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Hunted by strangers, she seeks safety in a sexy rancher’s arms.

After witnessing a killing, Josie Lyons is fired from her job and discovers her bank accounts have been mysteriously drained. She’s certain things can’t get any worse, until someone starts shooting at her. While fleeing for her life, she’s nicked by a bullet when forced to climb a thirty-foot cliff to escape her pursuers.  

The last thing Gabriel Gatlin expects to encounter is a group of men shooting at a beautiful woman dangling precariously from a cliff on his ranch. Spurred into action, Gabe rescues Josie and carries her to safety. Now, they must work with the local sheriff to unravel the mystery of who wants Josie dead.  

Caring for Josie is both a pleasure and a curse for the retired soldier, as she becomes a serious danger to his heart. Josie’s not looking for romance, but in the safe haven of Gabe’s arms, perhaps a forever love is just what she needs. 
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Juggling a box of miscellaneous pieces from her past, Josie Lyons fumbled in her purse, searching for her car keys. Why hadn’t she found them before leaving the library for the last time? This sandstone and slate building had been her life for years. She’d grown up coming here several times a week for new reading material. After graduating from university with her Master’s of Library Science degree, she’d lucked out and gotten hired in her home town. Now, she’d been fired.

Fired!

She could barely believe it. She rarely took vacation or sick days. She’d only been late once since starting. Her boss, Ramone Garcia, had laid her off, claiming cutbacks, which was a blatant lie. She wasn’t an idiot, and she was—or rather she had been—on the library board of directors. His cutback claim didn’t make sense. Their small-town library had just received a two-million-dollar grant from an anonymous donor. Two million would run the library for nearly a decade, if not longer. Garcia was lying, plain and simple. What she couldn’t fathom was why.

Ideally, she’d have liked to tell Ramone she’d never step foot in the building again after he fired her without cause, and she’d nearly bit through her tongue to keep from doing so. But the fact was, Josie was a died-in-the-wool bibliophile. Books were her passion. She consumed them faster than most people and could never afford to purchase enough to keep her appetite sated. So, rather than risk her next novel fix, she sucked it up, packed her things, and left her job without telling her ex-boss where to shove it.

She shifted the box to get better access to the deep fathoms of her purse, sending her emergency, backup deodorant spilling onto the ground. It rolled under the car. Her breath huffed out.

“Seriously? Whatever possessed me to buy cylindrical pit-stick?”

Latching onto her keys at last, she slid the key into the lock, opened the door, and tossed the box over the driver’s seat and onto the floor on the opposite side of her metallic green, battered, vintage 1968 Dodge Charger. Her tattered canvas purse followed. She was tempted to leave the deodorant behind, but she was out of a job and had to watch her pennies until she found a new one. With the current economic recession, suitable employment, any employment, would be a limited commodity. Sure, there was employment insurance, but she was loath to take money from the government; she’d rather be working. Besides, it took weeks for Canadian government employment insurance to kick in. Maybe one of the local bookshops was hiring.

Ruing the certain damage to her silk stockings, she knelt beside the open door of her aged sedan to peer under the car. There it was, just out of reach. Maybe if she hunkered down a bit, she’d reach it. Straining, she reached forward, her fingertips just touching the offending toiletry, sending it rolling farther away.

“Fudge.” Flattening herself, she inched under the car, stretched out as long as she could, and tried again. She could live without stockings. Deodorant, not so much.

Something ping-thunked against the car. She jerked her head up, crashing it painfully into the body of the car. Her glasses slipped down her nose and she jammed them back in place with an absentminded gesture.

“Double-fudge.” Agony ripped through her right temple.

She jerked to her feet, massaging the sore spot, and scanning the area. A gaggle of middle-schoolers playing in the park across the street completely ignored her. Maybe they’d been throwing rocks. She gave them a closer look. She knew them all, and there wasn’t a troublemaker in the group. Couldn’t have been them. Somebody must have thrown something and ducked out of sight.

A sharp crack sounded, and the back, side window exploded. Shards of glass flew everywhere. Her face stung. Something embedded itself in her arm. Sharp booming concussions rang out. Gunshots? Here, in town? She recognized the sound from her one visit to the gun range. Holy crap, they were way louder without hearing protection. Heart pounding, she dropped back to her knees, wincing at the pain ringing in her ears. Television had not prepared her for the terrifying reality of random gunfire.

Terrorized screaming of children blasted from the park. Oh my God! What if one of them got shot? Another volley of gunfire sent the kids scattering in all directions. She screamed at them to get inside, dove into her car, jammed the key at the ignition twice before realizing she was trying to start the car with her house key. She sucked in a calming breath, shoved the proper key in, cranked the car over, jammed it in reverse, and squealed out of the parking lot. She didn’t know who was shooting or what they were aiming at, but she wasn’t hanging around to find out.

Her tires squealed around the first corner. She took the second left, and the car tipped alarmingly. Way too fast! She didn’t dare slow down. Her heart pounded triple-time before it froze and spots danced before her eyes.

Quadruple fudge! She wouldn’t faint. No way! No how!

She sucked in three deep breaths. Surely, she was safe now.

She glanced in the rear-view mirror. A dark SUV careened toward her and slammed into her back end, jolting her forward. Her head slammed into the steering wheel. Pain reverberated down her neck into her shoulders. Crap on a cracker. Thank God her ancient car didn’t have airbags. She rubbed the fresh lump rising on her forehead. It seemed enormous but not enough to keep her from fleeing. Some minor, still functioning part of her mind told her that whoever was behind her car meant business. She’d never get away in town. Too many obstacles and pedestrians.

Maybe she could escape on the highway. Forcing her foot down on the accelerator, she propelled the car faster and hightailed it out of town. Heart pounding, she fishtailed onto the highway and headed north.

Her rear window exploded into a million pieces, showering the back of her head with glass. What the heck? Weren’t front and rear windows harder to break than sides? She’d have to look it up if she ever got out of this mess.

She didn’t know who was chasing her, but too many unusual events seemed strangely interconnected. Her bank accounts had been drained, she’d lost her job, and now some idiot was trying to kill her. She’d annoyed someone, somehow. What could a librarian have done to piss someone off enough that they’d shoot at her and try to run her off the highway?

Another bullet slammed into the back of her car. She swerved left and right, hoping the serpentine motion would help her avoid getting shot. Thankfully there was blessedly little traffic. She veered right to avoid an oncoming car. Movies had this all wrong. It was terrifying, not exhilarating! She glanced at her fuel gauge. Shit! Barely enough gas to get anywhere. She hadn’t been able to fuel up since someone had emptied her bank accounts last week. The low gas warning light had come on two days ago. She’d only driven to work to pick up the contents of her office after being terminated over the phone.

Where to go, where to go? A hundred locations jumped through her mind, none of them with suitable hiding places. That’s what happened when you lived in a farming town—lots of fields, not enough trees.

Quarry Road seemed her best bet. If she could get far enough ahead of them, she might be able to lose them in the forested, rocky area. She jammed the accelerator down and pushed the pedal to its limit. The engine squealed. If she didn’t let up soon, she’d blow a belt or push a rod through the side of the engine.

“Screw it.” She swerved again. “A functioning car won’t be of any value if someone shatters my skull with a bullet. Come on, Josie. You can make it.” She encouraged herself. “Brake going into the curve, accelerate out.” For the first time ever, she was glad she’d taken race car driving lessons with her adrenaline junkie, Nascar-obsessed ex.

Quarry Road was just around the next corner. If she could get far enough ahead, she might lose them in the turns. She rounded the curve, the engine and tires protesting with every motion. She slammed on the brakes at the last second and fishtailed onto Quarry Road. She punched it again and disappeared out of sight around another corner.

The sedan sputtered and stalled. She coasted to a stop behind a big pile of boulders, grabbed her purse, and looped it diagonally over her shoulder and across her body. She hopped out of the car and scrambled through the barbed wire fence. The barbs grabbed at her hair, snagging it. She jerked forward, certain she was leaving chunks of her scalp behind, and bolted into the forest.

Branches reached out and tore at her clothing, shredding her silk stockings, snagging her mohair sweater, and destroying her once-pristine linen skirt and blouse. A branch snapped against her face, just below her eye. Blood coursed down her cheek.

She pushed on, running and dodging until her lungs gave out.

Hunkering down behind an impenetrable patch of willows, she gasped and tried to still her breathing, ears perked for any sound. For a moment, there was nothing, save the erratic pounding of her heart and her frantic breathing. Gradually, she regained her calm and equilibrium. The silence was deafening.

A bird called, then another. Slowly, nature came back to life, resuming its natural rhythm now that the human intruding the area had stilled.

She flopped onto her bottom, breathing deeply, working on a plan.

“What the hell is going on?” she whispered.

Tires crunched on gravel. A car door slammed, then another. In the distance, she heard two, no three, male voices cursing.

“Shit.” They’d found her car already.

Rising slowly, she inched her way farther into the forest, headed away from them, moving carefully, cautious not to make any sound that might alert them. The voices faded slowly into the distance. Still, she crept forward, increasing the distance between herself
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