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      Crater Rock had always been Hudson Firebrand’s salvation. This was the place he’d come when those early hormones tripped him up, pimples flared, and life stopped making sense. Thankfully, those awkward teenage years were long gone but now he was staring down a different milestone. His thirtieth birthday. Questions he’d never pondered before suddenly looped in his thoughts. Was he chasing his own dreams? Or was he doing what was expected of him instead of making his own way? Was he happy on the ranch? Or was the work so ingrained in him that he didn’t know where it ended and he began?

      To make matters worse, all eight of his brothers were engaged or married. Hudson brought his hand up to loosen his collar. He could barely commit to starting a taco business; there was no way he was ready for a lifetime commitment.

      He scanned the landscape. There was barely a breeze and no relief in sight from the two-year drought scorching the land. Rivers were drying up. Forget the creeks. The lack of water was impacting Firebrand land, and nearby smaller ranches were doing a whole lot worse.

      But today Hudson wasn’t here for the view. His cousin Vaughn had requested a meeting. Vaughn and Hudson were the same age and had been close growing up until Vaughn ditched ranch life in favor of joining the military. He’d said something about needing to know if he could handle being an adult on his own terms. Growing up as a Firebrand, they’d had everything they could have asked for. There’d been plenty of food on the table, more than enough playmates with eighteen cousins between the two brothers’ families, and enough freedom to roam the land. They’d also learned how to put in a real day’s work, care for things smaller and weaker than them, and do their part around the house. With nine hungry mouths to feed and no hired help, Hudson’s mother had taught her sons early on how to set a table, clear a table, and pick up after themselves.

      The Marshall’s death had caused a rift in the family that seemed impossible to repair. They’d been at odds ever since their grandfather’s unexpected passing early in the summer. Hudson’s father and uncle had been fighting since long before, but it had gotten so much worse now. The cousins rarely spoke to each other any longer. It was as though the family had been split right down the middle, and there was no end in sight to the bickering about the Marshall’s will. Since Vaughn had been away from Lone Star Pass since high school graduation, maybe he could offer a fresh perspective on how the ranch should have been split. His level head was never more needed than now.

      Of course, the best course of action would be to get everyone in the same room and hash out their differences. Not let anyone leave until a fair settlement had been agreed upon by both sides. Their relationships might be impossible to salvage at this point. The thought of doing something to make matters worse was a sore spot. But then, it hardly seemed they could get worse. Something needed to give.

      Was all the infighting responsible for Hudson’s restlessness? Or was the taco business truly calling him away from everything he’d known? Taco business, he decided. Tacos were his future.

      The first thing he needed to do when he was back in cell coverage range was put a message on the family group chat asking for a sit-down meeting. What happened with the land, cattle, and mineral rights was none of his business after he would let his father and brothers buy him out. He could wash his hands of the place and all the drama that had been plaguing the family for months, which should be freeing. So, why did his chest take a hit instead?

      For one, Hudson had grown up here. He loved the land. He loved his family. He loved the business. Cattle ranching had been all he’d known before his interest in running a taco business. He wouldn’t be human if the thought of leaving wasn’t at least a small gut punch. Most of his hesitation about calling the meeting led back to his father’s recent stroke. Hudson didn’t want to create more stress. Since all eight of his brothers lived and worked here, his leaving would break up the family and their legacy.

      Motion straight down and in his line of sight caught his attention. He saw someone systematically working their way toward him. Must be Vaughn. But since there’d been a significant amount of crime in Lone Star Pass recently, he took nothing for granted. Hudson squatted down and placed his hand on the butt of his gun just in case. People weren’t the only threat on a ranch. Dangerous animals like hogs made roaming around without a means of protection impossible. Carrying had been a lifelong habit and he’d been taught how to handle a gun long before his tenth birthday. Being prepared had kept him alive. Poachers could be even more dangerous than nature out here.

      Based on the size of the person coming toward Hudson, he reasoned it had to be Vaughn. And, hold on a second, there was someone else tucked right behind his cousin. The person was practically glued to Vaughn’s backside. So much so, Hudson almost didn’t see them. Vaughn hadn’t mentioned anything about bringing someone with him.

      Glimpses of the person revealed a small frame, a female figure. Was Vaughn married? Was he about to spring a wife on the family?

      Another one bites the dust, Hudson thought as the famous Queen song thumped in the back of his mind. Vaughn’s relationship status shouldn’t send Hudson into another tailspin, but it was a shock. If Vaughn had mentioned her on the phone, then Hudson would be expecting her. Not to mention there’d been that unsettling something in Vaughn’s voice during the call that had sent a cold chill racing down Hudson’s spine; a cold chill that was back. There was also something about Vaughn’s stance—protective?—and the way he kept checking from side to side that caused all the tiny little hairs on Hudson’s neck to prick. His cousin kept stopping to survey the area and check behind them as though to make sure no one had followed. When he started walking again, he favored his left leg. The whole scenario was cause for unease.

      There was no way to call Vaughn on his cell since this entire area was a dead zone. Hudson scanned the zone surrounding his cousin and the mystery woman. His gaze locked onto movement roughly thirty feet south from them.

      Hudson drew his weapon and aimed toward the commotion. His finger hovered over the trigger mechanism of his Sig Sauer. From this distance, he couldn’t get a good visual on whoever was following Vaughn.

      Hunkering down, Hudson figured he could circle around and get close enough to see if he recognized the follower. If not, at least he could get off a shot to stop the jerk. Because those tiny hairs on the back of his neck were never wrong, and they sensed danger.

      Navigating his way down in a zigzag pattern and quiet as a church mouse would give him an advantage. He already had the element of surprise. Considering he had no idea what his cousin had gotten himself into, Hudson would ask questions first and shoot as a last resort. Shooting was always a last resort.

      Twenty feet down and he made eye contact with Vaughn. Of course, his cousin would have seen Hudson coming. Vaughn’s military training would have kicked in, making it next to impossible to sneak up on him.

      Hudson pointed toward his own eyes before pointing down the hill. The nod came quickly from Vaughn, who cut right instead of continuing the course toward the top. Hudson couldn’t get a good look at the female figure tucked behind his cousin. All he could see so far was that she was considerably shorter than Vaughn. Considering the average height of a Firebrand came in around six-feet-four-inches, most people fell into her category.

      A whole bunch of questions swirled about Vaughn and the mystery woman. None could be asked or answered at the moment, so Hudson kept zigzagging and making his way down toward the trespasser.

      By the time Hudson made it where the guy should be, he was gone. The ground was hard and dry from lack of rain, making it impossible to locate footprints or any indication which direction the person went. Had they figured out Hudson was tracking them? Had they realized Vaughn had changed course?

      Hudson’s immediate next thought was Honey. If anything happened to his mare, Hudson would lose it. He circled back to where he’d tied off the reins and his heart rammed the inside of his ribcage when he realized she was gone.

      Even with the dry, cracked soil, Honey had enough weight on her to leave impressions. He followed them and listened for sounds of her hooves pounding the ground. Anyone with access to a horse would be keen on getting far away if the person had realized they’d been spotted. This person had to have figured out Hudson was on the hunt.

      He bit back a curse as he dropped to the ground and put his ear against the dirt. He heard hooves there. Not running. Not thundering in the opposite direction. Slow, methodical walking.

      Which meant, the rider was using the horse for a height advantage. Then, there was the obvious fact the person could get away much quicker on horseback than on foot.

      Seriously, what had Vaughn brought back to the ranch with him?
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      A few minutes were all it had taken for Anisa Turner’s life to go from nurse on her day off, to woman on the run. One minute she was taking her brother’s ATV out for a spin on her day off and the next she’d come across a man who was bleeding and too weak to crawl out of the ravine he’d fallen into. At least, she’d believed he’d fallen inside. Later, she realized he’d climbed in on purpose before getting stuck.

      It struck her as strange how normal life could be in one minute and how upside down it could be in the next, changing at the speed of a finger snap. She still had no idea what was going on or how she’d ended up here on Firebrand property. All she knew for certain was that she was on a famous ranch with someone who had a very famous last name. This massive plot of land that went on as far as the eye could see belonged to one of the wealthiest cattle ranching families in Texas, the Firebrands. She didn’t have to be from around these parts to be familiar with them. They were the stuff of legends.

      She’d spent the past two days nursing Vaughn Firebrand as a threat seemed to always be one step behind. Vaughn had been shot. The bullet had taken off a chunk of his thigh. He’d let himself bleed too much before stopping to rest and address his wound. He’d said it had been a necessity. And then they’d spent the past twenty-four hours trying to get here, on foot. Speaking of which, hers were swollen, pulsing, and angry. In the beginning, she’d accompanied the injured man in order to keep him alive. That was before she’d been seen, when being on this little journey was voluntary. Now, whoever was after Vaughn was trying to get her too.

      Anisa needed to stop. She squeezed Vaughn’s hand, the signal she needed a break. If he could risk it, she would get minutes to regroup. If not, he did his best to find a hiding spot until the threat passed. Anisa hadn’t said anything to him and had no plans to, but her baby hadn’t moved since yesterday. At twenty-seven years old, Anisa was pregnant and alone.

      A twig snapped to their right. Someone was close by.

      Vaughn froze after tucking her behind him. He’d been very protective of her and the baby after he’d regained consciousness three days ago. He’d also told her to get far away from him the minute he saw her stomach. The warning, unfortunately, had come a little too late.

      The air was so still, they were so quiet, Anisa could have sworn she heard her own heartbeat. She said a silent protection prayer the baby was all right as she rubbed her belly with her free hand.

      “It’s Hudson. Don’t shoot,” the unfamiliar man’s voice wrapped around her. There was a comforting quality that made her believe she might get out of this situation in one piece, which was strange considering she hadn’t even seen the person’s face yet.

      Vaughn headed toward the voice and before she realized, the two were in a bear hug. The man who stepped out of the trees with Vaughn was similar in height. He had to be at least six-feet-four-inches. His dark hair had sun-kissed highlights that came from working outdoors, a five o’clock shadow that looked more like a beard, and dark brown irises with the thickest, blackest set of lashes. And then a dimpled chin that softened an otherwise carved from granite jawline.

      The inappropriate surge of attraction caught Anisa off guard. She shoved it aside as Vaughn made introductions.

      “This is my cousin Hudson,” Vaughn said to her. “You’ll be able to trust him one hundred percent.”

      “Good to meet you. I’m Anisa,” she said to the man whose eyes seemed locked onto her stomach. He immediately shifted his gaze up to hers. Questions danced in those serious brown eyes of his, but they would have to wait.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said with a quick smile and a nod before turning his attention back to Vaughn. “What’s happening?”

      “I never would have involved you if I’d known they would follow me here,” Vaughn said to his cousin. The family resemblance was striking but there was something special about Hudson.

      “Who are you talking about?” Hudson asked. “Who followed you?”

      Anisa perked up because Vaughn hadn’t exactly been chatty about the threat they’d been facing.

      “There’s no time to explain,” Vaughn said in practically a whisper. It was the same thing he’d said to her several times since this three-day journey had begun. “We should split up. I can get their attention and drive them east. Why don’t the two of you head northwest?”

      Hudson’s gaze dropped to his cousin’s wedding finger, then hers. He issued a sharp sigh. “You want me to be responsible for your—”

      Vaughn cut him off with a severe headshake.

      “I’m responsible for her,” he corrected. “This is my fault.”

      He’d said those exact four words to her more times than she could count in the past couple of days. Whoever was after him was now a threat to her as well. Anisa had moved to Texas to outrun her past and had been successful. What did it matter? It seemed tragedy and destruction would follow wherever she landed.

      Apparently, she was now in someone’s crosshairs because she’d stopped to help a human in need. She’d done so because she could. She’d had the ability to clean his wound, not to mention the supplies on hand. Those weren’t something most people went camping with, he’d said. He’d quieted right down after she told him what she did for a living.

      It made sense she would be prepared. Being a nurse was only half the reason. The half she was willing to share with a stranger. Her younger brother had been the other half. T.J. was a year and a half younger than Anisa. Same father, different mothers. She’d moved to Austin to be closer to him. Then had to watch him spiral after he got addicted to pain medication following an ATV accident. He’d never recovered emotionally from losing one leg and having another that was ‘for show’ as he’d put it. He’d been paralyzed from the waist down in the crash, a crash that had taken everything from him.

      Before he’d overdosed, he’d made her promise to go camping once a year on his birthday and take the ATV out in his honor. Anisa had agreed and then realized how crazy she was for consenting. She wasn’t a camper let alone someone who went around on an ATV.

      She issued a sharp sigh. T.J. had only been gone a year but it all seemed like yesterday. With his death, she’d lost the only family she had left. Three months later, she’d lost her best friend and the man she was supposed to marry. Bad luck followed her like a stalker in a dark alley.

      And now, her child had stopped moving.
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      “I’ll head northwest,” Hudson said after a long pause. He’d noticed his cousin was nursing a limp. “Be careful.”

      “Always am,” Vaughn said with a wink. “What kind of supplies did you bring?”

      “Enough for lunch. But that’s gone along with Honey. The bastard took my horse,” Hudson ground out.

      “We’ll get her back,” Vaughn stated with resolve. He shot Hudson a look that said he knew how much losing his horse must sting.

      “I have no doubt about it,” Hudson shot back. He wasn’t leaving this area until he found his mare. Taking care of Vaughn’s pregnant girlfriend or wife complicated matters, considering he needed to take her away from the danger and away from Vaughn.

      “If we don’t meet up again, promise me you’ll make sure Anisa is safe,” Vaughn said in a foreboding tone.

      “Hold on a minute. What exactly is going on here?” Hudson asked, needing to know what kind of threat they faced.

      “I’ll explain later,” Vaughn said, surveying the area. He started back up the hill before Hudson could argue.

      Then again, he had Anisa. He could ask her as he moved her toward safety.

      “Keep your phone on you,” Vaughn stated. “I’ll call as soon as I can and have service.”

      “Will do,” Hudson said, sensing the urgency.

      His cousin almost immediately disappeared into the trees. The sound of twigs snapping to their right caused Hudson to reach for Anisa’s hand. A timid deer moved away from them as though heading toward the meadow.

      “Are you okay?” he asked Anisa, unsure of what to do with a pregnant person. Could she run?

      “I have to be,” she responded with a quick glance down at her belly. The bump wasn’t huge and he had no way of knowing how far along she was anyway. She couldn’t be too far considering it didn’t look like a basketball had been tucked underneath her shirt. In fact, from the back, he could scarcely tell there was a baby in there.

      A baby? Vaughn a father?

      Even Hudson’s cousins were starting to drink the ranch water, he thought as he led Anisa away from the noise. She wasn’t as quiet as he’d hoped. Any decent tracker would be able to follow them from a mile away. Asking her to tone it down wouldn’t help. The woman had a square, sturdy, honest chin, but that didn’t mean she could take another punch, figuratively speaking. She also had slick blonde hair that darkened at the roots. She was all of five-feet-six-inches tall with an athletic figure. He shouldn’t be thinking about her creamy skin, hazel eyes, or full pink lips considering she belonged to his cousin.

      Anisa looked like someone famous. He searched his brain for a name and came up empty. Despite belonging to one of the wealthiest cattle ranching families in Texas, his life wasn’t a string of parties or events that had him rubbing elbows with Hollywood socialites.

      Naturally, when he stopped trying to force it, the name came to him. Sofia Richie. That was who Anisa reminded him of.

      Hudson would give it to his cousin. The man had incredible taste in women.

      The pregnancy was a shock though. He should probably be used to surprise relationships and babies at this point. There were way more questions than answers with the way Vaughn had treated Anisa. For instance, wouldn’t they have kissed before Vaughn took off with that dire warning? He’d said Anisa was his responsibility. Did that mean the child was a surprise? An unwelcomed event? Vaughn didn’t seem like he had any animosity toward Anisa. In fact, the word protective came to mind.

      When Hudson had been trekking for forty solid minutes at a fast clip, he stopped by a dried-up creek bed and turned to Anisa. She was breathing heavy and his heart took a hit that he’d pushed her when she looked so tired. This close, he could see dark circles cradling her eyes. He could only imagine what she’d been through so far or for how long. She must be exhausted even though her chin was out and she looked ready to keep marching if she had to.

      One option would be that they could hike to his cabin and get supplies. Based on the fact her clothes had dirt smudges on them and she practically dripped from sweat, he figured a shower and a real bed would go a long way toward making her feel human again.

      “How are you?” he asked, not bothering to hide his concern. “Really?”

      “I’ve been better,” she said in between breaths. She leaned forward and grabbed hold of her side as though she had a cramp.

      The thought of pushing her farther wasn’t exactly warm and fuzzy. They weren’t too far from cell phone coverage though. He could make a call and get supplies to them in half an hour if Bronc, the ranch foreman, came blazing. Of course, that might scare away whoever Vaughn was tracking.

      “What’s really going on?” Hudson asked, wishing he had fresh water to give her.

      “You got me,” she said, sitting down and leaning her back against a tree trunk. “I was out camping with my brother’s ATV when I came upon your cousin. He’d been shot in the thigh and there was so much blood. I couldn’t get cell coverage in the area and I couldn’t exactly leave him even though he begged me to when he first came to.”

      “Hold on a minute,” Hudson said. “First of all, he was shot?”

      “In the thigh. The injury ended up being superficial and I had supplies with me to clean him up and throw in a few stitches,” she explained as the cramping seemed to ease.

      “Who keeps supplies like that on hand?” he
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