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      Derrick Nicholson gritted his teeth as sweat cascaded down his spine.

      The Utah desert stretched before him, a merciless oven in the midday sun. The last place any sane person would choose to be in midsummer, but the abused couldn’t suffer another day.

      His friend’s desperate call about two horses needing rescue had Derrick hitching up the trailer and racing down the interstate within the hour, his hero complex kicking into high gear.

      Now, the stench of ammonia from the filthy barn battled with the nauseating sight of the beaten, starved horses. His stomach churned, unable to decide which offense soured it more.

      Would today be the day he snapped, and the hero became the villain?

      Frantic barking erupted from a row of kennels since he’d backed up to the corral. The dogs’ desperate yips and skeletal frames only magnified Derrick’s agitation.

      He squeezed his hands around the rough wood of the corral fence until splinters dug into his palms. The pain anchored him, preventing him from marching over to the smug owner who lounged in front of his ranch-style house.

      The man pulled long drinks from his beer between drags on his cigarette, watching the proceedings like some twisted entertainment.

      The deputy standing beside Derrick, ensuring the transfer happened without complications, might not appreciate Derrick’s fist breaking the man’s nose. Then again, judging by how the lawman’s knuckles whitened where he strangled the fence, he might allow Derrick a solid punch or two before intervention.

      Derrick rolled his shoulders and dragged his gaze to survey the dilapidated ranch.

      The sun inched toward the red-rock mountains to the west, gathering shadows behind the derelict buildings. Dirt and rotting hay coated his tongue with a thick, foul paste.

      He pulled his beat-up Stetson from his shaved head and wiped the stinging sweat from his eyes. Better to wait until darkness claimed the desert before transporting the poor creatures, but he didn’t trust himself to contain his rage much longer.

      “What about the dogs?” Derrick pointed his chin toward the kennels where a dog yelped and limped along the fencing.

      The deputy sighed and pushed his hat back. “Local animal control arrives later for them.”

      “Since that jerk isn’t rotting in jail, did he at least get fined?” Disgust laced Derrick’s voice.

      The deputy snorted, the sound devoid of humor, and shook his head.

      “Guy weaseled out of it. Claimed he inherited the animals from his pa, who recently passed, blaming the old man for the abuse.” He straightened, crossing his arms over his chest. “Which technically holds water, but considering he’s lived here with his pa for five years, that pile of manure doesn’t convince me.”

      So, the dude escaped consequences entirely?

      Derrick’s jaw ached as his teeth clenched. He needed to leave immediately before the inside of a jail cell became his evening accommodation.

      “I’ll open the trailer and lead these poor creatures in.” Derrick stalked toward his truck for his lariat. “Mind guiding me to the gate?”

      “Nah, man.” The deputy followed close behind. “I’ll help however I can.”

      “Thanks. When I approach, swing the gate open so I can back right in.”

      Derrick jumped into his truck and reversed the trailer to the gate. Thankfully, the opening barely accommodated the trailer width. With the ramp down, the horses wouldn’t escape through gaps in the gate.

      The sun beat mercilessly against his neck as he grabbed the halters and lead rope from his truck’s back seat and handed them to the deputy. “Just drape those over the fence for me, please.”

      After tossing his hat into the front seat, Derrick looped the coiled lariat through his belt strap. If luck favored him, he wouldn’t need the rope.

      After his first heartbreaking rescue where a horse snapped her leg trying to escape the swinging loop, he approached animals with minimal intimidation, challenging for a six-foot-four man with shoulders broad enough to block doorways.

      No hat, no swinging rope—just him, a bucket of sweet grain, and his calm, low voice.

      Derrick climbed over the fence and froze when the horses skittered to the opposite side.

      So much for a quick departure.

      Though he preferred the adrenaline rush of bull riding or the lightning-quick start of a horse from the gate, the army had hammered patience into his soul. He retrieved a bucket of sweetened grain from the trailer’s tack compartment. With agonizing slowness, he inched forward, giving the bucket a gentle shake while murmuring soft reassurances.

      The dark brown mare snorted, stretching her nose toward him. The palomino with gashes across her hindquarters shied away, hiding behind her companion. Derrick took another cautious step, grabbing a handful of the molasses-covered grains and extending his palm upward.

      “Come on, girls. Let’s get you out of here.” His chest tightened at the festering wound along the brown’s shoulder, angry red flesh puckered around the edges. “What should we call you? Brownie?”

      She blew a raspberry and shook her head, the gesture catapulting him back to his childhood.

      The mare resembled his brother’s horse. Chip had been a dark brown with a personality matching Derrick’s daredevil brother, Josiah. Pain twisted through Derrick’s chest, the familiar ache whenever thoughts of Josiah surfaced.

      His brother’s shocked expression as the rocks crumbled beneath him, sending him tumbling into the jagged ravine, flashed behind Derrick’s eyes. He blinked away the haunting memory, knowing the horses would sense any agitation.

      “No? Brownie doesn’t work for you?” Derrick moved a step closer, the gravel crunching beneath his boots. “Not very original, I admit. How about Annie? You strike me as an Annie.”

      She stomped and huffed irritably, her tail swishing at a persistent fly.

      “I guess Annie doesn’t suit you either.” He chuckled and stretched his hand closer, the sweet smell of molasses mingling with the less pleasant odors surrounding them.

      She lifted her nose, nostrils flaring as she sampled the air. She took a tentative step toward him, igniting hope that sparked through his skin. He suppressed the feeling, knowing she might bolt with one wrong move.

      The palomino raised her head above her companion’s back and whinnied a warning, eyes wide with fear. The brown snuffed a response but approached anyway.

      “Come on, girl. I’ve got nice, yummy grain waiting in the trailer for you, darling.”

      As she continued her approach, Derrick backed toward the trailer. He halted halfway and let her catch up. She cautiously extended her neck and, with careful movements, lipped the grain from his hand.

      A breeze carried the putrid smell of infected flesh to him. He swallowed the lump clogging his throat, clearing the emotion from his voice.

      “See? Nothing to fear.” He retreated, jiggling the bucket again.

      She nickered softly and flicked her ears forward.

      Progress.

      Now, to get both horses into the trailer.

      “Mind telling your partner I mean no harm?” He backed away as she stretched her neck, compelling her to follow.

      With slow, steady pacing, he coaxed the brown into the trailer, pouring grain into the feed box, and securing her in the front compartment. A high-pitched neigh preceded the palomino as she darted into the trailer after her friend, as if terrified of abandonment.

      Derrick chuckled as he gently closed the second compartment and rewarded the golden horse.

      He shut the back doors with a satisfied sigh and turned to the deputy. “All right. I’m off.”

      The deputy gripped Derrick’s hand firmly. “Hope you can help those girls.”

      “Me too.” Derrick glanced at the brown and her courage. “I think they’ll pull through.”

      “Yeah.” The deputy glanced toward the house and scowled. “Drive safe, man.”

      Derrick saluted, gathered his gear from the fence, and strode to the truck. The brown gave him hope—hope for their recovery. The longing to establish his own ranch and transform this part-time venture into something permanent prickled under his skin.

      Then, his family at Stryker filled his thoughts.

      Who was he kidding?

      He could never abandon his friends. He carried a responsibility to them, an obligation that overshadowed his personal desires.

      As he pulled away from the property, his phone vibrated in his pocket. The name on the screen made his heart skip.

      Kiki Payne.

      Why would she call him?

      She never called him—ever. Something must be wrong.

      His thumb hesitated over the screen. Their last awkward encounter at the ranch still burned fresh in his memory.

      Derrick glanced at the trailer in his rearview mirror, then back at the phone.

      Two wounded horses needed his full attention right now, but the way his pulse quickened told him ignoring Kiki’s call might be the bigger mistake.
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      Kiki Payne’s coffee steamed next to her arm as she scanned the four computer screens dominating her desk.

      Numbers flashed across each monitor, a private light show of potential profits and losses that only she could decipher. Her eyebrows furrowed as she clicked through trading options, jotting calculations in her leather-bound notebook with practiced precision.

      “Okay,” she murmured to her computer screens, tapping her pencil against the desk. “I think we’re ready.”

      She rolled her shoulders, stretched her arms high above her head until her spine popped, and sank back into her ergonomic chair.

      The first rays of morning light filtered through her window, casting a golden glow across her workspace. Wrapping her hands around her coffee mug from Eva with “World’s Best Aunt” painted in wobbly child’s handwriting, Kiki gazed out the window of her office.

      The sky above the jagged Rocky Mountains had lightened to a deep indigo, promising that morning pinks and oranges would soon paint the heavens while her starry friends blinked out until tomorrow.

      This moment—the tipping point between night and day—filled her with a peace she’d never found elsewhere.

      Back in Texas, sunrise meant nothing beyond another opportunity to make money. She’d rushed through mornings, laser-focused on gathering every dollar possible before heading out to whatever exclusive club or high-society function awaited.

      The empty rhythm of her previous existence struck her now—how meaningless that life had been until she found herself stripped of her family name and transplanted to Colorado, living among what her mother would dismissively call “a bunch of strangers.”

      Closing her eyes, Kiki inhaled the peppermint and orange oils misting from her diffuser, the scents clearing her mind like a mountain breeze.

      After six months on Zeke’s ranch, the concept of family had transformed from bloodlines and social connections to something more substantial. The ragtag group at Stryker Security Force redefined everything she thought she knew about belonging.

      She opened her eyes to find the first streak of pink lining the horizon, a blush spreading across the darkness.

      Ironic that her only blood relation here was Evangeline, her five-year-old niece, yet the men and women inhabiting this massive ranch embodied family more authentically than anyone she’d grown up with.

      While Kiki still lingered at the edges of their circle—like that tentative rose color just beginning to line the sky—she yearned to break through the invisible barrier holding her back and spread like the dawn into the heart of their family.

      Perhaps then the darkness her own family had created would retreat like the night.

      Her throat constricted with unshed tears, and she swallowed hard against memories of her parents’ actions. The taint of their corruption might never wash clean, no matter how desperately she scrubbed.

      She wouldn’t blame Zeke and the others if they never fully trusted her. After what her family had done to them—to Samantha and little Eva—she couldn’t even trust herself.

      “Enough of that,” she commanded, spinning toward her computer with renewed determination.

      Self-pity accomplished nothing, and she had work to do.

      She dipped a crisp green apple slice into creamy peanut butter and took a decisive bite. The satisfying crunch and tangy sweetness grounded her, focusing her thoughts where they belonged—on the market opening and the day’s strategy.

      Trading remained the one worthwhile skill she’d cultivated. Shopping hardly counted as a talent, and her parents’ scandal had demolished her charity work, with everyone assuming she wallowed in the same corruption as her father.

      If she didn’t concentrate now, her trading plan would slip past, and she’d lose even that small anchor.

      The digital clock on her desk read 5:47 a.m. Perfect timing. She still had plenty of time before the market opened. She strategized meticulously, scrutinizing potential investments until the stocks started jumping. Then she immersed herself in the familiar rhythm of buys and sells, the only steady element in her upended life.

      Her father had done exactly one useful thing for her—forcing her to learn day trading at fourteen.

      While other girls her age collected posters of boy bands and experimented with makeup, she’d memorized market patterns and investment strategies. Though hardly the typical father-daughter bonding activity, those lessons now provided her independence.

      Her trading approach diverged dramatically from the great Kevin Payne’s high-risk strategies, but she earned a respectable income without resorting to his shady practices.

      A ding for a text interrupted her concentration. She reluctantly pulled her gaze from a promising tech stock and checked her phone.

      LENA: You gonna make it or did the computer swallow you whole?

      Kiki smiled at her friend’s reminder as she glanced at the clock. 11:15 a.m. already? She still had forty-five minutes to reach the training room at the old stables, but the morning had vanished while she tracked the market.

      Lena knew her tendency to lose herself in work—a trait they shared despite their otherwise vastly different personalities.

      KIKI: I’ll be there as soon as I change.

      LENA: Be late, and I’ll make your day even more miserable than normal.

      Kiki straightened in her chair. Though Lena probably joked, the woman’s military background and penchant for inflicting pain during training sessions made Kiki unwilling to test the theory.

      She double-checked her positions, noted her final calculations, and reluctantly logged out of her trading platform. The rush to meet Lena meant sacrificing her usual post-trading analysis, but self-preservation took precedence.

      She hurried across the hall to her bedroom, mind already cataloging which workout clothes remained clean. The living arrangements at the ranch had shuffled repeatedly since her arrival.

      Initially, she’d occupied a bedroom in the main house designated for clients seeking Stryker Security’s protection.

      After Samantha—Eva’s mother—married Zeke, the owner of Stryker Security, Kiki relocated to the apartment above the garage with Lena Rebel, a new member of the team who’d served with the guys in the army, and Tina West. This former nanny now trained the ranch’s K-9 unit.

      When Rafe married his best friend’s sister, Piper, everyone shifted again to accommodate the newlyweds.

      One quality she genuinely admired about this makeshift family—their willingness to rearrange their lives to welcome newcomers, a stark contrast to her parents’ rigid insistence that others adapt to them.

      Kiki grabbed her recently purchased workout skort and matching tank top from the dresser and changed quickly, discarding her comfortable jeans. She tied her gym shoes with rushed, fumbling fingers and dashed out the door, taking the stairs two at a time in her haste.

      Their current living arrangement suited her better than the previous ones. Now she shared the upstairs of the guest house with Lena, Tina, and Chloe, when she wasn’t touring with her band.

      Derrick, Cooper, and Davis occupied the downstairs rooms, but with everyone except Kiki regularly deploying on Stryker assignments or traveling, the enormous house sometimes echoed like a tomb.

      Rafe had dubbed it “The Pathetic Singles Pad” instead of its former name, “The Man Cave”—though how anyone could call a three-story, eight-bedroom luxury ranch house a “cave” defied logic.

      Most of them had protested the new moniker whenever Rafe used it, especially Chloe and Tina, who maintained stable relationships despite living there. Kiki privately agreed with the label, but only for herself—none of her housemates deserved such a self-pitying title.

      The house boasted amenities she’d never master: a fancy kitchen with professional-grade appliances she couldn’t operate, a pool table whose physics baffled her, and a home theater where she endured more westerns and action movies than she’d imagined existed.

      Despite feeling perpetually out of her element, she cherished this place and the people in it.

      Blinding sunshine greeted her as she stepped onto the front porch, the sudden warmth causing her to pause. She inhaled deeply, filling her lungs with the fresh scent of sun-warmed grass and invigorating pine. The dry mountain air—so different from Texas’s oppressive humidity—refreshed her spirit. She smiled, bouncing down the stairs with lightened steps.

      A sharp whinny drew her attention to the corral where two horses she hadn’t seen before huddled in the corner. The pair looked pitiful with their ribs protruding beneath dull coats, eyes wide with fear. Derrick must have rescued them overnight.

      Her pulse quickened at the thought of the tall, dark, and completely off-limits man.

      His compassion for broken creatures only enhanced his appeal, but she refused to jeopardize their friendship with her inconvenient attraction. The awkwardness would ripple beyond just them two, affecting everyone in their close-knit group.

      She would overcome this mountain-sized crush eventually—and if not, she’d learn to live with it. Her heart had already weathered worse damage from her parents’ betrayal.

      Her phone chirped again. Expecting Lena with another warning, she swiped open the screen while continuing toward the training room. Her steps faltered, and her shoulders slumped as her mother’s name appeared with a new message.

      MOM: Kiki, darling, are you ready to put this silliness aside and come home yet? We need to show a solid front for the vultures circling, and we can’t do that with you off throwing a tantrum.

      The familiar twist of guilt tightened her stomach, though she had no logical reason to feel responsible for her mother’s distress. Her mom had participated in Gregory’s attempt to kidnap Eva last fall—an incident that ended with Kiki bound and bleeding in the back of her cousin’s car.

      The memory of overhearing her parents demand that Gregory retrieve their granddaughter “no matter the cost” still chilled her bones.

      Would they maintain that demand if they understood what that cost entailed?

      Probably not.

      Maybe.

      She honestly didn’t know anymore.

      She stopped midpath and pressed her fingers against her closed eyelids, blocking the morning sun and the unwelcome memories.

      Almost weekly, some former “friend” from Texas forwarded news articles about the investigation into her parents’ business empire, accompanied by snide remarks questioning her knowledge or complicity. Perhaps a new phone number would solve at least that problem.

      But the bigger question haunted her: had she ever truly known her parents?

      How had she missed the magnitude of their corruption? Had her naivety been genuine or just willful blindness? She’d spent her entire life in their orbit, basking in the glow of their success and generosity without questioning the shadows they cast.

      She sniffed and blinked back the moisture gathering in her eyes. Whatever the truth about her past ignorance, she couldn’t claim innocence now.

      She’d pushed her starry-eyed former self off the cliff and replaced her with a stronger, more discerning version—one who recognized manipulation and refused to bend to petulant demands.

      With one decisive swipe, she sent her mother’s text message to the trash folder and shoved the phone into her skort pocket. If she truly wanted to become this new person, she needed to get to the training room and let Lena push her beyond her comfort zone.

      Growing stronger meant more than just standing up to her parents’ emotional blackmail. If she never wanted to experience another violation like Gregory’s attack, she needed practical defenses.

      Lena, with her warrior-princess intensity and no-nonsense approach, offered exactly the transformation Kiki needed. Each bruise and muscle ache brought her closer to the woman she wanted to become.

      Someone who would never again be bound, helpless, in anyone’s car.
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      Derrick stood in the shadows of the barn, watching Kiki with her head tipped back to the sun, a contented smile pushing her cheeks up.

      Morning light bathed her face in gold, highlighting the delicate curve of her jaw and the soft wisps of hair dancing around her temples.

      The memory of carrying her from Samantha’s junker car last fall flashed through his mind—her feet so bruised and cut she couldn’t walk for over a week. His lip twitched upward, recalling her vehement protests whenever he’d scoop her up.

      She hated inconveniencing anyone and fought against accepting help even when she desperately needed it.

      Still did.

      The palomino whinnied sharply from where she huddled behind the brown mare in the corral’s corner. Last night had stretched into the early morning hours as he tried coaxing the terrified horse from the trailer.

      Her panicked movements had agitated the brown, and now both animals cowered against the fence, eyes wide with distrust. Frustration tightened his shoulders.

      One step forward, three steps back—the perpetual rhythm of rehabilitation, whether for traumatized animals or wounded people.

      His gaze traveled from the horses back to Kiki. The similarities between them struck him every time he saw her. She’d arrived at the ranch beaten-up, heartbroken, without a home or stable future.

      During her visits to the main house with her cousin Gregory last fall, ostensibly to see Eva, he’d sensed something different about her—a hesitancy that suggested she didn’t know the full scope of her family’s schemes.

      Unlike her manipulative relatives, genuine confusion had clouded her eyes, an innocent bewilderment about why everyone treated her with suspicion.

      When she risked everything to stop Gregory from kidnapping Eva, she’d earned her place among them, becoming part of the Stryker family through actions rather than blood ties.

      Convincing her of this fact had proven a long, uphill battle, one he suspected they hadn’t yet fully won. The relaxed smile currently lighting her face offered a good sign, vastly preferable to the strained, uncertain expression she often wore when joining group activities, as if constantly questioning her welcome.

      She pranced down the steps like a spirited filly discovering open pasture, her short skirt flapping in the breeze, revealing more leg than his peace of mind appreciated. He stifled a laugh despite the distraction.

      Was she seriously planning to train with Lena in that impractical outfit?

      The tennis-ready ensemble belonged at some fancy country club, not in their sweaty training room where Lena would inevitably toss her to the mat dozens of times.

      The palomino whinnied again, louder this time, almost as if calling to Kiki for assistance.

      She paused mid-step, her eyes tracking over the corral as her forehead scrunched into delicate furrows. Derrick’s departure from the ranch yesterday had been so rushed that he hadn’t informed anyone about his rescue mission, though he hardly needed to report his movements.

      Kiki typically avoided the barn area, seemingly uncomfortable around the horses, yet she always inquired about his rescues, tracking each animal’s progress with genuine interest.

      She extracted her phone from some hidden pocket in her skirt—an engineering marvel he couldn’t begin to understand—and her previously buoyant posture deflated as she read the screen.

      Derrick’s muscles tensed in response. These messages arrived with alarming regularity, each one placing another invisible weight upon her slender shoulders. The accumulating burden stooped her spine a little more each time, though she never complained.

      Not once had she railed against the senders or thrown the tantrum they likely deserved. Instead, she’d tuck the phone away and paste on that million-dollar smile, pretending nothing had disturbed her peaceful morning.

      The fake cheer never reached her eyes.

      Once, standing beside her when the alert sounded, he’d glimpsed the message preview on her locked screen. The vicious words had ignited a protective fury that surprised him with its intensity.

      When he’d asked who sent it, she’d merely shrugged, muttering “friends back home” before deftly changing the subject. He fantasized about hurling her phone into the manure heap. She deserved better than their toxic reminders, regardless of who sent them.

      If these so-called friends couldn’t recognize how Kiki differed from her conniving family, they didn’t deserve her loyalty or forgiveness.

      Derrick scoffed at his self-righteousness and kicked a dirt clod with the toe of his boot. The hypocrisy sickened him. Who was he to judge her choices about forgiveness?

      Nobody, that’s who.

      Especially when his own family had forgiven the unforgivable. Josiah’s death weighed solely on Derrick’s shoulders.

      If he hadn’t attempted to show off for his older brother during their free-climbing adventure, Josiah wouldn’t have needed to rescue him when terror paralyzed Derrick on that rock face.

      If he had double-checked their equipment as protocol demanded, he would have discovered the damaged spring-loaded cam instead of setting it in the crevice. Because of his carelessness, that faulty cam had collapsed under Josiah’s heavier frame, sending him plummeting to his death.

      The guys at Stryker constantly ribbed him about his obsessive equipment checks. The nickname “Mother Goose”—or just “Goose” for short—had emerged from his habit of clucking over their gear before missions.

      None of them realized his compulsive need for order stemmed from that catastrophic failure years ago.

      Nothing less than perfection would suffice now. He couldn’t survive another mistake that cost someone he loved their life. So he monitored his team’s safety with eagle-eyed vigilance, prepared for every conceivable emergency.

      Yet the constant hypervigilance drained him. Increasingly, he yearned for a slower pace, a life where not every decision carried potential fatal consequences.

      His hand instinctively moved to scratch his lower back before he caught himself. The silicone prosthetic scars he applied each morning to conceal emergency escape tools itched beneath his clothes.

      Would he ever feel secure enough to abandon the razor blades and handcuff keys hidden on his body?

      Logically, he recognized the excess. Since leaving active duty, the probability of capture had plummeted to near zero.

      Nevertheless, he maintained the habit, preparing each morning for the worst-case scenarios that haunted his dreams. The concealed tools provided a sense of control when so much in life remained unpredictable.

      He rubbed his neck, trying to dispel the discomfort of his thoughts—time to stop lurking in the shadows.

      Stepping into the sunlight, he emerged as Kiki resumed her walk toward the training center. Her eyes widened momentarily, then softened as a genuine smile transformed her face.

      His chest expanded with an unexpected lightness, lungs filling with crisp mountain air.

      Steady, soldier.

      Her reaction merely reflected the relief anyone would feel encountering a friend after receiving unpleasant news. He hoped his presence offered all his friends that same sense of reassurance and camaraderie.

      She’d become one of his closest friends since moving to the ranch, especially as the other guys increasingly dedicated their free time to wives and fiancées. He understood this natural evolution and celebrated their happiness.

      The shift simply meant more time with his remaining housemates, and since Kiki rarely left for assignments, they often found themselves the last ones home.

      As friends.

      Nothing more.

      Her startling blue eyes—the precise color of a cloudless Colorado sky at midday—sparkled as she waved and quickened her pace toward the corral fence. His heart hammered against his ribs, a reaction he pointedly ignored.

      This wasn’t happening.

      He wouldn’t let it.

      “Hey, D. Looks like you got some new recruits.” Kiki rested her arms on the top rail, her petite stature barely allowing her shoulders to clear the wooden bar.

      “Yeah.” Derrick leaned his side against the fence beside her, hyper-aware of the minimal space separating them. “Found these two darlings over in Utah. Got them here late last night.”

      She clicked her tongue sympathetically.

      “Hey there, sweeties.” Her soft, gentle voice prompted the mares to prick their ears forward attentively. “You’ve come to a good place, little darlings. Derrick here is just about the nicest man you’ll ever meet.”

      A delicate pink flush crept up her neck as she glanced at him before quickly returning her attention to the horses. “Before you know it, you’ll be out helping others heal.”

      The brown mare snickered and blew her lips, creating a raspberry sound. Kiki chuckled low in her throat, covering her mouth as though trying to contain her amusement. Heat bloomed through Derrick’s chest, and his palms suddenly dampened with sweat.

      Well, darn it.

      He might not be as immune to Kiki Payne as he’d convinced himself. He straightened from the fence and casually wiped his hands on his jeans, hoping she hadn’t noticed his reaction.

      “I’m not sure if she’s agreeing with me or performing the horse equivalent of sticking her tongue out.” Laughter bubbled through Kiki’s words, creating an effervescent sensation in Derrick’s gut that defied rational explanation.

      Her smile faltered as their eyes met. “Well, I don’t want to be late meeting Lena. Her torture intensifies when I’m tardy.”

      Derrick grunted, his vocabulary mysteriously deserting him. The sunlight caught in Kiki’s chestnut hair, highlighting auburn streaks he’d never noticed before. His fingers itched with the inexplicable urge to discover if those strands felt as silky as they appeared.

      She offered a quick, closed-mouth smile that never reached her suddenly shadowed eyes and waved as she turned to leave. Dismay crashed through him. Had his awkwardness made her uncomfortable?

      Way to go, Nicholson. Don’t make things harder for her than they already are.

      “Kiki?” The name forced its way through his constricted throat.

      “Yeah?” She turned back, hands nervously wringing in front of her slender waist.

      “I’m working with them later if you want to stop by after you’re done with Lena.” He indicated the horses with a tilt of his chin, struggling to maintain a casual tone. “I think it’d benefit them to have you visit. Let them experience a softer, gentler human than the jerks who owned them.”

      “You want me to help with them?” Surprise infused her voice, making him regret not extending the invitation sooner.

      “Yeah, if you want.” He pressed his lips together to prevent any desperate-sounding additions that might make her doubt his motives.

      She glanced toward the mares, her expression softening as she considered the traumatized animals. “Okay. I’m not sure how much help I’ll be, but I’ll come by when I finish with Lena.”

      “Good.” Derrick retreated toward the barn’s safety, needing distance to regain his equilibrium. “See you then.”

      She nodded absently before continuing toward the training room, the spring returning to her step. He watched until she disappeared around the corner, then exhaled a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.

      He had an hour to compose himself before she returned—an hour to subdue whatever inappropriate awareness had ambushed him today. A freezing dunk in the water trough might prove necessary, but for Kiki’s sake—for their friendship—he’d regain control.

      He refused to complicate her life when she’d finally found security at the ranch. Refused to make leaving more difficult if he ultimately decided to start his own rescue operation elsewhere.

      Working with the battered animals would remind him what truly mattered—staying focused and determining his next career step. He couldn’t afford distractions like Kiki’s strawberry-scented shampoo or the musical cadence of her laughter.

      He grabbed a curry brush with unnecessary force and began organizing the grooming supplies. Whatever these uncomfortable feelings suggested, they couldn’t matter. Kiki needed stability and friendship, not romantic complications.

      He would give her exactly that, regardless of what his rebellious heart might want.

      The text message alert sounded from his pocket—Zeke requesting an equipment inventory before their next mission. Work. Focus. Duty. These he understood, these kept him grounded.

      So why did the prospect of spending an hour with Kiki and two traumatized horses suddenly seem more appealing than the responsibilities he’d dedicated his life to fulfilling?
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      Kiki rushed toward the training center that used to be the stables before Zeke bought the ranch.

      The massive indoor arena had transformed into a shooting range, workout room, medical facility, lounge, and storage area—a testament to Zeke’s vision for Stryker Security.

      Ironic how the horses Derrick rescued now occupied the smaller barn near their living quarters, an afterthought to the property’s redesign.

      Derrick’s rescue operation started after the team established their security business. Not that his work with abused horses qualified as a side hustle—he poured countless hours and personal funds into rehabilitation without financial return.

      When she’d questioned his motivation, he’d simply shrugged those impressive shoulders and mumbled something about needing more action than his day job provided.

      Her housemates often complained about the tedium of bodyguard work, claiming assignments left them bored rather than buzzing with adrenaline. Yet Kiki had witnessed the aftermath when Tina’s car exploded last fall, the charred remains scorching the pristine lawn.

      She’d bitten her nails to painful stubs during those terrifying days when Jake and Chloe’s plane crash-landed in a blizzard, leaving them stranded beyond rescue for nearly forty-eight hours.

      The team could keep their teasing about her being a desk jockey. She’d gladly accept the ribbing if it meant avoiding psychotic stalkers and improvised explosives.

      She knew her limitations.

      The entire team recognized her aversion to danger—precisely why Lena subjected her to daily torture sessions, attempting to transform Kiki
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