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      “Whatever it is, I won’t do it.” Romy Nelson tightened her grip on the pencil she’d been holding as she sat at her kitchen table, nursing a cup of coffee as she spoke to her younger sister on the phone.

      “I haven’t asked for anything yet.” Sasha’s protest fell on deaf ears.

      “You don’t have to. I know that tone of voice,” Romy said. She couldn’t count the number of times she’d bailed her younger half-sister out of trouble—trouble that was growing bigger each time. Last year ago, Romy had practically emptied her savings to pay several months of Sasha’s rent after she’d ‘lost’ her job. Turned out, Sasha had walked off halfway through her shift because she got into a fight with the cook. She still swore he’d overcooked her orders on purpose so that she’d get lousy tips. Romy later found out Sasha had been more than a little economical with the truth, and it wasn’t so much that he overcooked her orders that their personalities clashed.

      The line was quiet. Too quiet. It meant Sasha was regrouping and would come at Romy from a fresh angle. She was a master at figuring out the one button to push that caused Romy to cave. This time, she would stay strong. Sasha needed to learn to live with the consequences of her actions; she was twenty years old, not a kid anymore. She was smart and determined when she really put her mind to something, but her past always seemed to get to her, shutting her down the minute Sasha started making progress. She would do something to sabotage her success, and Romy would come to the rescue.

      “Hey, listen, I do need your help but it’s different this time. Really different.” Sasha came clean. Panic gripped Romy at the hint of desperation in her half-sister’s voice. Romy squeezed the pencil a little tighter, tapping the eraser against the wood table. The voice on the other end of the phone lowered, and said “It’s big, Romy. I’m in real trouble this time.”

      “How bad can it be?” Romy was probably going to regret asking the question, and yet she couldn’t help but feel responsible for Sasha after the abuse she’d suffered at the hands of her mother and the many ‘uncles’ she brought home. Sasha had been a child support check to her mother, and not much more. “I’m out of money, so—”

      Sasha sucked in a breath; the telltale sign she was about to cry. This was so not going to be good.

      “I’m having an affair with…” Sasha stopped like she needed a minute before she could reveal the name. The move didn’t bode well.

      “Break it off,” Romy countered.

      “That’s not the problem,” Sasha said, sounding like she was afraid to breathe. She was a good kid at heart, always had been despite the crummy circumstances she’d been dealt. Romy had made a promise she couldn’t keep. One that said she’d keep Sasha safe. To be fair, Romy had had no idea how bad it had become at Sasha’s childhood house, but she should’ve. Looking back, the long sleeve shirts in summer should have raised a red flag. Romy had been too caught up in her own world to notice and now she was filled with nothing but regret for not catching on sooner.

      “Then, you’re going to have to do a better job of explaining this to me, Sasha.” Romy set the pencil down before she cracked it in half.

      “All I need you to do is work at a ranch and bring back information,” Sasha said, like spying on a ranch was no big deal.

      “No,” she said without hesitation.

      “Please,” Sasha continued. “You have no idea how badly I need this.”

      “I can’t do this,” Romy stated, hating the desperation in her half-sister’s voice.

      “I shouldn’t have called you. I just thought that maybe you’d be able to help.” The disappointment and fear in Sasha’s voice set the hair on the back of Romy’s neck to standing.

      There was no way she should let herself get sucked into more of Sasha’s drama, especially while Romy was trying to figure out her own next step in life. And yet, she’d never quite been able to bring herself to completely refuse.

      “What ranch? And what kind of information?” Romy didn’t like any of this, but it didn’t sound like the worse thing she’d ever been asked to do. Immoral? Yes. Illegal? Had to be. She would get her half-sister to talk and then help her see this couldn’t possibly be the answer.

      “About the family’s business dealings and a will. I guess someone died and there’s a secret stipulation. My contact wants to know what it is,” Sasha said, a spark of hope in her voice. “It can’t be all that bad, right? I would never bring you into this if there was another way, Romy. You have to know that.”

      The guilt trip struck a nerve.

      “I don’t hear from you for months. You don’t answer my calls or texts, and now you call out of the blue asking me to spy on random people I’ve never met?” Romy asked. Her sister had to realize this wasn’t something Romy would ever feel comfortable with. Loaning Sasha money that would never come back had been bad enough, but at least it wasn’t illegal.

      “I’m being blackmailed, Romy.”

      “Even so, I won’t do it. I won’t spy on innocent people to get you out of trouble. We’ll figure out another way to get you out of this, Sasha. There has to be another way.” Besides, what would the ask be next time? Kidnap someone? “Break off the affair and we’ll deal with the consequences together. I can help you through it.”

      “It’s not that simple,” Sasha countered, the desperation in her voice sent up more of those warning flares.

      “Maybe it can be. You need to separate yourself from this man, Sasha. This sounds like a toxic relationship if he’s asking you to spy on someone else. The best thing for you to do right now is to hang up the phone with me, call the guy, and tell him the affair is over. Explain that you can’t see him anymore and he needs to go back to his wife and kids if he has them,” she explained.

      “He’s married and he does have kids but that’s not the problem.” Again, the panic in her voice sent another shiver racing down Romy’s spine.

      “Whoever is blackmailing you will have nothing to work with if you end the affair.” Romy hated playing the whole ‘tough love’ routine but what choice did she have? Sasha was going to have to learn at some point. Guilt niggled at Romy. She’d always felt responsible for her younger sister.

      “Romy, stop. I’m pregnant.”

      Those last two words changed everything. They also sucked the air out of the room.

      “I need your help, Romy. My baby needs her aunt. I wouldn’t call you if I wasn’t desperate. There’s no one else I can contact. You’re my best friend and my only family now that Dad is gone. Please. Help me. You know I wouldn’t ask if there was another way. Please.”

      More of that guilt slammed into Romy. This time with the force of a hurricane. The same old tapes wound through her thoughts. How different would Sasha’s life be if Romy had intervened sooner? The girls shared a father but grew up with different mothers under opposite circumstances. It wasn’t until Romy’s father broke down in front of her about her younger half-sister that Romy began to understand how bad the situation must be. Her father felt helpless. He had a criminal record and was behind on child support payments. Romy’s mother had refused to fight for a child who wasn’t hers despite Romy’s desperate pleas.

      When Romy turned nineteen and got her first apartment, she challenged Sasha’s mother for custody and won. At twelve years old, Sasha had been withdrawn to the point of barely speaking. Romy had been the first to get through to her and even that was tentative the first few years. Their father helped with money and Romy worked her way through a two-year degree in a community college while making certain she would be home after school every day for Sasha. Times had been tough but they’d gotten through. Or so Romy had believed. When their father died in an unexpected car crash Sasha’s senior year of high school, she’d packed up and gone on the road with a guy in a band. Six months later, she’d shown up at Romy’s door, broke, tired, and needing to sober up.

      Romy had taken her sister in and given her a place to recuperate. Getting through to her, though, had always proved elusive. There’d been moments. Sparks. Times when Sasha would talk to Romy about a future. Sasha would take steps toward signing up to take her GED and she’d make progress with studying for it. Then, something would trigger a memory and Sasha would retreat. She would make a series of bad choices, which often included disappearing before showing up at Romy’s door again weeks or sometimes months later, broke and desperate.

      As long as Sasha was willing to try, Romy had sworn to herself she would do everything she could to help her sister. But this? This was too big of an ask.

      “You have to involve the law, Sasha,” Romy said. “This sounds serious.”

      This wasn’t running away with a cute drummer only to find out months later she wasn’t as special to him as she’d believed. That particular disaster had had a wife back home and Sasha had been nothing more to him than a good time on the road. She’d been broken, devastated.

      Romy had gathered her sister up in her arms, welcomed her inside their small shared apartment, and then one-by-one helped her pick up the pieces before coming up with a new plan.

      “Forget I said anything, Romy. I’ll find a way to deal with it,” Sasha said. She didn’t hang up. Instead, she sat on the line, crying softly into the receiver.

      “Fine. I’ll help. But all I’m going to do is take the job and see if there’s anything to find out in the first place,” Romy relented. She always did. There wasn’t much she wouldn’t do to get her baby sister out of trouble, no matter how big her initial protest might be. Plus, Romy had sold her small business and had time on her hands.

      “I’ll call back with more details, Romy. Thank you. Thank you. Everything will be arranged, and I’ll text you the address.” Sasha sniffled a few times like she was trying to get her arms around her emotions.

      “I get to see you in person once a week on Sundays,” Romy stated. She didn’t trust these people—whoever they were—any farther than she could throw them. “Tell them that. I mean it.”

      “I will,” Sasha promised. “Romy…”

      “Yes.”

      “I promise this is the last time I’m going to ask you to do something like this for me. The baby changes everything. I’m going to be the mom she deserves.” Sasha had made other promises before, so Romy couldn’t risk getting too caught up in the moment no matter how much she wanted to. She so desperately wanted Sasha to get on the right track, especially now that she was going to be a mother.

      A mother? Romy could scarcely think of her sister in those terms. But before Romy could respond to her sister, Sasha hung up.
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      Eric Firebrand walked into the kitchen of the main house where his brother Adam, Adam’s wife Prudence, and their baby Angel had taken up residence. The main house had belonged to their grandfather and the once empty halls were now filled with laughter and occasionally the baby’s tears.

      One by one, several of his brothers had found the loves of their lives since summer started. Eric was beginning to believe there was something in the water. Something he needed to avoid like the plague.

      “Coffee?” Adam asked.

      “No, thanks,” Eric responded. He didn’t plan to drink the water around here, even if it had a dark roast blend in it. He held up his travel mug. “Brought my own.”

      Adam shot his brother a confused look, which caused Eric to smile. Four of his brothers fell down the same rabbit hole in a span of two months. He had no plans to follow suit, which meant avoiding the water. Just in case.

      “Have you met the new office assistant yet?” Adam asked.

      “That’s what I came here for,” Eric responded.

      Everyone had been asked to stop by and introduce themselves to the new hire. The woman who must be Dawn Driver walked into the kitchen.

      “Mind if I interrupt long enough to get a refill?” Dawn held up a coffee mug. She had to be five feet seven inches with legs that looked like she could play volleyball for a living. Hair that was black as night fell to her shoulders in long waves. Thick, black eyelashes framed powder blue eyes and a cream-colored minidress and boots with teal inlay highlighted those long legs of hers.

      “Be my guest.” Eric stepped aside as he tried to clear the frog in his throat. He shot a warning look at Adam, who wore the biggest smirk.

      “My brother is a genius with the books,” Adam said, patting Eric on the shoulder. “He’ll be happy to answer any questions you have.”

      “Is she handling the books from now on?” Eric asked. His question netted a raised eyebrow from the black-haired beauty.

      “It’s what I was hired to do,” she quickly countered before lifting a shoulder. “But if you’re not comfortable with it, we can discuss what my responsibilities should be while I’m here.”

      “I don’t mind keeping the job. It’d take longer for me to explain it to you anyway.” Eric wasn’t real comfortable handing over any of the family financial information to a stranger. Firebrand Ranch business had always been handled by a Firebrand.

      Based on Adam’s expression, eyebrows knitted together and his mouth in a frown, he didn’t approve of the tact Eric was taking.

      “There’s plenty other stuff to do in the office of a cattle ranch this time of year,” Eric defended.

      Dawn’s gaze bounced from Eric to Adam and back. “I’m set up in your grandfather’s office, in case anyone needs me. I should probably get back to it.”

      “How about we give you a different spot for the time being?” Eric began before receiving another look from his brother.

      Adam turned to Dawn. “Will you excuse me and my brother for a few minutes?”

      “Happy to help any way I can,” she said, replacing the coffee pot as she finished her refill. “Where would you like me to wait in the meantime?”

      “Go on back to my grandfather’s office for now. I’ll be in later to talk about where we’ll set you up on a more permanent basis while you’re here.” Adam motioned toward the hallway from which she came.

      “Nice meeting you,” she said to Eric about the time he realized he never introduced himself. He blew out a sharp breath, realizing that he wasn’t exactly leaving the best impression on their temporary hire. With his father in the hospital after a heart attack and their mother spending twenty-four-seven at his side, Eric was aware of the fact they needed the help. He didn’t like it, but his parents played big roles in keeping the place running and their absence would soon take a toll on the business.

      “Same,” he said to her before she disappeared down the hall.

      Adam wheeled around on Eric.

      “What was that all about?” The spark in Adam’s eyes said a whole lot about his frustration.

      Eric held up his mug in defense. “I could have handled that better.”

      “You think?” Adam quipped.

      “I don’t know. The thought of having someone digging around our family business just doesn’t sit right with me,” Eric admitted.

      “It’s a little late for that now, don’t you think?” Adam fired the question at Eric.

      “Fair point,” Eric stated. He was late to the game and should have thrown his two cents in before. But then the idea had been floated yesterday morning and before he could come up with a decent argument, the temp was here.

      “Why didn’t you speak up at the family meeting before we made the call and brought someone in?” Adam pressed.

      “To be honest, I didn’t know how I would feel until a stranger walked into our family kitchen just now,” Eric countered. “It just seems like we should pull in one of the others to help rather than use people we don’t know.”

      “We can’t get along with our uncle and cousins on a good day,” Adam pointed out.

      “That’s not true of all of them,” Eric countered.

      “Right now, we don’t know who we can trust or who will feed information back to Uncle Keifer. Plus, I don’t have to remind you what’s been going on between Kellan and Corbin.” Those were good points. Their brother Corbin had married Kellan’s ex-wife, which sounded a whole lot worse than it was. Corbin and Liv had been best friends since third grade, and everyone knew the two should have ended up together. It took them a hot minute to figure out what everyone else knew, but they got there eventually. And, yes, Kellan had been caught up in the fray. Though he never should have swooped in on Liv in the first place if anyone asked Eric. His cousin was the one out of line, even though Kellan didn’t see it the same way. He was still swearing off women while nursing a broken heart, and blaming his cousin for his heartbreak.

      And then, on top of that, Uncle Keifer had started an unfair fight when he tried to run Liv out of town and buy up her family property, as revenge for hurting his son. Her relative got involved with Uncle Keif and her life ended up being threatened.

      Adam had a point about the two sides of the family being at odds at the moment. At this point, it was starting to look like they would never make amends.

      Eric’s thoughts drifted back to the woman down the hall. Maybe someone neutral toward both sides of the family was exactly who they needed right now. Could he learn to trust her?
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      Romy was Dawn Driver now.

      Standing in the hallway to Marshall Firebrand’s office, she didn’t feel right going inside now that one of his grandsons had objected to her being there in the first place. Panic seized her as she tightened her grip on the coffee mug, wondering what the two men in the kitchen were talking about. Her, said a small voice in the back of her mind. Breathe.

      “You can go on ahead inside. I’m Eric, by the way.”

      The man was tall, well over six feet—maybe six and a half—and muscled. The word tank came to mind when describing him, but it was more than that. He had a strong masculine presence that awakened parts of her that had no business being aroused at work. Eric Firebrand was the complete package; chiseled jawline, interesting combination of brown hair and green eyes, sex appeal in buckets. With arms like bands of steel, he looked like trouble in the best possible way. An attraction was out of the question no matter how much her body hummed with need while he stood so close to her.

      “R-Dawn,” she stammered, cursing herself for the almost slip. She was Dawn now. Dawn. Dawn. Dawn. Maybe if she repeated the name a few more times it would stick. Her life might very well depend on remembering, not to mention Sasha’s. People as wealthy as the Firebrands wouldn’t take lightly to someone spying on their business. Being here was the worst of bad ideas. Romy needed to find a way out of this before she slipped up and got herself caught. Jail would be the least of her problems if one of these guys figured out what she was up to.

      More of that panic gripped her, causing her breathing to shallow and her body to tremble.

      Eric looked her up and down, studying her. This must be it. The jig was up. He had to know she was a fraud and a liar. It was most likely written all over her face. For some odd reason the inscription in her middle school yearbook came to mind: Romy Nelson: Least likely to rob a bank. She didn’t have the nerve for it or for any other crime, and this was most definitely illegal, no matter how much her sister had tried to convince Romy it was harmless.

      “I apologize for the way I acted earlier,” Eric said with more compassion in his voice than she deserved.

      “It’s fine,” she quickly countered, trying her level best not to get distracted by those beautiful green eyes of his.

      “No, it isn’t. Not in this house.” His words had a finite tone to them and he had a sense of calm she wished she could borrow, or at the very least lean into. “We don’t…I don’t think it’s fine. You’re here to help and you don’t deserve to be on the receiving end of my frustration at the fact my father had a heart attack and there’s nothing any of us can do to fix it.”

      “I’m really sorry.” Well, now Romy felt even worse. She had been made aware there’d been a death in the family, a grandfather. But this? A family already in mourning, that had been dealt another blow? She shouldn’t be here. “I’m probably in the way. I can…”

      She started backing away from Eric, but he stopped her with a hand on her arm. All kinds of fire and electric sparks traveled up her arm with the contact.

      The man locked onto her gaze and held it. “You’re right where you belong as far as I’m concerned.”

      Those words were a knife to the center of her chest. Was there any way to back out of this nightmare? She could bolt now, and then what? Sasha would still be in trouble. The situation might even be worse for her now that Romy had agreed to do this terrible thing. She never should have compromised herself. Everything about this felt wrong and she didn’t want to face the mirror until this was over with. She needed to finish the job and get out.

      “Thank you,” she finally offered.

      He took his hand off her arm and she immediately felt its absence. Then, he held his hand out toward the office. “After you.”

      Romy walked inside and took the closest seat facing the large mahogany desk. It looked hand-carved and held a prominent spot in the room. Bookshelves lined two walls and there was a laptop on a foldout desk with a smaller chair pushed under on one of them. She would rather work there, off to the side, if she was being honest. The small space would keep her positioned with her side to the door so she could see who came and went. The desktop sat next to a window that looked over an impressive yard that would probably have a whole lot more green grass if the state wasn’t in the middle of a two-year drought.

      In a surprising move, Eric took the chair next to her and she had a moment of realization. From what she’d discovered online, his grandfather had been a bigger than life figure. Eric might be uncomfortable sitting in the man’s chair.

      “I handle a lot of the back-office accounting. I’m also responsible for ensuring the right tags get on the right calves and the paperwork matches up,” he started. “Do you have a lot of experience working the office of a cattle ranch?”

      She shook her head. “I’m a quick study and I have owned a business, which I sold successfully.”

      “Mind if I ask what made you want to work here?” He cocked an eyebrow.

      “To be perfectly honest, I’m still figuring out my next move. This job is temporary and I’m bad at sitting at home twiddling my thumbs.” She hoped the explanation would suffice. She’d been as honest as she could.

      He studied her for few seconds before nodding his head.

      “Understandable,” he said. “I wouldn’t be good at sitting around doing nothing, either.”

      “Then, how can I help?” she asked, grateful to think about something besides the fact she shouldn’t be here.

      “We’re in the time of year where we perform our herd-health measures, cut hay, and perform pasture maintenance,” Eric continued.

      She had no idea what kind of paperwork that involved but she was good with a computer and knew several spreadsheet programs. At twenty, she’d started her own baking business that had been bought out by a local restaurant in Austin two months ago. The profit would keep her in her downtown apartment for several years but she needed to dig her hands into a new project. She’d be lost without a purpose.

      “The majority of our calves have already sold through auction and will leave mid-August, so we’ll need to make certain their paperwork is in order,” he continued.

      The business side of cattle ranching sounded interesting.

      “Do you sell any locally?” she asked.

      “We help out a few restaurants throughout the year.” He nodded. “But most are sold through auction. Other than that, we continue work in the hayfield well into the fall. Come November, we start our cycle over again with calving. And that’s cattle ranching in
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