Lucas did his best to coax Vladimir out into the open. Even when he was younger, his primary goal had been getting them all to spend time together. Toshiro was always glad to participate. He chose making smores and telling stories over hiking and swimming, and, despite his boisterous own behavior, Alistair had always tried to make sure each and every one of his brothers enjoyed the trips. They had been instrumental in cementing them as a family. He, of course, had been busy tearing a swathe of destruction through the campsite, as was his prerogative. Jackson was the only one who’d ever been able to rein his son in, but when they were on the Mountain, he didn’t have to. The man was a full proponent of letting lessons about the outdoors teach themselves.

And Alistair had learned a whole hell of a lot.

When he’d insisted on building his home on Bear Mountain, no one in the family had been surprised. After the long legal slog it took to actually acquire and clear the land, he had then insisted on helping build the actual house himself. Jackson, ever amused by his son’s antics, had actually turned up on a few occasions to help before his wife gave him an earful, but Alistair was proud that he’d had a hand in constructing his own home.

Compared to his brothers’ abodes, it was modest. A three-bedroom cabin on two acres, surrounded by woodland. It took about an hour and a half to reach the city, and that was precisely the way Alistair liked it. When he was actually at home, only his family took the time and effort to reach him, and even then, he was more than a little off the beaten path.

He liked his solitude - which was why he sent the driver packing almost as soon as he had dropped him off. Alistair would have preferred to drive himself, but he hated having to navigate in the city. He’d leave that to Ethan and his fancy Aston Martin.

The moment he walked in the door, the decadent smell of beef wafted across the entryway towards him. Alistair did his best not to salivate. In his haste to get to Ethan, he hadn’t eaten all day. “Please tell me that’s what I think it is,” he groaned in anticipation. Alistair toed off his boots the moment he stepped through the door, and an amused laugh echoed from the kitchen.

“You’re not going to bluster and bitch about me being in your house?” At the question, touched with a hint of British culture, Alistair merely rolled his eyes.

“You’re cooking, so you get a pass this time.” He took the three or four steps that brought him onto the main level of the house. The open floor plan revealed a sprawling kitchen that Alistair had to admit that he was a stranger in, a rustic dining area, and a living room with floor-to-ceiling windows that gave a breathtaking view of the valley below. Lucas was making himself at home in the disused kitchen. He probably knew it better than Alistair and had no qualms about utilizing the room to its fullest. His dark eyes met his brother’s as he smirked.

“Who said it’s for you?”

Alistair collapsed into one of the dining chairs with a low grunt. “It had better be for me, or you’re dead meat, baby brother.”

Lucas scoffed. “You wouldn’t dare. Not in your own bloody house.”

“Exactly. My house, so I can do whatever the hell I please.” His response earned him a dirty dish towel chucked in his direction that Alistair easily dodged. 

“Great way to thank someone for filling your belly.”

Alistair grinned good-naturedly. “Just like I’m going to kick you out once we’ve finished? Thanks so much for suggesting it.”

By this point, Lucas knew better than to take him seriously. He merely rolled his eyes in exasperation. “Arse.”

Truth be told, Alistair was glad to see him. Much as he enjoyed his solitude, he hadn’t even begun to think about dinner, and Lucas was especially versed in that particular arena. That, and he tended to be the easiest of Alistair’s brothers to deal with despite being an annoyingly accurate moral compass. When he showed up unexpectedly to cook him a meal, who was Alistair to argue?

A comfortable silence fell between them as Alistair flipped through the file Ethan had given him a final time. Despite any difficulties that he foresaw, he thought that he could have the acquisition wrapped up in under two weeks and return to his stronghold for a bit of R&R. He’d have all the time he needed to tackle the mountains before he was jogged back to reality by his relentless schedule.

If Alistair was honest with himself, every acquisition gave him a secret thrill of pride. He might not be the most conventional of the Kensleys, but he did his part, and he was glad to be able to contribute to the family legacy. After all, the Kensleys had given him everything. It was only right that he gave back.

“Medium rare, right?” At Lucas’ question, Alistair nodded, finally setting the folder aside.  “Heard you’re off to Texas?”

The older man exhaled a long-suffering sigh. Nothing was ever secret in this family.  “Should be there less than two weeks. Big acquisition, small obstacle.”

“And what’s the obstacle?” Lucas hovered over the stove like it was second nature, seasoning the steak in the pan errantly as he spoke to his brother. 

Alistair shrugged. “It’s Native American land. Owned by one woman specifically, which makes it a bit easier than if it was registered. Then it would be completely hands-off.”

“So, you’re going to convince her to just give it to you?” Lucas arched a blond brow skeptically. “We weren’t born here, but the last time I looked in a history book, that never works out for invaders. Which is exactly what we are.”

One could always count on Lucas to bring people and empathy to the forefront. It was one of the reasons Alistair was convinced that his youngest brother actually signing on to work for the firm would be suicide for him. He was entirely too soft-hearted - his blessing and his curse.

Alistair stroked his beard thoughtfully. As practically as he wanted to approach this assignment, the fact of the matter was that it could get dicey. The last thing he wanted was to piss off a stranger who held a large chunk of the company’s future in the balance. That would reflect well neither on him as a person nor their firm.

“I’ll be delicate.” The excuse merely sent Lucas’ brow higher.

“You? Delicate? That’s a new one.” 

“I can be tactful,” Alistair returned defensively. “You should know better than anyone that my size is deceptive.”

“Yes. You’re even more of a bloody bonehead than people suspect.” Alistair growled, stretching out a leg to shove one of the extra chairs in his brother’s direction. 

“Not funny. I’m good at my job.”

“You’re a thirty-seven-year-old man-child.” Lucas replied with a snarky smile. “Who, yes, has some redeemable qualities. Sometimes.” 

“Fuck you very much.” Alistair rolled his eyes, dropping his head backward in defeat. He couldn’t, however, keep the smile from twitching the corners of his mouth. Of course, he was accused of immaturity by his youngest brother. All the irony in the world in one fucking house. 

“I’m actually not worried.” Lucas brought a decadent-smelling plate to the kitchen to set on the table before him with a warm smile. “Whatever I might think, I know you can handle yourself. Just try to be charming. There’s some charm there...somewhere. Buried underneath all the shite.” When Alistair lashed out, Lucas hopped out of the way with surprising agility and a scoff of laughter as he grabbed the file his brother pushed aside.

“You know, technically, it’s illegal for non-employees to be looking at that stuff.” Alistair watched Lucas leaf through the papers as he took his first bite of steak. It was mind-blowing, as always. At least deserving of a peek at company files.

“Yeah, I’ll be waiting for Dad to come after me.” Lucas barely glanced up from the paperwork. “He knows where I live.”

Alistair snorted into his baked potato. Lucas, despite his lack of employment with Kensley Enterprises, served as a human resources division. No one wanted to admit it, but all family problems ended up on Lucas's table, regardless of his age.

“This girl looks tough,” he commented, glancing up at Alistair. “You sure you want to tackle this assignment first? You could be in Morocco.”

“I’d like to stay on US soil a while,” Alistair’s reply was firm. “And I’ve been eyeing those mountains for half an age.”

But it wasn’t the mountains he was thinking about. The moment Lucas mentioned Chloe Trellis, his mind was back on her determined face. That dark skin, those defiant eyes, and full mouth. It would, he realized, be a challenge to avoid distraction when they were face to face. He definitely needed to get laid before he went - but, unlike his younger brother Ethan, Alistair didn’t keep a rotating door of women in a private Rolodex. He hadn’t been with many women in his life, but that was because women made everything complicated. That, and the moment the old man saw one of his sons was dating, he was convinced the match was made in heaven. Personally, Alistair wasn’t ready to get married despite the obvious problems it would solve with his libido.

“Just make sure you deal with the acquisition before the mountains.” Alistair merely glared at his brother as if he needed any reminding. He always took care of business before pleasure. Gave him more time for pleasure. “Does Dad know you’re going yet?”

At the notion, Alistair winced. He was certain by this point that their father would know through the family grapevine that he was Texas-bound; he just hoped he managed to leave before his old man confronted him over it. “He’ll know when he gets the paperwork.”

At Alistair’s proclamation, Lucas merely rolled his eyes, settling at the table with his own plate. “Whatever you say, brother.”

“Bloody right, whatever I say. I’m the eldest.” Alistair snatched Lucas’ steak knife from his reach before he could pick it up. “You’d do well to respect that.” Lucas merely met his jibe with an exasperated sigh, holding his hand out expectantly.

“Well, you certainly act like it, don’t you?”
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Chapter 2
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It was supply day.

The moment she woke, Chloe rolled onto her back to stare upward through the thick pane of glass in the ceiling. She had installed the skylight just over a year ago and reveled in being able to see the sky the moment she woke. If she was bound for town that particular day, she was never able to be outside as much as she liked. But supply day meant that she could take her time in the woods.

On her land.

Chloe couldn’t help but grin as she sat up, stretching leisurely. Supply day was always the best day of the week. She didn’t have to pretend to be social or ignore the looks that some of the townsfolk still shot her - even now that she was over thirty. She didn’t have to pretend to be something she wasn’t.

One of the best things about living on the very edge of town was that Chloe never had to fight for her privacy. People rarely came out this far, and even if they did, her cabin was set so far back in the woods that only someone with bad intentions would catch a glimpse of her. As such, she usually slept naked.

The few girlfriends she had in town were always telling her about the health benefits entailed in nudity, but, in truth, Chloe did it mostly for comfort. The weather in central Texas was warm most of the year, and there wasn’t any point in dirtying laundry when she could merely sleep the way nature intended. When she got out of bed, however, she tossed on a cotton robe as she went about her morning routine.

Today, there was no rush. She didn’t have to get to town before most of the other shops opened. As she boiled the water for chamomile and nettle tea, she checked on the progress of some of last week’s lavender, which was drying on the back porch. Thankfully, the past few days had been perfect weather for it. With luck, she’d have enough to last her the rest of the month.

Though there was a Bath and Body Works in town, as well as a few other fancy shops women could buy their products from, Chloe dealt a good deal in her homemade soaps. Her repeat customers told her that the scents she produced were unparalleled. That, and they were a quarter the price they paid in the fancier stores. She supposed that sometimes there was just no accounting for genuine skill and passion.

Barefoot, she stepped from the porch and onto the dirt path that led to her garden. She would, of course, need to venture beyond her own yard to get everything she needed to make her products, but her garden was always a good start. She gathered a few handfuls of herbs as well as some mint to pop in her tea before heading back to the kitchen.
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