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      Damn, she’s gorgeous.

      Justice McBride watched, mesmerized, unable to tear his gaze from the dancer who commanded the small stage at the outdoor Christmas festival.

      Who knew clogging could be so hot?

      Her red hair shone beneath the Arizona winter sun while her short blue dress swayed and bounced around her firm thighs. Her feet moved at an amazing speed. The emcee had announced that the music she now danced to was Lost Girls by Lindsey Stirling. Good tune.

      All Justice knew was that he couldn’t look away.

      Rose. The emcee had called her Rose.

      The tap of her clogs as she moved around the stage spotlighted her abilities. He took in the sensuality of the woman in her every move, and studied her smile—mysterious and probably a whole lot of dangerous.

      Yeah, there was a good chance she could tear out a man’s heart as easily as pulling a brush through all that wavy red hair sliding around her shoulders.

      Rose shot Justice a flirtatious smile as she danced by, blue-green eyes sparkling, before she spun away.

      That one smile shot an electric sensation straight to his gut. Damn, she fascinated him. Her flirting had only been part of the show, but he had to meet her.

      The energetic tune ended with an emphatic final tap of her shoes. The beautiful woman gave a slight bow to the crowd that applauded and cheered. The talented young dancer from a couple of previous numbers, who had equally bright red hair, ran up to Rose’s side. The pair bowed together. Mother and daughter, clear as could be.

      More cheers followed Rose as she exited, while the girl ran to the back of the stage. The emcee had earlier announced her to the crowd as Sophie.

      Justice worked to get past observers in the crowd, hoping one of his many cousins or numerous friends wouldn’t waylay him. He had to get to Rose before she left the area.

      Hell if he knew why it was so important to him. He’d never felt this compelled to meet a woman. It was as if someone, something, pushed him forward.

      A wooden box carved with Celtic designs sat in one corner. Sophie scooped up the box then walked it around the stage. Men and women of all ages threw coins and bills into the box.

      Justice hurried to pull a twenty from his pocket and tossed it in. The girl’s face lit with a spectacular smile. Yep, no doubt. She was related to the woman he had to meet.

      He nodded to the girl and returned her smile before winding through the onlookers, most of whom were here for the Prescott Christmas Festival. Holiday cheer was in abundance with lots of laughter and good spirits.

      Justice spotted Rose standing behind the stage’s backdrop, her back to him as she kicked off her clogs then dropped them into a duffel bag. She slipped on some flats and shrugged into a black jacket.

      She pushed her long hair away from her face and let it flow down her back. He imagined sliding his fingers through all that thick red hair and his gut tightened.

      A man, who must have been in his early thirties, walked from behind the stage, as if waiting for Rose. He sauntered until he stood behind her. He paused, staring at her backside as she bent and picked up the duffel bag.

      Justice scowled. The way the man stared at Rose was nothing short of lewd. It made Justice want to slam his fist into the man’s jaw.

      The man grinned, reached his hand under Rose’s short skirt, and grabbed her ass.

      Rose’s back went ramrod straight and she dropped the bag.

      Heat slammed into Justice. His scalp prickled. He didn’t tolerate anyone treating a lady with anything less than respect. He ground his teeth as he started toward Rose and the man. Sonofabitch.

      The redhead turned to face the man and smiled. It wasn’t meant to be pleasant. It was a smile that would likely scare the shit out of most men. She shot out her hand, and in one smooth move she grabbed the man’s index finger and drove him to his knees so fast that Justice stopped in his tracks.

      The asshole let out a screech of pain.

      “Touch me again,” Rose said with an Irish accent, “and I will break your finger right before I make it quite impossible for you to ever father a child.”

      The man glared up at her. “Let go, bitch.”

      “I do believe you’ve got a death wish,” she said before twisting his finger harder.

      He cried out again before she released him. “Fuck you,” he growled as he held his hand to his chest.

      “Not on your life.” Rose waved him away like a witch dismissing a demon spirit. “Begone.”

      Justice grinned as the idiot fled. Even then, Justice fought the urge to follow him and kick his ass.

      The man tossed an angry look over his shoulder, and then he was gone, lost in the crowd around them.

      So much for the Christmas spirit.

      The young girl darted past Justice before he could reach Rose. Sophie carried the now closed wooden box as she ran to the woman’s side. Rose’s expression shifted from pissed to pleasant as she greeted the girl with a smile.

      “Mama, I like this Prescott town.” She looked up at her mother as she held up the box. “The people are very generous here.”

      “That’s wonderful, Sophie.” Rose’s words now had a softer lilt to them as she handed the girl a jacket. “Get this on before you catch your death of it. Time for us both to go back to our booth and take care of business.”

      Sophie set the box down and tugged on her jacket. She had a sprinkling of freckles across her small nose, and delicate features. The girl would be as beautiful as her mother one day.

      She glanced at Justice, who had stopped just feet away. The girl nodded in his direction. “That nice man put twenty in.”

      Rose turned her head and her gaze met Justice’s. She looked at him for a few heartbeats before saying, “That was kind of you.”

      “You’re both very gifted.” Justice tried to come up with something that didn’t sound lame. “I’m impressed with your talent.”

      “Thank you.” The wariness in her gaze told him something concerned her. Maybe she thought he was some kind of stalker.

      Shit. How the hell was he supposed to do more than get a “thank you” out of the woman if she was resistant to even a little conversation?

      “Nice to meet you, ma’am.” He touched the brim of his Stetson. “I’m Justice McBride.” He reached out a hand. “I heard the emcee call you Rose.”

      “Mama’s real name is Fiona—” Sophie started, then stopped and clapped her hand over mouth when her mother shot her a look. Sophie winced like she knew she’d just blown it. She lowered her hand and mouthed, Sorry, to Fiona.

      He held back a grin. Fiona suited her much better than Rose.

      “Call me Rose.” Fiona took his hand. Her expression was reluctant, but her grip was firm. “A pleasure, Mr. McBride.”

      He liked the sound of her voice, and the feel of her soft hand in his that warmed him through. He let her go the moment she moved to withdraw her hand, even though he would have liked to hold it just a little bit longer.

      “Would you and your daughter like to have lunch?” Justice smiled. “On me.”

      “Yes!” Sophie bounced up and down on her toes, a lot like his teenage niece when she was squealing with excitement. Sophie then glanced at her mother. “Please Mama?”

      Fiona shook her head and zipped the duffel bag.

      Sophie looked crestfallen. “I’m hungry.”

      “You know we have sandwiches in the booth, including your favorite peanut butter and honey.” Fiona met Justice’s gaze again. “I do appreciate the offer, Mr. McBride.”

      He pushed up the brim of his hat with his finger. “Justice, please.”

      She slung the bag over her shoulder. “What kind of a name is Justice?”

      He shrugged. “I’ll tell you one day.”

      With a shake of her head, she said, “Who says there’s going to be another day?”

      Now he was getting somewhere—he had her talking. He winked at Sophie then flashed Fiona a grin. “Sophie does.”

      “Yes.” Sophie nodded. “Absolutely.”

      Fiona raised an eyebrow. “You’re using my daughter’s fascination with you to sway me?”

      “Sophie and I are already buds.” Justice slipped his thumbs into his belt loops and rocked back on his boot heels. “I’d like to get to know you, too.”

      Fiona had a spark of laughter and something else in her eyes, but she managed to keep her feelings from showing in her expression. “We have work to do and we best be going, Mr. McBride.” She rested her hand on her daughter’s shoulder. “Come, Sophie.” She started walking while guiding the girl along with her.

      Justice fell into step beside Fiona. “Are you sure you don’t want lunch? The Grand Saloon on Whiskey Row isn’t just a watering hole. It has fantastic sandwiches.”

      Rose ignored him but didn’t chase him off. They worked their way through the Christmas festival crowd, the people wandering from booth to booth. Vendors sold everything from oil paintings and professional photographs, to Christmas crafts and ornaments, to handmade furniture and hand-thrown pottery, to saltwater taffy and holiday cookies.

      It was hard to believe the year had gone by so quickly. Thanksgiving was less than a week away. Holiday decorations had gone up the day after Halloween and they were in abundance in downtown Prescott.

      The Christmas spirit was alive and well here. Chatter and exclamations, smiles and laughter. Couples holding hands, children running through the crowds, a dad swinging his daughter up and onto his shoulder.

      Justice breathed in smells from nearby vendors—of roasted almonds, hot chocolate, and the pumpkin spice lattes his sister liked. The chill in the air was enough to warrant a medium-weight jacket. Being farther north than the Phoenix metro area, it was cooler here, usually in the sixties in November. Not bad at all.

      He glanced at Fiona, who was a good head shorter than he. At least she didn’t seem bothered by his presence. Maybe slightly annoyed, but so far so good.

      “You mentioned a booth,” he said.

      Fiona looked at him and rolled her eyes. “You are nothing, if not persistent.”

      She was fun. Justice grinned. “Persistent is my middle name.”

      Fiona shook her head. “Justice Persistent McBride. Suits you.”

      “You have no idea.” Another plus. She’d remembered his last name.

      They walked up to a booth with a front case containing silver bracelets, necklaces, pendants, pins, and rings, some inlaid with various stones of assorted shades.

      At the back was a white tent with flaps. A nicely made hand-decorated sign with gold outlined green lettering said, Readings today. Hmmm. Readings? Fiona must be a fortune teller or card reader. Sophie seemed a little young to be telling fortunes, but he guessed one never knew without asking.

      He looked at Sophie. “Is this your booth?”

      She nodded. “Mama and I make the jewelry.”

      “Shush, girl. Don’t encourage the man,” Fiona said before she walked around the display. She’d said it in a tone that was more amused than anything else.

      Things weren’t looking so bad. She could have taken him down to the ground the same way she’d put that idiot in his place. She hadn’t tried once to hurt him. That had to be a good sign.

      Fiona set the duffel bag on the ground and gave the woman behind the case a warm smile. “Thank you, Gisela.”

      Gisela got to her feet, steadying herself with a cane. “You’re welcome, lovey.” The old woman had an English accent, as opposed to Fiona’s Irish lilt. “You had quite a few customers. Sales were good.”

      “That’s super awesome.” Sophie’s green eyes lit up. “Thanks, Auntie Gisela.”

      The older woman patted Sophie’s hand. “I best be helping Nigel now. He probably sold all the handmade soap at half the price.” She sighed. “Again.”

      Gisela walked outside the booth.

      Justice touched the brim of his hat. “Ma’am,” he said as she approached.

      “Good day, young man.” She gave a single nod and continued into the pathway, shoppers parting ahead like the Red Sea as she leaned heavily on the cane as she made her way to the booth closest to Fiona and Sophie’s.

      “She’s not really my aunt,” Sophie volunteered. She had none of Fiona’s accent. “But we see her at most of the shows and she helps me and Mama sometimes. We do things for her, too.”

      ”Sophie.” Fiona looked exasperated. “What is with that tongue of yours today?” She shooed the girl in the direction of the tent. “Put the box away, then we’ll have sandwiches.

      When Sophie was in the tent, Fiona met Justice’s gaze. “I guess you’ll be on your way now.”

      Sophie ducked out of the tent, now carrying a cooler. She ran to stand beside her mother.

      The corner of Justice’s mouth quirked. “As a matter-of-fact, I was looking for just the right gifts for some of the women in my family. I stopped by the festival to pick out something for my mom, sister, niece, and new sister-in-law.”

      He smiled at Fiona’s skeptical expression before looking at Sophie. “Why don’t you show me what you have? Maybe you can give me a few suggestions.”

      “I have lots of ideas.” Sophie set the cooler on the ground and happily scooted around and stood behind the display. “I can tell you about our jewelry first.”

      Sophie explained the meaning behind each stone they used to make the pieces, the designs they used, and the Celtic influence in their art.

      They used strictly silver to work with as opposed to white gold, which they found was generally out of the budget for most people attending events like this one.

      “Do you travel to different cities and towns to sell your jewelry?” He hadn’t thought about this just being a stop along the road for Fiona.

      The fact she wasn’t local didn’t make him want to get to know Fiona any less. And her daughter was great.

      Sophie nodded. “All over the west.”

      Fiona put her fingertips to her forehead, as if counting to ten.

      “You have an Irish accent,” Justice said to Fiona who had lowered her hand. “Were you born in Ireland?”

      Fiona shrugged. “I am as American as you are.”

      He studied her. How much of what she had told him—what little she’d told him—was real? After all, she’d claimed her name was Rose. “Where did you pick up your accent?”

      “You certainly ask a lot of questions.” A shadow passed over Fiona’s features. “Have you decided on anything? We do not want to keep you.”

      Justice smiled. “I like what I see and with Sophie’s help, I’m sure I’ll find something they will like.”

      “How old is your niece?” Sophie asked Justice, after talking about their jewelry.

      Fifteen minutes later, involving laughter between himself and Sophie—and Fiona shaking her head—Justice finished purchasing four different necklaces. He figured each suited one of the women in his family. But then what did he know about women?

      He looked at the tent behind the booth and returned his gaze to Fiona. “You give readings?”

      “Why?” Her expression shifted to both skeptical and amused. “I’m sure a cowboy like yourself doesn’t venture into the metaphysical world.”

      “I don’t know anything about it.” He shrugged. “Doesn’t mean I’m not open to learning.”

      Sophie moved beside Fiona and piped up, “It’s twenty for a reading.”

      Fiona gave Sophie a look. “We’ve kept Mr. McBride far too long.”

      “I just happen to have another twenty.” Justice pulled his wallet from his back pocket, drew out a crisp bill, and handed it to Sophie.

      He gave Fiona a quick grin. “Ready to read me?”
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      Fiona studied the cowboy who looked at her with such genuine interest. And he’d hit it off with Sophie.

      The reading she’d done for herself early this morning flashed through her mind, and the man the cards had mentioned.

      This cowboy couldn’t be the king in the cards. Even if he was, she needed to send him packing. So, why hadn’t she?

      He adjusted the brim of his hat and she let him hold her gaze with his. Eyes, a deep shade of brown, so intense and striking, as if they were made of brown silk.

      A leather bomber jacket hid his upper body or she might be even more unnerved. She’d checked out his ass more than once while Sophie had been showing him jewelry pieces. She could almost feel the tough denim beneath her fingertips as if she now caressed the material that lovingly clad his muscular thighs and hugged his tight ass.

      For goodness sake, Fiona, she told herself, you don’t need to be noticing the man’s ass.

      She had felt so much strength in his large callused hand. She could imagine the rest of him being just as strong and hard.

      Fiona mentally groaned.

      She had only been with one man and that had been before she fled. There hadn’t been time or opportunity since for a relationship, much less the desire to have one.

      And that includes now.

      Fiona could sense no guile, no trickery in Justice…nothing but honesty and straightforwardness. Integrity even. All things she knew little about from men.

      She’d excelled at reading people for the past decade and had yet to be taken in.

      Not since Gilroy.

      Don’t let this be the first time. It could be your last.

      The thought chilled her.

      You believed in a man before, Fiona. And you nearly died. You could have lost Sophie.

      She’d been barely eighteen then.

      Some things don’t change.

      I have.

      Justice McBride had only been around her a mere thirty minutes or so. Yet, she had enjoyed his company and his interaction with her daughter.

      But no, she couldn’t let her guard down.

      Not now, not ever.

      She wanted to tell Sophie to give Justice back his money, but it would confuse her daughter. Truth be told, they needed it.

      A dark thought crept into the back of her mind and grew as the memory floated in her mind of Gilroy’s last threat, the leather strap, and his last punch. He’d had her flat on her back, on the floor of their trailer, his fist coming down, down…

      Then he’d slammed it into her face. She could almost feel the pain of his brutal attack and the darkness that had started to close in on her. She’d been pregnant and she didn’t dare fight back or he might have hurt the baby.

      Remember you can’t trust.

      The chill that had entered her system started to ice over her heart.

      Her throat worked as she swallowed.

      Get this over with.

      Justice looked at her in a way that made her feel as if he could see every question, every bit of confusion in her mind, heart, and soul.

      “Are you all right, Fiona?” His voice was softer, concerned.

      His calmness and the use of her real name jarred her back to reality. It seemed like they had been standing still, staring at each other for at least an hour. But the thoughts swirling in her mind couldn’t have taken more than a minute.

      “It’s Rose.” Fiona straightened her spine. “Of course, I’m fine. Are you sure you want a reading, Mr. McBride?”

      “Justice,” he said once again. “I’m positive I’d like that.”

      “Give me a moment.” She turned to go into the tent. She came up short when he stepped around and reached the tent before her. He pulled the flap back, then held it open. She hesitated, unused to what should have been a common courtesy.

      Common courtesies. That was one subject she didn’t know a lot about when it came to men.

      “Thank you,” she said. “I’ll be right with you,” she added before she ducked into the tent. Sounds of the Christmas festival were dampened here, enough that she could focus more easily when she had clients, or needed to meditate.

      Fiona kicked off her flats and took a moment to strip out of the blue and gold dress she had danced in. She went to a carved wooden chest below the colorful sheers at the back of the tent, and put the clothes in one corner. Before she closed the lid, she pulled out a soft, billowy gown, slipped it over her head, then belted it with a tie of the same opaque purple material.

      She picked up a set of gold bracelets that had been lying next to the pillar candle she’d anointed. She slipped the bangles on, and they clanged like little bells as they slid down her wrist.

      Her tent was easy to set up and take down, but she had decorated it in a way that its energy called to her inner self. Every show, each time they set up, she hung colorful sheer silk scarves around the space and draped a purple silk cloth over the low round table at the center.

      A short nearby shelf held both rose and clear quartz, as well as tiger-eye, tanzanite, and amethyst stones. The stones’ vibrations and energy leant her strength and clarity. She lit a candle, drawing the scent of the citron oils as the flame grew.

      When she was ready, she walked barefoot across the large soft purple rug on the tent floor and opened the flap. “You may come in now.” Justice took his cowboy hat off as he entered, and she pointed to his boots. “You’ll be more comfortable with them off.”

      He smiled and spoke in his low drawl. “If you say so.”

      Fiona managed not to give him a smile of her own. “I say so.”

      At the low table, she settled cross-legged onto her favorite seat, a comfortable Bohemian fabric pouf. She loved poufs, which were cushions, like shorter and softer ottomans. She grabbed her cards and shuffled them with quick efficiency.

      Almost every day for the past eleven years, after she learned and started practicing the art, she had meditated on her own as well as giving readings. She’d been a natural at reading tarot cards. They spoke to her.

      While Justice removed his boots, Fiona focused on the well-loved deck and held it in her left hand as she breathed in the scent of the magnolias. Usually, the peaceful smell relaxed her and allowed her to fall more easily into each reading she performed, including her own. She liked the flowers’ scent, but it gave an entirely different vibe now.

      She held her right hand over the deck, clearing it of any negative energy the previous client may have left. She mentally imagined the white light of energy traveling from her palm to the deck, and invited in the healing power of the angels while vanquishing any negativity.

      Those who read the messages in the tarot cards usually identified with one card in particular. Fiona’s was the High Priestess, the Mystic.

      Justice had settled across from her, and set his hat on the floor beside him. He looked surprisingly at ease as he situated himself at the low table and crossed his legs before it. Everything about him radiated confidence, but not cockiness. He was self-assured, comfortable in his own skin, as if he didn’t need to prove anything to anyone.

      Refreshing.

      Her ability to analyze, assess, and come to conclusions about the people she met had served her well over the past decade. Any mistakes she’d made had been long ago, when she was young and had thought she could trust her judgment.

      Now she was cautious, confident in her abilities, but never let her guard down.

      So, what was it with Justice McBride? She felt nothing but peace from him.

      Her radar was never off. Never.

      “I like this.” He looked around the space, his gaze taking in everything around them. “It’s you.”

      “It makes me happy.” Fiona surprised herself with the admission. “The positive energy in here gives me clarity and strength.”

      “It feels comfortable.” He nodded. “Like you.”

      “Thank you.” Why did his comment cause warmth to flow over her?

      Fiona gripped the tarot deck. “Why do you want a reading?”

      “I’ve never had one,” he said. “I like to try new things, and I have to admit, I’m curious.” He sounded genuinely interested.

      “All right.” Why did her hands shake? “Let’s answer your curiosity.”

      “I’m ready when you are,” he said.

      She was aware of Justice closely watching as she rested the deck of oversized cards in one open palm. She brought the deck close to her chest and ran her thumb over one corner, greeting each card.

      She looked at Justice. Her throat felt dry and unused. She swallowed and was glad her words came out clearly. “I want you to ask or think a question.”

      He looked as if considering, then nodded. “Done.”

      Too bad he hadn’t verbalized the question. She would have loved to hear him say it in his smooth voice with his sexy cowboy drawl. The cards would tell her anyway.

      Fiona shuffled the deck, asking for help and guidance from the angels so that she might give him the answers he sought. She let light flow into her body, the cards’ energy making her own stronger as they spoke to her. Words, feelings, thoughts slid into her mind, random yet with a fluid consistency. The cards told her to stop shuffling and to do a heart spread.

      A heart spread? She halted. A love reading—either about a relationship he was in, or questions about a relationship he was interested in starting.

      She mentally frowned to herself. She had no idea why she didn’t want to do that pattern. Well, she did know, but she refused just the same.

      Maybe she was being silly. There was a woman in his life and he had questions about that person. But if he did, why would he be showing interest in Fiona?

      She decided to do a three-card spread.

      “If you insist,” the cards seemed to say to her in her mind.

      She fanned out the deck and held it out to Justice. “Pick three cards. Do not look at them.”

      He appeared thoughtful as he chose one at a time and handed them to her. Her bracelets jangled in the silence as she put the cards face down on the table.

      She really didn’t want to do this. Breathe, Fiona. This man is not the king from your own reading.

      Her hand trembled slightly as she turned over the first card.

      The Lovers.

      She nearly groaned.

      The second. The King of Pentacles.

      Please, no.

      The third. The High Priestess.

      Fiona closed her eyes and breathed in slow and deep, wondering how she was going to deal with this. The future is fluid, she reminded herself. Send him packing.

      She raised her eyelids and met Justice’s gaze. She wanted desperately to make something up, but she always told the truth about the client’s future. The cards never went so far as to tell her how the person’s life might end, thank God. But the cards that did speak to her insisted on honesty.

      Honesty.

      Her throat worked as she swallowed down the fluttering sensation that rose from her chest. “A relationship is in your future.” She braced her palms on her knees as she summarized rather than telling him his future in detail. “This is the Lovers card. You will meet someone soon, your soul mate.”

      “I already have,” he said quietly.

      “Good for you,” she snapped, then forced her temper down. The anger came from nowhere. She felt out of control, like she was a puppet on a string, forced to dance to someone else’s tune.

      Justice waited for her to continue, his presence somehow calming.

      “The future isn’t set,” she said as pleasantly as possible. “I can only tell you the potential outcome.”

      He nodded. “Go ahead.”

      She slid her finger over the next card. “The King of Pentacles represents you.” It had also turned up in her own reading earlier this morning, and represented a successful, ambitious man.

      Nope. She didn’t need a man obsessed with money. She’d send him packing.

      The cards chided her. The King of Pentacles appreciated the sensual, luxurious side of life, too. She’d felt that the moment she’d looked at the card.

      Finally, she rested her finger on the third card, the one she had always identified with. “The High Priestess is the woman you will meet. She will resist you. She will challenge you.”

      “I can see that.” He spoke as if he knew. Well, maybe he thought he did. Some people were intuitive, but that didn’t mean they were right, or that the situation wouldn’t change from their perceived outcome.

      “You’ll be lucky if the woman gives you the time of day.” Fiona shrugged. “That’s all I can tell you.”

      He grinned. “You’ve told me enough.”

      “Good.” She stood, feeling unsteady as she rose. He picked up his hat and eased to his feet, as well. “You’d best be on your way then,” she said.

      He said nothing as he pulled on his boots. When he was finished, he studied her. “Why don’t you and Sophie have dinner with me tonight?”

      “We’re busy.” She hurried to force the words out. “I need to help Sophie now, but I have something to do first.”

      “All right.” He stood at the entrance to the tent. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Her stomach flipped. “Not likely.”

      He smiled then opened the flap and let in the chilly air. He winked before slipping out and letting the flap close behind him.

      She felt like a piece of her had just walked away.

      Fiona gripped the deck in one hand while she used her other to rub her temples. She started to put the cards away when one slipped out and fell to the tent floor.

      The tower.

      Her blood chilled as words slipped in and out of her thoughts. Darkness, destruction, on a physical scale. A time of great turmoil…shaking the foundation of her current sense of safety. She desperately reached for the positive aspects of the Tower, but the cards didn’t offer anything reassuring when they spoke to her.

      She struggled to determine if the Tower had anything to do with the king in her own reading. The cards gave her a definite no. They still told her to allow the King of Pentacles into her life. That he was good, he was the light.

      Then what was the Tower card all about?

      Her throat worked as she swallowed.

      She picked up the card, slipped it into the deck, then shoved it into the velvet bag. She pulled the drawstring tight before setting the pouch on the shelf next to the candle.

      Fiona closed her eyes as she pushed aside thoughts of the Tower and focused on Justice. Everything told her he was the man in her own reading.

      No. She would not allow him into her life.

      She could only think of one thing to do.

      Run.
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      The day after meeting Fiona, Justice didn’t think he’d ever been in a better mood. Even driving along the busy street by the festival, heavy with traffic, didn’t bother him.

      Clearly the tarot card reading she’d done yesterday had thrown her completely off balance. He’d bet his ranch she’d never been so flustered as she’d been then. She’d tried to gloss over what she told him, but it was plain as day that she hadn’t been completely truthful. It had started when she’d turned over The Lovers card.

      They were going to get to know each other better. He knew it. She knew it.

      The Sunday crowd made the going slow. Just as he started to pass the main entrance, an SUV pulled out of a parking space in front of him.

      Perfect. He eased his Dodge truck into the spot, and in moments was headed across the street and into the crowd.

      Holiday cheer and all that went with it was thick in the air that was a good ten degrees colder today. Thick clouds filled the sky—the weather report indicated it might snow today. His jacket warded off the chill, and he shoved his hands into the pockets to warm them. It was colder today than yesterday, but still comfortable.

      Handmade wreaths and gold menorahs were in one booth. Hand blown ornaments were adorned with symbols and colors representing Christmas, and hand carved items for Hanukkah.

      The next booth contained potpourri and wooden treasures. The scents of cedar, nutmeg, and cloves filled the space. He continued without stopping to check out other vendors. He headed straight for Fiona and Sophie’s booth.

      He paused and watched as Fiona showed a piece of jewelry to a man about the same age as Justice’s father.

      It was Ben Johnson, who could be a real bastard—his ex-flame’s father. Ever since Justice had dated Beth, Ben had hated him. Why, he had no idea, except maybe he’d thought Justice wasn’t good enough for Beth.

      The Johnsons were a wealthy, prominent family in Prescott and Prescott Valley. They owned several businesses downtown and had their hands in others all around the valley. The McBrides, mostly ranchers, owned a lot of the land while the Johnsons were into businesses.

      The heavy fall of thick red hair lay across Fiona’s cheek, hiding part of her features from him. He wanted to stroke her hair and push it away from her face before cupping her chin in his palm. Her fair skin would be soft against his work-roughened hands. He knew she’d be soft all over, every inch of her.

      Damn. The thoughts hardened him and he had to pause, slow his breathing, and think of things like the old crone who checked him out at the grocery store.

      Mission accomplished.

      The thought had calmed his body parts down at once.

      He strode closer to Fiona, but held back enough to stay out of her way while she was with Old Ben, and yet have the opportunity to watch her.

      God, she is beautiful.

      He waited a few minutes longer as Ben purchased a necklace. Fiona put it into a small jeweler’s box and completed the transaction. She smiled at the man who didn’t bother to respond and left.

      She turned and put the receipt with the man’s payment into a carved wooden box, much like the one Sophie had carried around the stage after their performances.

      Fiona’s back was to him as she bent even more to slide the box beneath a table.

      Justice groaned as her perfect jean-clad ass was on display. The sight put too many thoughts into his head that he pushed back—for now.

      Once again, he thought of the crone, and once again he got his body to settle down enough that he could walk toward the booth.

      Thank God, Fiona straightened. He didn’t think he could take more of that display without hardening again.

      She turned and saw him. Surprise then another expression crossed her face that he wasn’t sure how to read. Interest or concern? Both?

      Probably both. After yesterday’s tarot card reading, who knew?

      He reached the booth and smiled at her. “Good morning.”

      She hesitated as she straightened to her full height of maybe five-four, as if she didn’t want him to think his six-three height intimidated her. Hell, he didn’t think anything intimidated this woman.

      “You’re here early.” She braced one hand on the wood trim of her display case. “Which begs the question, why are you here?”

      He smiled. “To kidnap you for lunch.”

      She raised her brows. “Oh, you think so?”

      “Yep.” Justice glanced around. “Where’s Sophie?”

      “In the tent.” Fiona nodded in that direction. “Catching up on her homework.”

      Justice cocked his head. “On a Sunday?”

      “She likes to make sure she stays ahead in her assignments.” Fiona smiled as she talked about her daughter, a mother’s fondness in her tone. “With as many shows as we go to, and all the traveling involved, sometimes that’s a challenge for her. She gets carsick if she does homework while driving.”

      He shoved his hands deeper into his jacket pockets. “I take it you homeschool her?”

      Fiona laughed. The sudden transformation from a simple smile was amazing. It was as if she had grown lighter with the laughter.

      “That young lady teaches me.” Fiona’s pride was clear. “Sophie showed extraordinary talents from a young age, so I had her tested when she was five. Simply put, my daughter is a genius.” Fiona shook her head. “She’s a twelve-year-old girl who just started her first year of college this fall.”

      “I can’t say I’m completely surprised.” Justice glanced at the tent. “She’s comfortable in her own skin, confident, and intelligent.”

      Fiona nodded. “And you can’t fool that young woman. She can see through just about anyone and any situation. Yet, when it comes down to it, she’s just a girl who happens to be a whole lot smarter than most of us. It’s hard sometimes to let her act her age.”

      “So.” Justice tried to keep a straight face. “Sophie has a good idea of the character of people she meets, and she likes me. Her giving me your real first name was no mistake, was it?”

      Fiona sighed. “Completely intentional.”

      “Does she do that with other people she meets?”

      “No.” Fiona shook her head. “She knows better. She hasn’t even told Gisela, and we’ve known her for years.”

      Justice wondered how he’d gotten so lucky to get on Sophie’s good side. “Why me?”

      Fiona hesitated. “How much do you believe in spiritual talents?”

      Justice shrugged. “As much as I knew about tarot readings. You could call me a blank slate.”

      Fiona looked thoughtful before she gave a nod and said, “Sophie can read people. Often, she knows what they’re going to say before they even open their mouths. Her talent is extraordinary.” Fiona hesitated again. “Her giving you my real name is a mark of her trust and belief in you.”

      Justice thought about that. “She doesn’t know me, but she came to that conclusion?” He gave Fiona a teasing grin. “So, I’m in.”

      “With Sophie.” Fiona tossed back her hair with an annoyed gesture. “That doesn’t mean you are ‘in’ with me.”

      Justice shrugged. “You know it’s inevitable.”

      She frowned, chasing away the lightness, and he almost regretted pushing this hard.

      Almost.

      She raised her chin and her green eyes sparked with irritation. Her Irish lilt grew stronger. “Mr. McBride, I know nothing of the sort.”

      Damn, she was cute when she was riled.

      “Just sayin’.” He didn’t even try to hold back a grin.

      She flung up her hands. “May I see the backside of you and the last of you.”

      He shook his head. “It’s not that easy, Fiona.”

      “Rose,” she snapped.

      “That ship sailed.” He grinned, but did a real good job of not laughing at her expression. What was it they said about the temper of a redheaded Irish woman?

      Oh, yeah.

      Watch out.

      Fiona might just be a testament to the truth in the stereotype. As a cowboy, he was used to the same treatment. Often, although not always, there was some truth to most stereotypes. It had to start somewhere.

      She braced her hands on her hips, her glare intensifying, as she opened her mouth to speak.

      “Justice!” Sophie came out of the tent just in time to save his butt. She grinned, as if knowing she had.

      “Hey, Sophie.” He smiled at the kid. “Your mom says you’ve been doing homework.”

      “All caught up now and I put the iPad away.” Sophie took a thick green band off her wrist as she spoke, pulled her hair back into a bushy ponytail, and used the band to secure her wild hair. “Today’s lessons were easy.”

      “Physics.” Fiona smiled as she tugged a loose strand of Sophie’s hair. “Piece of cake.”

      “I stopped by to take you out to lunch.” The corner of his mouth curved as he took in Fiona’s conflicted expression.

      “Please, Mama.” Sophie was almost as tall as her mother. “I’d love to go to Whiskey Row. The Grand Saloon has a mechanical bull. Maybe a cowboy will ride it.”

      Fiona raised an eyebrow. “You’ve read up on it, have you?”

      “On the Internet.” Sophie looked at Justice. “We travel, but we use a hot spot so I can get online.”

      Fiona groaned. “Must you tell Mr. McBride everything?”

      With a laugh, Sophie replied, “Maybe.”

      “Please don’t.” Fiona glanced at Justice. “We can’t get rid of him if you keep encouraging him.”

      “She isn’t always this grouchy.” Sophie jerked her thumb at her mom. “She just likes you.”

      Fiona’s eyes widened. “I cannot believe you said that.”

      Sophie grinned at Justice. “What time is lunch?”

      “How about I stop by at noon and we go then?” Justice glanced at Fiona. “If Gisela can watch your booth?”

      “I’ll ask her.” Sophie was out of the booth like a shot.

      Justice smiled at Fiona. He didn’t want to push her any farther. She might shove back even harder than she had been.

      Fiona rubbed her temples. “Any chance I’ll be rid of you afterward?”

      He shook his head. “None at all.”

      

      Fiona was halfway between being irritated and intrigued as she waited with Sophie for Justice to show up at the booth. She was being pushed toward this man. Or he was drawing her to him? Maybe she wanted to go in that direction willingly.

      She didn’t like this back and forth going on inside her head. It was exhausting. She’d resisted the message of the cards, but they had pointed to Justice as the man they’d guided her toward all along.

      Damn

      Her belly fluttered as she made sure everything was ready for Gisela to take over. The woman was an angel, and had been there for Sophie and Fiona countless times over the years. It was no accident they appeared at the same shows week in and week out, with their booths close. They planned it to work out that way.

      Fiona had done another quick three-card reading for herself in the morning, hoping they would tell her something like, “Time to get moving and leave any thoughts of men and potential relationships behind.”

      Of course, they didn’t.

      Instead, they steered her closer to Justice McBride.

      “Lunch with a young man.” Gisela commanded Fiona’s attention as the older woman hobbled into their booth. “The one with the cowboy hat that I met yesterday?”

      “Yes.” Sophie nodded. “His name is Justice.”

      Fiona sighed. Sophie truly was taken with the man. She couldn’t seem to keep quiet about anything. Fiona needed to have a heart-to-heart talk with her daughter.

      “Ready?” The rough timbre of Justice’s voice from behind sent a shiver down Fiona’s spine.

      She turned to face him and nearly froze at the sight of the rough and rugged cowboy. He looked so incredibly good with his dark hair covered by the western hat and the jacket that clad his broad shoulders.

      What was it about the jeans cowboys wore? How could they look so good on a man, making a woman want to eat him all up?

      Her throat worked as she forced the words out. “We need to keep lunch short so we can get back and relieve Gisela.”

      The old woman waved that statement away. “Take your time, lovey. Nigel can handle our booth.” She shook her head. “If he doesn’t barter with everyone who walks by instead of sticking with the prices. He doesn’t understand that not everything needs to be bartered.”

      “Are you sure we should leave?” Fiona asked. “Maybe you need to go back and keep an eye on him.”

      “Go on to lunch.” Gisela turned her gentle smile on Sophie. “Make sure your mama relaxes and enjoys herself.”

      Fiona clenched and unclenched one hand. Easier said than done.

      She grabbed her small cross-body purse and made sure her cellphone was in it. She slipped out of the booth and into the crowd with Justice and Sophie.

      “The Grand Saloon is primarily a restaurant now, and it caters to tourists.” Justice kept his strides short so that they could keep up with him. “They have the best burgers and sandwiches in town. They bake their own bread and hamburger buns, which makes for one heck of a good meal.”

      They reached the Grand Saloon. The history and age of the place crept over Fiona. She imagined long ago cowboys and dancing girls in the Grand Saloon. It was as if she could hear the clink of glasses, male laughter, and feminine voices spurring on men playing poker. The jangle of a man’s spurs on wood echoed in her ears, followed by the neigh and snort of the horse he’d left tied to the hitching post outside.

      “Mama. Mama.” Sophie’s insistent voice drew Fiona out of her thoughts.

      Belonging. A feeling of belonging.

      No.  I don’t belong here. She shook off the sensations and looked at her daughter. “What Sophie?”

      The girl frowned. “The hostess wants to seat us now.”

      “Oh.” Fiona mustered up a smile. “I was thinking about something else.”

      “Can we sit by the mechanical bull?” Sophie asked the hostess.

      “Right this way.” The young woman, wearing a dress straight out of the late 1800s, led them into the saloon. The place was decorated for the holidays, including a Christmas tree in one corner.

      The hostess escorted them to a table close to the mechanical bull that looked like it had seen better days. Much better. The leather saddle was worn, the paint on its horns chipped, and the color on its belly completely gone, showing the gray primer below.

      Justice seated Sophie on the right side of Fiona, helped Fiona into her wooden spindle-back chair, then took the one on her left.

      His knee brushed hers and a flush of heat washed over her. She didn’t know if he’d done it on purpose, but he didn’t do it again. At least not yet.

      The thing was, she’d had enjoyed the brief electric sensation that had shot through her.

      She glanced at him from beneath her eyelids. His hands were big, his arms muscular beneath his shirt. She couldn’t stop thinking about being pressed up against his hard body, feeling his warm breath on her lips…

      Fiona looked away. Stop thinking like that, she told herself.

      She never thought it would be so hard to stop daydreaming about any man.

      The hostess provided menus, and after taking their drink orders, she retreated.

      Sophie glanced at the bull and looked at Justice. “Do you think I can ride the mechanical bull?”

      “Absolutely not.” Fiona frowned at Sophie. “Where do you get these ideas?”

      Sophie shrugged. “I think it would be fun.”

      “No.” Fiona shook her head. “Subject closed.”

      Sophie heaved a sigh then glanced up at Justice. “Will you ride it?”

      “Been a long time since I was on the back of a bull.” Justice gave her a quirky smile. Damn, that smile was so sexy it made her stomach swoop and dive. “Not sure how long I’d stay on,” he added.

      “Did you ever stay on for the full eight seconds?” Sophie asked.

      “Eight seconds doesn’t sound like a long time,” Fiona said.

      “When you’re on the back of a bull that doesn’t want you anywhere near him or on him,” Justice said, “and he wants to kill you—eight seconds feels like forever.”

      Fiona thought it through and tried to imagine what it would be like to be on the back of a mean and angry bull. She counted to eight seconds in her mind. Yeah, she could see his point.

      Justice turned to Sophie. “I made it to the bell a few times.”

      “Wow.” Sophie considered Justice’s words. “I want to see a real rodeo cowboy riding a real bull one day.”

      “Sure.” Justice smiled at Sophie. “Prescott is home to the world’s oldest rodeo and has been here for about one hundred-and-thirty years, since 1888. It’ll be over the 4th of July weekend next summer.”

      “I would love to go,” Sophie said with a grin.

      “We won’t be here, Soph.” Fiona looked at Justice. “We leave for Reno this week. Then we move on to New Mexico and Texas. I don’t imagine we’ll be in Prescott again, for a couple of years.”

      He acted like he hadn’t heard. “We’d better look at the menus.” As Fiona and Sophie opened theirs, he added, “I recommend the ‘Grand Saloon favorite’ burger, or the cowboy burger.”

      Fiona found the page. “They look huge.”

      “We can split one,” Sophie said.

      “True.” Fiona quickly perused the menu and didn’t see anything that sounded better to her right now than the burgers. She handed her menu to Justice. “Let’s try the Saloon burger.”

      “Cool.” Sophie passed her menu to Justice, as well.

      “Same here,” he said.

      The server saw Justice had gathered their menus and set them aside on the table. She reached them, asked for their order, then how they liked their burgers cooked. Justice preferred his medium rare, and Fiona and Sophie took theirs well done.

      After the server took the menus and left, Justice asked, “What are you two doing for Thanksgiving?”

      “Nothing,” Sophie said, and Fiona wanted to do a face-palm. Her daughter gave an exaggerated sigh. “We’ll make jewelry, which is what we do almost every day.”

      “Why don’t you have Thanksgiving with me at my ranch?” he asked.

      Fiona said, “No thank you,” at the same time Sophie responded with, “That would be awesome!”

      Sophie flattened Fiona’s words as she dove into questions about the ranch. “What kinds of animals do you have? Cows and bulls and horses?”

      Justice nodded. “Yes, I have cattle and horses. My niece also keeps a few goats on my ranch. They’re her 4-H project.”

      Sophie’s eyes widened. “I want to see all of them.” She turned and looked at Fiona. “Won’t that be incredible?”

      “Sophie.” Fiona gave her a stern look. “We are not going to Mr. McBride’s ranch.”

      “Justice,” he said.

      Sophie’s face fell. “I want to see the goats and horses.”

      Fiona sighed. “We have things to do.”

      The girl looked like she wanted to blurt something out but was holding her tongue. After the past two days of saying whatever came to her young mind, that was a feat, indeed.

      “I’m making a shepherd’s pie,” Fiona said. “Your favorite.”

      “Okay,” Sophie said quietly.

      The dejected response was possibly worse than if her daughter had argued.

      “Thank you for the offer, Justice.” Fiona worked up a smile. “It was most generous.”

      “Do you like shepherd’s pie?” Sophie asked Justice, perking up while apparently deciding to take another tactic.

      He nodded. “One of my favorite meals.”

      “Mama’s is the best.” Sophie beamed. “If she says it’s okay, you could come to our trailer on Thanksgiving.”

      They both looked at Fiona.

      She rubbed the bridge of her nose with her thumb and forefinger. This time she wanted to bury her face in her palms. Or better yet, her head in the sand.

      When she lowered her hand, she looked into the expectant faces of the man who clearly wanted to get to know her better, and her daughter, who was trying to set her up with the man the cards had said was coming.

      She wouldn’t win this one gracefully.

      Marionette on a string.

      A rush of butterflies tingled in her belly and surged up into her chest. She’d never felt this way around a man in her life. Even when she was young and in love with Gilroy, it had been just a girl’s infatuation.

      The mere memory of Gilroy darkened her thoughts. She wanted to immediately grab Sophie and drag her from the saloon, then run far, far away.

      “Well?” Sophie asked, a note of triumphant expectation in her words.

      “Come at three.” Fiona looked at Justice. “Don’t be late. I don’t want to burn the meal trying to keep it hot.”

      “Awesome!” Sophie nearly shouted.

      Justice gave a nod, like he’d expected her to extend the invitation all along. “What can I bring?”

      “Dessert,” Sophie interjected. “Mama never makes enough.”

      “She’s got a sweet tooth.” Fiona shook her head. “Or shall we say, a mouth full of them.”

      “All right.” Justice smiled at Sophie. “What kind do you like?”

      She shrugged. “I love anything and everything sweet. Doesn’t matter.”

      He leaned back in his chair and looked at Fiona. “What goes well with shepherd’s pie?”

      “Whiskey.” Fiona laughed at Justice’s raised eyebrow. “After all, the Irish are known for their shepherd’s pie and exceptional whiskey.”

      Justice grinned. “Whiskey it is. I was referring to dessert.”

      “So was I.” Fiona felt the world slide away as she looked into Justice’s silky brown eyes. “Instead of you bringing something, I’ll make Irish bread pudding with a whiskey-caramel sauce.” Her voice grew soft as a haunting memory floated back to her. “My mama used to make it for holidays.”

      Fiona caught her daughter’s look of surprise. One thing Fiona never did was talk about her past. It hurt too much, and Sophie didn’t need the burden of knowledge about Fiona’s pain.

      Sophie didn’t press. “It’s my favorite dessert,” the girl said to Justice.

      “Sounds good to me,” he said.

      

      Justice watched emotions play across Fiona’s features. He wondered what made the woman so wary and hesitant. Something had happened in her past, something that had scarred her. One day he would find out just what that was.

      He wanted to take away the pain he saw behind her eyes and create new memories with her.

      The strength of his certainty and the depth of caring he felt for her should have surprised him, but it didn’t. It felt…right.

      “Hey, bro.” His brother’s voice grabbed Justice’s attention, and he dragged his gaze away from Fiona to see James standing by their table.

      Justice grinned and nodded in the ladies’ direction. “James, meet Fiona and Sophie.” He met Fiona’s eyes, almost daring her to correct him and smiled. “Ladies, this is my brother, James, better known as Ace around here.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Sophie sounded very adult for her age.

      “A pleasure,” Fiona said almost formally and cautious.

      “Hello, ladies.” He smiled at Sophie then Fiona. “The pleasure is all mine.”

      “What dragged you away from your ranch?” Justice asked his brother.

      Ax shrugged. “I was in the mood for a burger.” He held up a good-sized paper bag. “Taking back a few for the guys.”

      “Looks like you have enough for ten men to eat their fill.”

      “That’s about right.”Ace smiled at Fiona and Sophie. “I’d better get the burgers home before they get too cold. I enjoyed meeting you both.”

      Justice nodded to his brother as they all responded in kind.

      “See you Thursday,”Ace added then made his way out of the crowded restaurant. “Thursday…?” Justice said to himself then groaned. “Mom.”

      “What?” Sophie asked and Fiona tilted her head to the side.

      “I forgot my mom planned a big family Thanksgiving dinner.” He shook his head. “She insists everyone be there.”

      Sophie’s expression fell. “Does that mean we won’t be having dinner together?”

      Justice smiled. “Would you like to have Thanksgiving with my family?”

      Sophie perked up but Fiona shook her head. “Thank you, but we don’t want to be an inconvenience.”

      “You won’t be.” Justice put his forearms on the table. “My family would love you.”

      “I appreciate the invitation,” she said. “But we’ll have our celebration in our home.”

      Justice met Fiona’s gaze. “Then would you mind if I join you at five, after I escape the mob at my parents’ house?”

      “That’s totally fine,” Sophie said enthusiastically. “We can wait until then to put the shepherd’s pie into the oven.” She looked at her mom. “Right, Mama?”

      Fiona gave a slow nod. “That will be fine.”

      “Thank you,” he said. “My mom has wanted to drag my brothers and sister, and the other women in our lives together for ages. I hate to disappoint her.”

      Their server showed up and cleared the table then set the check receipt holder on the table. “Whenever you’re ready,” she said before leaving.

      Justice slipped cash into the holder.

      “We had best get back to our booth,” Fiona said. “It is the last day of the event.”

      Sophie nodded. “The Christmas festival has been great, but we still have a lot to sell.”

      “We need to relieve Gisela,” Fiona added.

      They left The Saloon a few minutes later. As they walked along the street, Sophie looked up and grinned.

      “It’s starting to snow.” She touched her nose. “I felt one land here.”

      Lazy flakes drifted from the sky and Justice smiled. “First of the season.”

      “I love when it snows.” Sophie spun, her arms out around her. “Especially around the holidays. It’s magical.”

      “I agree.” Justice watched more snowflakes spiral to the ground. “It’s early for this time of year here in Prescott.”

      “That’s because it was meant for us.” Sophie laughed and moved through the crowd, toward their booth.

      When they reached their space, Fiona greeted Gisela.

      “Lovely sales today.” Gisela gestured to the case, which looked a little emptier than before. “Quite the rush after you left.”

      “That’s awesome,” Sophie said.

      “Wonderful.” Fiona studied the case. “Sophie, it looks like all of the bracelets you designed have been sold.”

      Sophie rushed to the case, and her voice rose with excitement. “You’re right, Mama. None are left.”

      Gisela made her way out of the booth. “I do hope Nigel didn’t let all of our stock go for a song.”

      The elder lady disappeared into the crowd.

      “Sales usually drop on Sundays, so this is very cool,” Sophie said. “Most people come on Saturdays.”

      “Your designs are beautiful,” Justice said. “I’m not surprised.”

      Fiona drew his attention. He watched her as she bent over a piece of paper she was writing on, her fall of hair a curtain over her face.

      When she straightened, she pushed her hair over her shoulder and approached him with the piece of paper. She had a hesitant air about her, as if she wasn’t sure she wanted to give it to him.

      “This is the trailer park we’re staying at and our space number,” she said as he took the paper from her. “See you around five on Thursday.”

      Justice resisted the urge to lean down and brush his lips over hers. Instead he smiled, and dug his wallet out of his back pocket. He pulled out a business card. “This is my cell number. If you need me for anything, call.”

      Fiona took the card and studied him. She seemed to be assessing him and determining whether or not she would ever call.

      “See you Thursday.” Justice winked at Sophie. “Thanks for getting the invite.”

      She gave a conspiratorial grin. “I can’t wait.”

      Justice walked through the crowd, back to his truck. He hadn’t wanted to leave, but he didn’t want to overdo it with Fiona, and he wouldn’t tread on her space when she had things to do.

      He headed away from the festival, looking forward to Thanksgiving like he never had before.

      

      Fiona shook her head as she watched Justice McBride vanish into the light snowfall and throng of holiday shoppers.

      Her King of Pentacles.

      Not hers.

      She tried to frown when all she wanted to do was smile.

      “I really like Justice.” Sophie moved closer to Fiona. “I know you do, too.”

      Fiona rolled her eyes dramatically, something Sophie frequently did to her. “He’s just a man, Soph.”

      “Not just any man.” Sophie flashed a grin. “He’d make a great dad. Could you get him as a Christmas gift for me?”

      Fiona’s eyes widened. “If you aren’t the silliest girl today. Of course, you can’t have him for a gift. You don’t even know the man, so how do you know what kind of father he would be?” Fiona shook her head. “I should have said ‘no’ to Thanksgiving dinner with him.”

      “But you want Justice to come.” Sophie’s grin broadened. “You like him a lot.”

      Fiona made an exasperated sound. She nodded in the direction of the case, where a woman and a man stood. “Please tend to the customers while I prepare for my next reading.”

      Sophie laughed and headed for the case, where she immediately engaged the customers. She had a talent for drawing people in and selling their jewelry. With her sparkling personality, Sophie could sell to anyone. The customers would leave with a package and a smile.

      Fiona slipped into the tent and let the flap close. She brushed snowflakes from her hair.

      She looked at the tarot deck and fell into the memory of Justice’s reading and the one she’d done earlier for herself. Did she dare let him into her life, more than he already was?

      How could she begin to think of a relationship when she and Sophie would be on the road to the event this weekend? They were travelers in this world. It was what they did.

      She sighed and drew all her hair over one shoulder. From the time Sophie was born, Fiona had wanted so much to give her daughter a stable home life where they could settle down in one place and never move again.

      Was this her sign? Were they meant to stay in Prescott? Or was that simply a wish she could not fulfill?

      Even if it was, and she wanted to, how could they afford it? Where would they sell their jewelry?

      Fiona started to pick up the deck, but snatched her hand back when the image of The Tower flashed in her mind. Ice flowed through her veins. Why had the card fallen out? Why had the message been so strong?

      Something bad would happen. Soon.

      The future was fluid and could change, she’d always believed that.

      But this…something was coming, and whatever that might be, she could not do anything to stop it.
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      Laughter erupted from the living room as Justice helped his mom, Molly, carry dishes from the dinner table into the kitchen. He hadn’t stuffed himself since he’d be leaving for Fiona and Sophie’s and was looking forward to shepherd’s pie and bread pudding.

      The whiskey he’d bought to take with him was in the truck. He’d also picked up a bouquet of flowers he hoped wouldn’t get too cold with the weather having turned cooler over the past few days.

      “I’d say dinner was a success,” Molly said, breaking into his thoughts.

      “Everyone is having a good time.” Justice smiled at his mom. “It’s great having the whole family here for Thanksgiving.”

      Molly flashed him a smile as she started loading the dishwasher. “James mentioned he saw you with a lovely young woman and her daughter on Sunday.”

      “Ax has a big mouth.” Justice didn’t mind, but he enjoyed teasing. “Fiona and her twelve-year-old daughter, Sophie. You’d like both ladies.”

      “How long have you known them?” Molly asked, interest sparking in her gaze.

      “Not long.” Less than a week, but he felt like he’d known both for much longer than that. He started to help Molly load the dishwasher. “I’m stopping by their place this evening, so I can’t stay late.”

      Molly didn’t appear to be surprised. “You seemed a little preoccupied at dinner.”

      Justice straightened as he put the last dinner dish into the dishwasher. “Naw. Just enjoyed being with family today.”

      “You are welcome to take one of the pumpkin pies with you.” Molly gave a nod in the direction of six pumpkin and four pecan pies on the countertop. “I made more than enough.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” He kissed her soft cheek. “They have dessert planned. Their ancestry is Irish and they’re fixing shepherd’s pie and bread pudding.”

      “No wonder you didn’t eat seconds.” Molly laughed. “You’re having two holiday dinners.”

      Bailey, Justice and his brothers’ twenty-three-year-old younger sister, peeked into the kitchen. She was home for Thanksgiving, from the University of Arizona where she was in grad school. “Need help?” she asked.

      “You can bring in the serving dishes,” Molly said.

      Bailey ducked out then returned with a stack of empty dishes. She set them down by the sink and reached up to ruffle Justice’s hair. “You look too put together.”

      He tugged on his sister’s long braid that ran down the center of her back. “Watch it. I’m still bigger than you.”

      Bailey left. When she came back, she was chatting with Celine, Justice’s new sister-in-law. Celine helped Bailey carry more dishes into the kitchen as they giggled over something Jack’s teenagers had done.

      Justice, Molly, Bailey, and Celine spent the next twenty minutes laughing and finishing up the cleaning.

      “James told me Jonathan has found himself a beautiful new lady,” Molly told Celine and Bailey when they were wiping down the counters. “And I hear she has a daughter, too.”

      Bailey shot her gaze to Justice. “Really? Why didn’t you invite them to dinner?”

      “I did.” He shook his head and smiled. “But it works out that I’m joining them at their place around five, instead.”

      “When can we meet them?” Celine asked.

      Justice set a drying towel on the countertop. “Soon.”

      Sophie would have no problem jumping in, but he wasn’t sure about Fiona. He didn’t know if she had family of her own, other than Sophie, but the McBrides could be downright overwhelming at times. Even for someone who was used to being around a lot of family and friends.

      He’d have to bring Fiona into the fold slowly, one or two McBrides at a time.

      

      Fiona’s belly fluttered as she looked at the rooster clock in the small kitchen of the small travel trailer she and Sophie had lived in for the past decade. Justice would be here soon.

      The place smelled of the shepherd’s pie baking in the tiny oven. She would slip the bread pudding into the oven right before they sat down for dinner. It would be ready in time to serve dessert with the whiskey sauce she would make, as long as Justice brought the spirit.

      She and Sophie had never entertained guests, much less a man, in all the time they’d lived in the trailer. Their only real friends were Gisela and Nigel, who had a nice motorhome. Since they’d gotten to know the older couple, Sophie and Fiona had been to their home a few times for dinner, but Fiona didn’t like to make a practice of it. She didn’t want to impose, and she’d always preferred to keep their lives as private as possible.

      She tried to socialize that small amount for Sophie’s sake, but it was never easy. Fiona had lived in fear for far too long. She worried Gilroy would get out of jail and hunt them down.

      “Mama.” Sophie drew Fiona’s attention from her thoughts. Her daughter held up a lovely ornament the girl had made from silver and rose quartz. “I need more string.”

      Fiona handed Sophie a strand from what was left of the pile she’d cut earlier. “It’s beautiful.” Fiona looked at the handmade ornaments, along with the sparkling red and green glass balls Fiona had picked out for Sophie over the years. Every Christmas, from the time Sophie was born, Fiona had collected an ornament for her daughter. There were now twelve glittering orbs decorating their small trailer.

      Sophie had also made a dozen ornaments over the past few years—Celtic hearts and knots with green or red-colored stones in the designs—and they hung those, too. They had a tradition of putting them up on Thanksgiving Day so they could enjoy them throughout the holidays.

      Due to Fiona’s family’s betrayal, and what she’d been through at Gilroy’s hands, the holidays were difficult. This time of year reminded her too much of her once happy childhood. Well, as happy as it could be when one’s family was a group of traveling thieves and con artists.

      She let out a low breath then smiled for her daughter as she let her gaze drift over the ornaments hung all around their place. “It is quite holiday-ish.”

      Sophie beamed. “I think Justice will like it, too.”

      As tall as Justice was, he’d have to duck low just to avoid hitting his head on the ornaments.

      Fiona couldn’t help but think about her family every holiday season. She never intended to let Sophie know that her grandparents, uncles, and cousins—and especially Sophie’s father—were criminals adept enough at their chosen lifestyle to rarely be caught. That, despite modern technology, the con artists in her family excelled at what they considered to be their craft.

      Sophie’s father had gotten into a deadly fight. When Gilroy slammed his fist into the man’s head, it caused an aneurysm to rupture and the man died. The jury had determined the death was accidental, and not premeditated, so Gilroy was given a shorter prison sentence, with the chance for parole.

      She had learned this much from newspaper reports. She needed to make sure he hadn’t been released. How had she become so lax? She’d have to borrow Sophie’s tablet and get onto the internet.

      It was Thanksgiving, not the time to think about things like murdering ex-boyfriends—if he could be called ‘boyfriend’ and not ‘owner’—and a family she didn’t belong to anymore.

      A knock sounded at the door and Fiona’s belly took a swan dive.

      Before Fiona could answer, Sophie had the door open and was greeting Justice with “Happy Thanksgiving!”

      “Hi, Sophie.” He smiled as he took off his western hat and ducked into the trailer when Sophie motioned for him to follow her in. “Happy Thanksgiving to you and your mom, too.”

      Justice was so big he made the place seem much smaller than normal. It was his presence, more than anything. He filled the room with his personality, as well as his size.

      He met Fiona’s gaze and gave her a sexy grin. “Having a good holiday?”

      She nodded. “And you?”

      “An excellent one.” From behind his back, he produced a small bouquet with an array of mini sunflowers, orange roses, and bronze chrysanthemums with added lush greenery.

      “Thank you.” Fiona took the bouquet, which looked and smelled of both fall and the holidays.

      Justice reached into his jacket pocket, and brought out a glittery silver star-shaped ornament. “This is for you, Sophie. Looks like you have a great collection you can add it to.”

      “Thanks, Justice.” Sophie smiled and took the ornament. She immediately cut a piece of string. Justice helped her hang the star from a tassel on the curtain.

      He dug his hand into the other pocket of his jacket. “I brought the spirits for the bread pudding sauce.” He held up a bottle of whiskey.

      “Can’t wait for Mama’s bread pudding.” Sophie took his cowboy hat. “I’ll set this over here for you.” She laid it on the top bunk of the bed. She held out her hand when he shrugged out of his jacket, and she took that, too.

      For the first time, Fiona felt self-conscious about the size of their trailer. It wasn’t much, but it was home.

      “Have a seat.” Fiona gestured to the bench on one side of the table that appeared tiny once the muscular man with broad shoulders sat. She searched the cabinet beneath the sink where she kept an old emerald glass vase she’d come across in a thrift store a few years ago. The mouth was wide enough to hold the bouquet if she trimmed the leaves. She’d need to cut the stems so it wouldn’t be too tall for the vase.

      Sophie scooted around the table, that she’d already set for three. “You’re our first guest.” She was positively delighted. “We’ve never had company before.”

      Justice smiled at Sophie. “Then I feel even more honored.” He winked at Fiona. “Even if I did sort of wrangle my way in.”

      Fiona held back a laugh, but the corner of her mouth tugged up. “Sort of?”

      He skated right over her reply and audibly inhaled. “Smells great.”

      She pulled out a pair of kitchen shears and chopped off a good six inches from the stems and trimmed the leaves. “I hope you’re hungry.” She filled the green vase half full of water and slid the bouquet into it. “I made more than enough.”

      “Starving.” He shoved his fingers through his short, wavy dark hair. He looked just as sexy without his cowboy hat as he did with it.

      “Good.” She set the bouquet on the end of the short counter and picked up a potholder. “It’s ready.”

      “So am I.” He settled back in his seat. “I saved the best of my appetite for your shepherd’s pie.”

      Fiona opened the oven door and more warmth filled the space. When she cooked during the winter, she didn’t need to turn up the heater. The oven warmed the trailer just fine. However, she found herself feeling unusually hot with Justice McBride in her trailer.

      Before Fiona served the shepherd’s pie, she slipped the casserole dish filled with bread pudding into the oven.

      She set the pie on the table and used a large spoon to scoop a good portion onto Justice’s plate, followed by Sophie’s, then her own. Once again, she somehow landed on one side of the man, Sophie on the other. The nearness of his body raised her temperature a bit more.

      Fiona found it hard to believe how comfortable she was with him around, even though she’d known him less than a week. Sophie acted like the pair were longtime friends.

      The memory of Sophie asking if she could have Justice as a dad for Christmas flamed Fiona’s cheeks. Dare she hope that Sophie would not voice that thought to Justice? God knew she couldn’t seem to quiet the girl when it came to this cowboy.

      “This is by far the best shepherd’s pie I have ever had.” Justice looked blissfully happy after chewing his first bite. He glanced at Sophie. “Just don’t tell my mom I said so, okay?”

      “Told you.” Sophie grinned before she took another bite.

      “I love the ornaments.” Justice looked around the room after he’d finished his first helping. He glanced at Sophie. “My family has a tradition of hanging an ornament on the tree with our name on it. Every additional member of the family gets one to add to the bunch. My new sister-in-law got hers when we put the tree up this afternoon.”

      “We hang our ornaments on Thanksgiving.” Sophie gestured to a red glass ball. “Mama has picked out one every Christmas since I was a baby. I have twelve of them now.” She pointed to a Celtic-influenced ornament. “I made all of the silver ones.”

      “They’re beautiful.” Justice looked at each one. “Amazing.”

      “Thank you.” Sophie tilted her head to the side. “How did you get your name? You promised to tell us one day.”

      “I did.” He nodded as he went for another helping of the pie. “I got it when I was pretty young. I couldn’t stand to see an injustice being done to any other kid. If a friend was bullied, I made sure the bully didn’t do it again.” He gave a sheepish smile. “I ended up in the principal’s office pretty regularly.”

      He went on. “My brothers and friends started calling me Justice and it stuck. My mom shakes her head over it. She still calls me Jonathan.”

      “Jonathan is your real name?” Sophie asked.

      He nodded. “You’ve got it.”

      “I like Justice better.” Sophie held her fork over her plate. “That’s pretty cool you used to beat up bullies.”

      “I never said I beat them up.” He shook his head. “I just sort of threatened to make their lives miserable if they didn’t leave the kid alone. Whatever way they took it didn’t matter to me as long as they stopped the bullying.”

      He continued. “That didn’t mean I didn’t get into playground fights.” He looked like he was holding back a grin. “Some of those bullies didn’t take kindly to my intervention and tried to bully me. Let’s just say I never had one of the tormentors pick on those kids or me again.”

      “Do you still get into fights?” Fiona had stiffened at the thought of her ex having killed a man in a fight.

      Justice shook his head. “Nah. That was kid stuff. I never did see the point in fighting, but I did defend myself.” He gestured to her hand. “Kinda the same way you defended yourself on Saturday.”

      Fiona’s face heated. Touché.

      “What happened, Mama?” Concern filled Sophie’s voice.

      Fiona shook her head. “A man was too forward and I made it clear he was not to do it again.”

      “That finger trick?” Sophie held up her hands, demonstrating the move Fiona had made.

      “That was it,” Justice said with approval in his tone. “Every woman should know how to defend herself.” He looked from Fiona to Sophie. “Do you know any other moves?”

      “Not enough,” Fiona said before Sophie could reply. “Enrolling Sophie and myself in a self-defense class is one of the things I plan to do now that she’s old enough.”

      “I can teach you.” Justice wore a serious expression. “I’ve taught classes in the past.”

      Fiona blinked. “Martial arts?”

      He shrugged. “I learned a lot while I was in the service, and taught classes when I returned home to the states.”

      Fiona nodded and surprised herself when she said, “I would appreciate that.” Then she shook her head. “I am forgetting myself. We are leaving for Reno next week.”

      He studied her. “Then we’ll have to make it quick.”

      As he met her gaze, she somehow didn’t believe he would let them leave that easily. Not that he would try to force her to stay. No. Instead, he would encourage her to not go, in any way possible.

      Time to change the direction of her thoughts. “What did you do in the service?”

      “I served in the Marines as recon in Afghanistan,” he said. “I was honorably discharged after I suffered an injury to my knee.”

      “You don’t limp,” Sophie said.

      Justice shook his head. “With modern medicine, things like an injured knee can be taken care of so it’s good as new.”

      “Can you teach us self-defense this weekend?” Sophie asked.

      Justice nodded. “You can come on out to the ranch on Saturday or Sunday, if that works for both of you.”

      “It does,” Sophie said before Fiona could respond. “Right, Mama?”

      Fiona wanted to shake her head. She really needed to have that talk with Sophie. Why she hadn’t already was a mystery, even to herself. Especially to herself.

      “Saturday would be fine.” She met Justice’s silky brown gaze and warmth flowed through her. His presence was so strong, so down to earth, so calming. He brought energy to the room, but at the same time remained grounded.

      Sophie sniffed. “Is the bread pudding burning?”

      Fiona scrambled up from her chair. “I forgot all about it.” Sophie was right, it did smell like she’d burned it.

      She grabbed a pair of potholders and opened the oven to remove the bubbling dessert that had a darker than normal crust. Maybe it wasn’t so bad.

      “Doesn’t smell burnt to me,” Justice said from where he sat at the table.

      “You’re too kind, Justice.” Fiona sighed and propped her hands on her hips, oven mitts still on, staring at the bread pudding. “With extra whiskey sauce, it might be salvageable.”

      “Wouldn’t say no to that,” Justice said with a grin in his voice.

      Fiona tossed a look over her shoulder at Sophie. “But with the extra whisky, you’ll have to do without.”

      Sophie rolled her eyes. “As if.”

      Fiona faced Justice. “We’ll let it cool and have some once the dinner dishes are done.”

      “I’ll be glad to help with the dishes.” He started to get up and bumped his head on an ornament. He caught it so that it would stop swaying. “Oops.”

      “Sit yourself right back in that seat.” Fiona pointed to his chair. “You’re company. And you’re too big for the kitchen.”

      Justice laughed. “I guess I am a little on the tall side.”

      Fiona shook her head and couldn’t hold back a smile. With his muscular body—which she sincerely doubted had an ounce of fat—he would fill the small area they called their kitchen. “If you move an inch, you’re liable to block us all out.”

      He grinned and looked at Sophie. “She always this bossy?”

      Sophie gave an exaggerated nod. “That’s nothing.”

      “Be quiet with you.” Fiona took off the oven mitts and swatted at her. “Bring the leftover pie to the counter and clean the dishes off the table.”

      “What leftover pie?” Sophie pointed to Justice. “He polished it off.”

      Fiona blinked in surprise. She hadn’t seen him clean out the pan.

      He held up his hands. “Guilty as charged.” He lowered them. “Can’t say I wouldn’t have if I had the chance again.”

      Fiona felt more pleased than she would have expected. “I’m glad you enjoyed it.”

      He leaned back in his seat as Sophie took the empty pie plate to the sink and rinsed it out. “Where did you grow up?” he asked Fiona.

      Heat washed over her, followed by a rush of cold as she avoided his gaze. She felt Sophie’s eyes on her, too.

      Fiona tossed back her hair. “The South.”

      “The South?” Justice leaned forward and folded his arms on the table. “I have to say with your accent, that’s the last place I would have guessed.”

      She kept her voice steady as she skated over it. “My family was Irish. I moved to the West before Sophie was born and we’ve traveled all over the country since then.”

      “Always moving,” Sophie said. Fiona heard the wistfulness in her daughter’s voice. “I wish we had a big house where we could stay instead of being on the road all the time.”

      Fiona’s heart lurched. Sophie had never voiced those feelings before. “I thought you liked to travel.”

      Sophie shrugged. “It’s all I’ve ever known, Mama. It would be nice to be in one place for a while. Make friends and stuff.”

      A lump crowded Fiona’s throat. She’d always wanted the same when she was growing up. Traveling was all she’d ever known, and it had been a necessity when she’d escaped Gilroy and the Clan McKenna. Not to mention her own family, the Byrnes.

      Fiona sighed. “Let’s talk about this later, Sophie.”

      Her daughter nodded, her voice sounding small. “Okay, Mama.”

      Justice butted in, probably an attempt to save the day. “Where’s my jacket? I brought something.”

      “Ooh, what?” Sophie hurried to retrieve the jacket, then gave it to him.

      He dug in one of the pockets and handed her a six-by-three-inch box. “It’s a game to play.”

      Sophie draped his jacket over a chair, then read the lettering on the box. “Exploding Kittens?”

      Fiona burst out laughing. “A game called Exploding Kittens?”

      Sophie raised the lid and mariachi music started to play along with the yowling of cats. She snapped the lid shut, cutting off the music, and shot her gaze to Justice. “You are the silliest man I’ve ever known.” She plopped down on the seat and read the instructions on the box. “Oh, Mama, this looks like fun.”

      

      Justice couldn’t take his eyes off Fiona as they played the game. Hell, the entire night he had been doing his best to sneak in looks since he arrived. Sophie had no doubt caught on, but she seemed to be enjoying his attraction to her mother.

      Fiona’s red hair was like fire against the pale cream of her skin. Her blue-green eyes sparkled with laughter now.

      Sometimes her eyes filled with pain, like when she had mentioned growing up in the South. He hadn’t pressed her because he didn’t like seeing her sad. One day he would learn the reasons why, but today wasn’t the time to discuss it.

      Other times her gaze darkened, like when she felt pushed into a corner or thought about something from her past.

      He liked the sparkle best, and how she appeared at ease as they played the game. Her features relaxed and her smile brightened the room. She dazzled him, making him feel almost star-struck.

      Fiona pulled her second exploding kitten card from the deck. “No….” She sagged in her seat. “I already used my diffuse card.” She looked at Sophie. “I just exploded.”

      Sophie giggled. Justice loved the sound of mom and her daughter’s laughter. It had made him smile all evening.

      What would it be like to have a child like Sophie in his life?

      His thoughts turned to his long-ago ex-flame, Beth, and how she’d sent the Dear Jonathan letter. She had explained she became pregnant by another man after Justice had returned to Afghanistan.

      Justice had been heartbroken. At the same time, he’d wondered if she’d lied to him and the child was really his.

      It hadn’t been easy, being on the other side of the world at the time, but he’d had his private investigator cousin, Garrett, search for Beth, in an attempt to find out if the child was his.

      Somehow, Beth had gone underground and eluded even Garrett, who was exceptional at tracking people down. She must have had help. But why had she hidden like she had?

      Over the past thirteen years, he had made attempts to find her, but it was like she’d fallen off the earth and disappeared into another realm.

      Did he have a child out there? He or she would be about the age Sophie was now.

      “Your turn, Justice.” Sophie’s voice nudged him back to the present. “There’s another exploding kitten that’s going to pop up any time now.”

      Justice shook his head. Sophie was probably a card shark at poker, and he could see the young genius winning every hand.

      He didn’t have any action cards left, so he drew one from the deck. He groaned when he saw the exploding kitten card, and tossed it on the table. “You win Soph.”

      With a laugh, she looked from Justice to her mom. “That’s three wins for me. I just wiped you both out.”

      “You sure did.” Justice helped collect the cards and put them back into the box.

      Sophie pushed it across the table to Justice. “Can we play this again some time? At your house this weekend when we come for self-defense training?”

      “You bet.” He pushed the box back to her. “You keep it and bring it when you come.”

      “Thanks, Justice.” Sophie grinned and clasped the box in her hands.

      Do you like barbeque pulled pork?” he asked.

      Sophie nodded enthusiastically. “Love it.”

      He turned to Fiona. “How does ten in the morning sound for Saturday? We can get started then, and have lunch after.”

      Once again Fiona was hesitant, but then conceded. “That works fine.” She stood and pulled a piece of notepaper from a magnetic pad on the refrigerator.

      She handed the paper and a pen to him. “Write down your address and I will use GPS to find your ranch.”

      Justice did his best to make his scrawl legible and returned the items to her. Fiona put the note on the fridge, pinning it down with a magnet shaped like the state of New Mexico.

      He glanced at the rooster clock in the small kitchen area. “I didn’t realize it’s already nine. I’d best be going.” He smiled at Fiona. “I don’t want to overstay my welcome.”

      “You haven’t.” Fiona returned his smile. She was the most relaxed she’d been all evening. Lighter somehow. “We enjoyed your visit.”

      “Yes,” Sophie exclaimed. “You should come again.”

      “We’ll talk about that later, Soph.” Fiona handed Justice his hat as he shrugged into his jacket.

      “Bye, Justice.” Sophie surprised him with a hug. “See you Saturday.”

      He returned her hug. “Looking forward to it.”

      Justice hoped for one from Fiona, too, but she just gave him a nod. “Have a pleasant night.”

      He gave her one last smile before he opened the door and ducked through it. He closed it behind him before walking down the short set of portable metal stairs that thumped with every boot step.

      He couldn’t stop smiling as he started to walk away. Christmas lights winked from a nearby trailer as cool wind rushed over him.

      A strange sensation crawled down his spine, chasing away his good mood. It felt as if someone watched and waited.

      It was a feeling he hadn’t had for a long time, since he was back in Afghanistan. Those senses had served him well in the Marines. They’d stayed dormant until now.

      He shook it off. Nothing to be worried about. He started for his truck, but was puzzled his good mood had diminished. Something about Fiona had his protective urges flaring up, that was it. He wanted to keep her and Sophie safe, whatever that took.
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      The sight of the cowboy leaving Fiona’s small trailer caused fury to burn hot and bright in Gilroy’s chest. He wanted to kill the sonofabitch now.

      Gilroy clenched and unclenched his hands. Fiona belonged to him, as did the girl child he had fathered and Fiona had hidden.

      Eleven long years he’d been locked away, and it was her fault.

      He ground his teeth. If Fiona hadn’t left, he wouldn’t have been so angry, and that man wouldn’t have had to die. He truly didn’t give a shit whether the asshole had lived or not. What he cared about was that he’d rotted away in prison all these years while Fiona had maintained her freedom.

      The Clan McKenna had searched for her for the first year, to bring her back where she belonged. But after a while they let it go. The chieftain had said Gilroy could search for her once he was out of prison.

      Gilroy narrowed his gaze as he assessed the trailer where Fiona and their daughter lived while they traveled. She’d been real lucky she had managed to avoid his clan and hers, the Byrnes. She would never have escaped again.

      Too bad he hadn’t married the bitch before she ran away. It would be easier to drag her back to the Clan McKenna. He owned her already, but he wanted all ties to be formal.

      What he had to do now was take the child. Once he had Sophie, Fiona would do anything he wanted.

      Anything.

      If he hurried, Fiona and the girl might think it was the cowboy returning. Gilroy smiled as excitement flooded through him. He would catch them off guard, grab the girl, and that would be it. Back to Tennessee, never to leave him or the clan again.

      Cold wind blasted his face and the smell of oncoming snowfall lingered in the air.

      When he was sure the cowboy was gone, Gilroy slipped through the night and eased through the shadows of neighboring travel trailers and motorhomes.

      The place was silent, save for a loose piece of tin rattling in the wind as it banged against wood. The sound echoed in the night, making it hard to tell exactly where it came from.

      His mouth curved into a grin as he slid out of the darkness and climbed the three metal steps to the landing in front of the trailer door.

      He knocked.

      “Justice is back.” The girl shouted to her mother.

      “Wait, Sophie.” Fiona called out. “Don’t open the door without looking through the peephole.”

      The door swung open before the last words were uttered.

      The young redhead stared up at him. His daughter. He’d never been so close to her.

      He grinned at Sophie. This was going to be fun.

      “Gilroy,” came through Fiona’s startled gasp. “Close the door, Sophie,” she shouted.

      Gilroy grabbed the startled girl and clamped his hand over her mouth, twisting her around so that her back was against his chest.

      “Come with me, Fiona,” he said in a low, conversational tone. “Or I’ll cut her up.”

      He felt the girl’s terror, her body shaking.

      But then she grabbed his finger and twisted it so hard it made him start to drop. At the same time, she kicked back with one foot, narrowly missing his balls. And then she bit his hand.

      He grunted in pain from the triple assault as he hit the landing hard on one knee.

      But didn’t let go of the girl.

      Instead, he gripped her tighter, pinned her arms to her sides and clamped his hand over her mouth in a way that kept her from biting his hand.

      “Try anything like that again and I’ll kill you and your mother,” he said in Sophie’s ear.

      The girl slumped in his hold.

      “Let her go, Gilroy.” Fiona’s voice was strong, but he heard the edge of a tremor. “I’ll scream. You’ll never get away with her.”

      “You would never involve the cops,” he said in a low growl. “The McKennas and the Byrnes would come after you, and you’d never see daylight.”

      He grinned down at Sophie. “This little one would stay with her father and you wouldn’t see her again.”

      Sophie whimpered, but didn’t try to fight him. Her hot tears slid over his hand.

      “Good girl,” he whispered in her ear. To Fiona he said, “It’s time to go.”
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      Horror and fear stabbed Fiona’s chest as deeply as a knife blade as she stared at Gilroy, terrified he would hurt her daughter.

      Our daughter.

      Fiona didn’t think he would kill Sophie. Possessing her meant he could get Fiona to do whatever he wanted.

      She would do anything to keep her daughter safe. Anything. But going back with the monster and living in captivity would not keep Sophie safe.

      Sophie’s wide eyes were wet with tears, wrenching Fiona’s heart.

      “Don’t you dare hurt her.” The knife-sharp pain in Fiona’s chest slid to her belly. “I will kill you, Gilroy McKenna, if you so much as harm one hair on her head.”

      He grinned. “Leave everything. You won’t be need this shit. The McKennas will take care of you both now.”

      “Please, Gilroy.” Tears trickled from Fiona’s eyes, burning trails down her face as reality crashed down on her. She struggled to find some way out of this, even if it was to stall. “I’ll go. Just don’t hurt Sophie and let her live with our friends. Please.”

      “I’ll never let our daughter go,” Gilroy snarled.

      Sophie’s eyes widened, her body stiffening as she heard the words.

      Fiona’s belly sickened. She had never told Sophie about Gilroy or Fiona’s life before.

      Now both Fiona and Sophie would pay for that.

      She’d always taught Sophie to never open the trailer door without looking to see who it was first, and never for strangers. Sophie had remembered that, until Justice came along.

      How had she been so stupid as to let Justice turn her head? Why hadn’t she taken a harder stance? Could Justice and Gilroy have anything to do with each other?

      Ultimately, it was Fiona’s fault. She had become lax, and she’d never told Sophie about the real danger they could find themselves in. And here they were.

      Too many thoughts raced through Fiona’s mind. Only one needed to be there now—how to escape Gilroy with Sophie.

      “I’m going to set the girl down, and you will both walk quietly to my car.” He reached for a knife sheath at his side that she hadn’t noticed, and pulled out a blade.

      The metal glittered in the weak illumination of nearby streetlights.

      “I will cut her throat if either of you scream.” He brought the blade close to Sophie’s neck. “And you can live the rest of your life with the clan, knowing that your daughter died because of you.

      “Come now, lassie.” Gilroy moved his face close to Sophie. “I’m going to take my hand off your mouth. You are not going to make a sound. If you do, I’ll slice your mother.” His voice hardened. “Do you understand, girl?”

      Sophie nodded, her body trembling.

      Gilroy let her slip down, so she stood on the landing, facing Fiona. Her daughter had both terror and accusation in her gaze.

      Fiona’s knees felt almost too weak to move.

      Gilroy’s triumphant expression sickened her even more. She thought she would throw up.

      One moment he was chuckling over having Fiona and Sophie in his grasp.

      The next moment he was gone.

      Fiona and Sophie whirled around as Justice drove his fist into Gilroy’s gut and dropped him to the ground.

      

      Fury gripped Justice to the point he was almost blind with it. He had seen and heard everything from the time the man—Gilroy—had grabbed Sophie.

      Justice had waited until Sophie was on her feet and out of immediate danger before he dragged the bastard off the steps and punched him. First in the nose, then his solar plexus, causing the man to drop the knife.

      Blood spewed from Gilroy’s nose as he scrambled to get up. Justice swept out one foot and dropped the man again.

      Gilroy tried to get up, but it was a feint. Instead, he lunged for Justice’s legs and caught them in one big arm.

      Justice twisted as he fell, pulling out of Gilroy’s hold. Justice rolled away and surged to his feet. Gilroy was already on his.

      Gilroy’s gaze darted to where he’d dropped the knife. It wasn’t there.

      “Don’t move,” came Fiona’s voice from beside Gilroy.

      She held the knife. Its blade glinted in the night. “I will use this. If you don’t believe it, try me.”

      Before Justice could reach Gilroy, the man spun away and bolted into the darkness.

      Justice wanted to follow. Wanted to get hold of the man and beat the shit out of him.

      But he couldn’t leave Fiona and Sophie alone.

      Sirens wailed, coming closer. Thank God, the police were on their way. Justice had dialed 9-1-1 as he waited for the first opportunity to take down Gilroy. He’d whispered the address into his cellphone then dropped it the next moment when he saw his chance.

      Sophie rushed to Justice and buried her face against his jacket. He wrapped his arms around her trembling body.

      “No police.” Fiona shook her head. More tears flooded her face. “No police.”

      “What are you talking about, Fiona?” Justice stared in disbelief as he attempted to soothe Sophie.

      “It’ll bring more of them.” Fiona’s voice shook as she moved to within inches of him. “They’ll kill us to shut us up. The Clan won’t tolerate it if I bring in the police.”

      The sirens were cut as two police cruisers rolled into the trailer park, lights flashing.

      Fiona dropped the knife. “Please, Justice,” she said in a harsh whisper. “Please.”

      Justice tried to make sense of her request. “You’re going to have to tell the officers that you were attacked by someone.” He looked down at the blood on his red knuckles before looking at her again. “I’m going to respect your wishes this time. If there’s a next time, that changes everything.”

      “Thank you.” The words came out in a harsh whisper.

      Fiona took Sophie by the shoulders and turned her. “Wait in the trailer, Sophie. I will be in when we are finished with the policemen.”

      “I don’t want to leave you.” Sophie’s tear-stained face was blotchy and red. “Please don’t make me stay in there alone.” She wrapped her arms tighter around Justice. “I’m not leaving Justice.”

      He stroked Sophie’s hair as she pressed her face into his jacket. He held Fiona’s gaze. “Remember, this is your choice.”

      Two officers strode closer, weapons out. They moved cautiously, clearly checking all aspects of the scene visible to them.

      “Step away from each other and hold your hands up.” One officer spoke in a hard voice, and Justice recognized the officer as his cousin, Lieutenant John McBride.

      A measure of relief flowed through Justice. “John, it’s me.” Justice raised his hands. “Your cousin, Justice McBride. Everything is fine now.”

      Light from a high-powered flashlight caused Justice and Fiona to shy from the glare. The officer lowered the light and Justice could see again, save for the spots in front of his eyes from the harsh light.

      “Justice.” John still held his weapon, but pointed it at the ground. “I’d say good to see you, but this doesn’t appear to be the best situation.”

      John’s partner hadn’t changed his stance, still pointing his weapon in a two-fisted grip.

      Justice knew everyone on the force, so this officer had to be new.

      John made a motion for the officer to lower his weapon. “It’s okay, Groves,” he said before turning back to Justice. Groves slowly lowered his weapon but did not holster it.

      After Groves no longer pointed his weapon in Justice and Fiona’s direction, John said, “Justice, this Officer Groves.” John focused on Justice. “Talk to me.” Complete trust was in John’s voice, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t prepared for anything that might happen, like an attacker returning. “Explain what’s going on here.”

      Justice looked at Fiona, whose features looked sheet-white. “Fiona, this is Lieutenant John McBride. Tell him what you can.”

      

      “I—I” Fiona’s body trembled so much she wondered if she could stand much longer.

      She glanced at Justice. He still held Sophie, who had her cheek against his jacket as she stared at her mother with red-rimmed eyes and tears drying on her cheeks. She wanted to be the one to take her daughter in her arms and hold her, and she would. Right now, though, she could see the accusations, the feelings of betrayal, and hurt in Sophie’s gaze.

      Fiona looked at the ground. She couldn’t expect or ask Sophie or Justice to lie, which is exactly what they would have to do if Fiona said a stranger attacked her and her daughter.

      What was done was done, and she had to come clean. Somehow, she would find a way to slip away again with her daughter and vanish. But for now, she had to tell the truth about Gilroy.

      She raised her head, sucked in a breath, and let it out slowly. “My ex-boyfriend just tried to kidnap my daughter and me.”

      

      Fiona sat in the straight-back chair in the police department and gripped her purse tightly in her lap while she looked at Sophie, who slept in Justice’s arm. Since Justice was related to the nicer policeman of the two, they had been put with the second one, Officer Larry Groves.

      “So, you took off with this man’s daughter?” Groves pinned Fiona with his gaze.

      Justice stiffened beside her.

      Fire crawled up the back of Fiona’s neck. “Gilroy McKenna did get me pregnant by forcing me to have sex with him—something I believe is considered rape.” She went on. “He is no father to Sophie. He beat me while I was pregnant, and I escaped to save my baby’s life, and mine.” Her voice rose even while she tried to keep it calm. “If I had stayed, I’d be dead now, and my daughter, too. That man is no father. He is nothing but a rapist and abuser.”

      “We’ll have to look into this,” Groves said, and Fiona felt as if she would burst into flames. “You said that was over twelve years ago? Where has the father been all this time?”

      “In prison,” Fiona snapped. “From what I understand, he flew into a fit of rage when I left, and he killed a man. I’m not sure when he got out.”

      Graves gave a slow nod, with a clear attempt at trying to look thoughtful. “You said you belonged to the Byrne Clan. They are travelers of a sort from what I understand. Thieves and con artists.”

      So that was at the center of this. He was punishing her for the family she’d been born in.

      Tears burned the backs of Fiona’s tired eyes. “That is correct.”

      Graves gave another nod. “You changed your name from Byrne to O’Shea, and you live a nomadic life too, moving from one town to another. You have no particular place you call home, and only a post office box in—” he looked through his notepad—“Albuquerque.”

      “Yes.” Fiona breathed slowly. In and out. In and out.

      “Did you stay in the family’s ‘profession’?” The question startled her.

      ”No.” Fiona snapped the word, then tried to control the rage burning through her. It would do no good to make this police officer angry.

      Her lips were tight as she spoke. “My daughter and I make and sell jewelry. There is no crime in that.”

      Groves gave another irritating nod. “Not in that, no.”

      “Officer Groves,” Fiona said, working her damnedest to stay calm when she wanted to scream. “My daughter’s life was threatened and she was almost kidnapped by an ex-convict, a man who raped me, and who just happens to have fathered her. All I care about now is protecting her from that vile man.”

      “Just a few more questions—”

      “No.” She tried not to shout, she really did. “If we’re not being charged with almost being kidnapped, we’ll take our leave now. My daughter is exhausted, and I need to get her to bed.”

      Groves looked like he would argue, but Justice got to his feet with Fiona. She watched as anger burned in his gaze. His voice was low, almost deadly soft as he spoke.

      “This woman and her daughter were almost kidnapped and potentially injured or worse.” He spoke slowly. “They’ve been traumatized and need to rest. If you have any other reason to grill Fiona, we can come back another time.”

      Fiona shot her gaze to Justice’s as he used the word we.

      “We’ll have an officer parked in front of the trailer park to keep an eye out,” Groves said.

      Fiona felt blood drain from her face. She hadn’t thought about staying the night there.

      “We’ll stay in—” she started to say, “a hotel,” but Justice cut in.

      “They’re staying with me on my ranch.” His gaze was hard, dark.

      “I see.” Groves stood. “Don’t leave town, Ms. O’Shea.”

      Could she promise that?

      Without saying goodbye to Groves, she turned and looked up at Justice.

      He held Sophie close to him and gave Fiona a gentle look that helped to cool her anger at the lieutenant.

      “Let’s go,” Justice said quietly, and they turned away from Groves who had stood and just watched them. “I have a guestroom with a king-sized bed that you and Sophie can share. I’m sure you’ll want to stay close to her.”

      Tears of gratitude welled in her eyes. Damn. She’d been crying so much tonight. She couldn’t seem to stop.

      “Thank you.” She cleared her throat. “We’ll stay one night and then we need to get on the road. We have to get away from this place before Gilroy finds us again.”

      “We’ll talk about it in the morning after you’re rested and feel better.”

      Fiona sighed. “Now that Gilroy has found us, will I ever be rested? Life will never be the same.”

      “Things will get better, Fiona. You will feel safe again.” He gave her a gentle smile. “I promise.”

      She wanted to say, “How can you promise something like that?”

      But she didn’t voice the thought. Instead she let the words roll off her as she walked beside Justice, out into the night.

      “I think it best we don’t stop at the trailer to pick up any clothes or toiletries.” Justice held Sophie close as they headed across the parking lot. “I have plenty of things for you to use for an overnight trip, once we get to my place.”

      “Agreed.” The warmth of relief slid through her veins. She hadn’t realized just how much she hadn’t wanted to return to the trailer for any reason.

      Once they were in the truck, they rode in silence to Justice’s ranch. Fiona was too exhausted to talk, and he respected her need for quiet.

      The entire way out to the ranch, Fiona kept her arm around Sophie’s shoulders. The girl slept with her head against Fiona during the trip. Thank God, Sophie had fallen asleep at the police station, so she hadn’t had to witness the grilling the officer had put Fiona through. Hopefully Sophie would continue to sleep until morning.

      And sometime soon, probably tomorrow, Fiona would have to tell Sophie the truth. The complete truth, leaving nothing out.

      “I know this is a stupid question after all you’ve been through.” Justice drew her out of her thoughts. “Are you hanging in there?”

      She shrugged. “I’m fine.” When he cast her a look that said, “don’t give me that,” she bit her lower lip and thought over a better response. “I’m not fine. Not only did that bastard just put my daughter and me through hell, I never told Sophie the truth. She’s going to be so mad at me when I tell her everything.”

      “You’ve been through a lot, Fiona,” Justice said quietly. “She might be a little mad at first, but she’s an intelligent girl. She’ll see the truth of it all and understand. It just might take her a little longer than you’d like.”

      “Will she feel like she can trust me after lying to her all these years?” Fiona stared out at the dark night, with only the highway mile marker signs illuminated by the headlights.

      “There’s no sense in worrying about it now.” His low voice served to take the edge off her nerves. “Come morning, things will look different to you both.”

      

      Fiona perched on the edge of the bed in Justice’s guestroom at his ranch. She sat beside Sophie, who had dropped into a deep and fitful sleep.

      Sophie was dressed in one of Justice’s T-shirts, and she was thin enough it hung to her knees like a nightgown. Fiona also wore a shirt belonging to Justice, along with a pair of pajama bottoms that she’d had to secure with a belt from a robe hanging on a hook on the bathroom door.

      Fiona got up and started to pace, the wood floor cool beneath her sock-covered feet. Her entire body ached from tension and the range of emotions she had been through tonight.

      What had started as a happy evening had turned into what could only be called a nightmare.

      Gilroy had found them.

      Dear God, he found us.

      Her eyes still ached from crying. Numbness had claimed her once she and Sophie had arrived at the ranch with Justice. She had only been going through the motions, not feeling

      And guilt.

      Guilt so heavy she was weighed down with it.

      If she had only told Sophie the truth, if she’d only been more careful, if she hadn’t become too relaxed after being on the run for twelve years…

      If only, if only, if only.

      She once heard someone say, “Don’t ‘should’ on yourself.” But she couldn’t help it now. She should have kept Sophie safer, whatever that meant, whatever that took.

      Too late.

      It was too late for that now.

      But not for their future. They had escaped once, and now they had to run again.

      Her skin crawled and she rubbed her arms with her palms as she paced the floor. Everything hurt from the inside out.

      She dragged her fingers through her hair. She would never get to sleep. Could she ever sleep again?

      Leaving Sophie alone was not an option, but she opened the bedroom door as if that might allow air to circulate, pushing out old feelings for new.

      Right.

      Fiona stood in the doorway and peered down the hall. Buttery light spilled through a doorway, making the wood floor glow in its path. She stared at the light, almost in a trance, her mind blank for those few moments.

      The room was slightly to the left and across the hallway from the one she and Sophie stayed in. Fiona padded the few steps it took to reach the doorway and peered in.

      Justice sat behind a large oak desk, his hair rumpled as he looked down at a notebook on its surface. The light that had come through the doorway was given off by a desk lamp to his left.

      He wore a white T-shirt that stretched across his broad chest and hugged his biceps. He looked disheveled, both strong and vulnerable at the same time.

      He glanced up and met her gaze. “Hey. Is Sophie asleep?”

      Fiona nodded, and hair fell across her cheek. She forced the lock behind her ear. “Finally.”

      He pushed his chair away from the desk and walked closer to her until he stood just feet away. “Would you like something to drink? Hot tea or chocolate? Maybe some juice?”

      She shook her head. “Not now, but thank you.” She turned from him and stepped back into the hallway.

      Justice followed her and watched as she pressed her back against the wall beside the open door to the guestroom.

      Her legs started to give out. She slowly slid down the wall to sit on the floor. She wrapped her arms around her knees and brought them close to her chest.

      He eased onto the floor and leaned his back against the wall opposite her. “Is there anything I can do?”

      “You saved us, Justice.” She met his gaze. “You’ve done enough.”

      He didn’t say anything, just waited for her, as if knowing she needed to sort out her thoughts.

      “How could I have done this to my daughter?” she finally whispered.

      “You didn’t do this to her.” Justice spoke in a firm yet gentle voice. “A very bad man is responsible for everything you’ve been through, not you.”

      Her throat worked. “I never told Sophie. I thought I could keep her safe without letting her know the truth of my past and how she came to be.”

      Tears tried to force their way from behind her eyes, but she managed not to let them fall. “We have to get on the road before he finds us again.” Her voice cracked. “We must get away.”

      “You need to stay here.” Justice kept his voice low and calm. “You’re safe. Safer than you would be out there.”

      Fiona looked to her right, into the guestroom where Sophie lay sleeping. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “You do.” He drew her gaze back to him. “You know that the best thing you could do for your daughter is offer her stability and safety.” When she started to argue, he stopped her. “You’re not used to relying on anyone but yourself. It’s time to let someone else help you.”

      “How can I ask that of you?” She tried to turn her thoughts into something cohesive rather than bouncing from one to another. “It’s too much to ask from anyone, much less someone we’ve known for less than a week.”

      “Fiona.” Justice’s firm tone calmed her a bit. “Sometimes you need to accept help when it’s offered, if it comes from someone you think you can trust.

      “What does your intuition tell you?” he added softly. “Do you think you can trust me enough to allow me to help you and your daughter?”

      Fiona looked down at her knees, and her hair fell forward, shielding her from this man’s gaze.

      Could she trust him? He’d done nothing but show her and Sophie genuine kindness, and what she felt was the truth of who he was. Straightforward but caring, confident yet concerned. He was a man who laid everything out without holding back. Without secrets.

      She raised her head and pushed the hair shielding her face behind her ears before wrapping her arms around her knees again.

      “Before we met, the cards told me I would meet a man like you, and to trust you. I didn’t think it was possible to believe in anyone. Until now.” She slowly nodded. “Yes, I trust you.”

      “Then let me help you.” Justice rested one arm on his bent knee. “You’re not used to help, much less asking for it. I’m offering. I can keep you safe here, in this house. I have men who work for me, who can patrol my lands. I have a cousin who is the county sheriff, another who is a detective, and one who is a P.I. And you met John, who is a police officer.”

      Fiona thought about it a long moment. She slowly nodded. “For Sophie’s sake, we will stay here for now. She needs protection. She needs stability.” Fiona swallowed. “She needs to come to terms with what I never told her, which makes it all nothing more than lies by omission.”

      “Tell me your story, Fiona,” Justice said. “Help me understand so that I can better protect you.”

      Fiona closed her eyes and leaned the back of her head against the wall. She tried to work out in her mind what to tell him and how to tell it.

      She let out a long, shuddering breath before she lowered her head. “I was born into a big Irish family. That much I’ve told you is true. As you heard at the police station, my family traveled in a clan, from place to place.”

      “Something like gypsies?” Justice asked.

      “Not exactly,” she said. “I don’t pretend to know their world and they don’t know mine. My old world that is.”

      Fiona looked away and stared down the darkened hallway. “You also heard that my people—my former people—are con artists, pickpockets, and thieves.” She shook her head. “I was raised in that environment. I didn’t really know any different until I met a girl named Jill.”

      With a sigh, she continued. “I was young, maybe twelve at the time. Sophie’s age. I made friends with a girl my age. My family was working a long con on her parents.

      “I got to know Jill well and we became friends, something a con artist is never supposed to do.” Fiona smiled wistfully. “I started to see what a normal life looked like. Friends, family, stability, and love for each other. Common courtesies, even. No cheating, no lies, no thievery. I started to want what they had.”

      The pain of the ending came back in a hard rush. “My family ruined hers. They wiped them out financially. One day they had a nice house, a good life. The next day they found they had lost everything.”

      Fiona’s eyes burned. She wanted to cry for Jill and her family. “My family packed up and moved on, celebrating a successful con.”

      She went on, “That has eaten at me for my entire life.” Fiona looked for condemnation in Justice’s eyes, but saw none. “I think about that girl who had treated me as a friend, trusted me. And I wonder what became of her and her family. I like to think they recovered financially and emotionally from such devastating losses, but I think I am just fooling myself.”

      “What happened next?” Justice asked quietly.

      Fiona tried to remember what it was like being the girl she’d once been. She had pushed it so far back that she had to concentrate.

      “I questioned everything from that point forward,” Fiona said. “I did all I could to quietly interfere with cons. I couldn’t do a lot without being found out, but I did what I could.”

      She shook her head at the memories. “As I grew older, the need to escape that life grew stronger and stronger, until I was eighteen and confided in a man. Gilroy. He made me believe he wanted to escape with me to what I was certain would be a better life.”

      The memories were bitter on her tongue. “He had other plans. He told my family what I had been doing.” Fiona swallowed down the pain. “So, they sold me to Gilroy. They sold me.”

      “My sisters and brothers just watched it happen.” Tears pushed their way forward and rolled down her cheeks. “From that point on I was disowned and no longer a Byrne. I was taken into the Clan McKenna, never to do anything more than have babies and be their slave.”

      Those days, those horrid memories, were burned into her mind. She had been working to get past them, but could never forget what they’d done to her. Ever.

      “You’ve heard most of what happened next.” Fiona clenched her fists in her lap. “Gilroy forced himself on me, got me pregnant, and beat me. I found a way to escape, which is another story.”

      She closed her eyes. “I’ve been on the run with Sophie ever since.”

      Fiona heard the rustle of cloth and then the heat of Justice’s body surrounded her as he sat beside her and wrapped his arms around her shoulders.

      Once again, she found herself crying, but this time deep, soul-wrenching sobs. She didn’t know how he felt about her now, but he was offering her comfort and caring. She wanted it so badly she allowed herself to accept what she had never thought she deserved.

      Gradually, her shoulders stopped shaking and she no longer sobbed. Her bones were like weights dragging her down and she felt as if she could crawl into a cave and sleep for a year.

      Tears drying on her cheeks, she straightened, but didn’t look at Justice. “My life in a nutshell. Rotten at its core.”

      “Hey.” Justice captured her face in his hand and forced her to look at him. “There’s nothing bad about you or what you’ve done. You got away from a bad situation and you’ve been a good mom to Sophie. You’ve given her everything you could and have done the best you could for her and for yourself.”

      His expression was dead serious. “I’d call that more than admirable. You’ve accomplished more over the past twelve years than many do in an entire lifetime. Don’t beat yourself up anymore, okay?”

      Her voice came out hoarse as she nodded, and he let his fingers slide from her face to her throat. “Thank you.”

      “You have nothing to thank me for, Fiona.” He stroked her hair, his touch lending her strength. “You’re a brave woman and I admire you.”

      She reached up and ran her thumb over his stubbled jaw. “You’re a good man, Justice McBride.” She kissed him lightly on his cheek. “I had better let you sleep now, and I will lay down with Sophie so I’m there when she wakes up.”

      “You need to sleep, too.” Justice helped her to her feet.

      Pins and needles pricked at her flesh from sitting on the floor so long. “Thank you for bringing us into your home.” She gave a little smile. “We won’t stay long, but when we do leave, I’ll make sure I do it right, so Gilroy will never find us again.”

      “We’ll talk about that more, later.” He pressed his lips against her forehead. “For now, get some rest.”

      She nodded and turned away. She looked over her shoulder as she grasped the door handle and gave him one last smile before she closed the door behind her.
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      Early morning sunlight burned Fiona’s eyes when she woke, and she squeezed her eyelids tight for a moment.

      Her head ached. She felt like she’d been pounded into the earth and flattened with a mallet. She wanted to go back to sleep, but knew she’d never be able to now.

      She blinked away the light, adjusting her eyes to the brightness in the room. She rolled over to look at Sophie, only to find her daughter gone.

      Panic crawled up Fiona’s throat like spiders. She scrambled out of bed. Her skin was on fire as she bolted out of the room, headed past Justice’s office, and ran into the kitchen.

      Her daughter sat at the breakfast table, across from Justice.

      Sophie looked up from her cereal bowl, her spoon poised over it. “Hi, Mama.”

      “Good morning,” Justice said with an easy smile.

      Fiona put her palm on her chest. Her heart pounded beneath her hand.

      Calm down.

      She had to pull herself together.

      Fiona smiled at her daughter. “Good morning, Soph.” She turned her shaky smile on Justice. “You’re up early.”

      “Good morning, Mama.” Sophie dipped her spoon into her cereal, as she said. “She wakes before I do every day.”

      Fiona slid into a seat between Sophie and Justice.

      “Coffee?” Justice scooted back his chair. “Or tea? I have both green tea and black. Nothing fancy.”

      Fiona nearly told him not to go to any trouble, but that was the part of her speaking that refused to accept help. “Green tea, please.”

      “Coming right up.” He headed to the counter, toward where a Keurig rested. She watched him as he walked. He filled out his cowboy jeans—Wranglers, she thought they were called—so well. His black T-shirt fit him lovingly across his shoulders and back, and on down to his narrow waist and trim hips.

      “How are you feeling, Mama?” Sophie dragged Fiona’s attention from where it really didn’t need to be.

      Sophie’s concerned expression made Fiona’s heart squeeze.

      She reached out and put her hand over her daughter’s. “I’m just fine.”

      “You don’t look fine.” Sophie studied Fiona. “Your face is all blotchy and your eyes are red.”

      Fiona squeezed Sophie’s hand. “I’ll feel better after I have a cup of hot tea.”

      “Which is right here.” Justice set it in front of her, steam curling from the mug. He gestured to a jar of sugar and a pot of honey, and handed her a spoon.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “What would you like for breakfast?” Justice asked. “I can make eggs and bacon, or oatmeal, or cold cereal. Or all of the above.”

      Fiona curved her hands around the mug, feeling its heat through her fingers and palms. “This is perfect for now.” She wasn’t sure she could get anything solid down yet.

      Justice slid into his seat at the table. “Let me know the moment your stomach growls for attention.”

      “You’ll likely know when it does.”

      Sophie nodded. “Yep. Mama’s stomach is loud when she’s hungry.”

      Fiona tugged one of Sophie’s curls. “Stop telling all my secrets.”

      Sophie ate more milk and cereal as Fiona watched her amazingly resilient and strong daughter. Sophie would want to hear the whole story, but at least she wasn’t blocking out Fiona now. Hopefully not ever.

      Their bond was so close, she had a hard time imagining a time when they wouldn’t work out their problems when they had them, together.

      Sophie swallowed her spoonful of cereal. “Can I see your niece’s goats soon? And your horses?”

      He nodded. “Whenever you and your mom finish breakfast.”

      “Cool.” Once Sophie had swallowed, she looked at Fiona. “Eat, Mama. Then we can go see them.”

      “I will later.” Fiona glanced at Justice. “Where does your niece keep the goats?”

      “In a pen attached to the barn,” he said.

      The clang of Sophie’s spoon in her bowl announced she was finished.

      Fiona couldn’t help but smile at her daughter while watching her. Sophie carried her bowl and spoon to the sink, washed them, and placed them in the rack to dry. She wore the same jeans as last night, but with a clean T-shirt that she had tied into a knot on one side so it didn’t hang to her knees. She wore her athletic shoes and socks as well.

      If they indeed were staying at Justice’s house for a few days, they needed clothes, but no way in hell was she going to put Sophie through that. The thought of going back to the trailer for any reason sent a chill through Fiona. Gilroy might have never come into the trailer, but she still felt he had violated their sacred space.

      Sophie came to stand by Justice. “I’m ready to see the goats and horses.”

      Fiona looked down at the pajama pants and overly big T-shirt she wore. “I need to change my clothes. Give me five minutes.”

      She went back to the guestroom and found her own jeans, along with an extra T-shirt that Justice had given her. She rolled up the sleeves then tied it to the side like Sophie had done then shoved her cellphone in her back pocket. Gisela might call if Gilroy showed up again and she saw a man skulking around.

      Fiona slipped on her athletic shoes, glad she had gone into the trailer and grabbed them and clean socks, along with Sophie’s, before they had gone to the police station with Justice.

      Her heart remained heavy, but she had to set aside those feelings for now. She returned to the kitchen where Justice and Sophie waited. They slipped into their jackets that Justice had hung on the coat rack. He plucked his western hat off the rack.

      Justice and Sophie walked side-by-side over the hard-packed earth to the barn while Fiona deliberately lagged behind.

      The traditional looking barn was red with white trim, and appeared to be freshly painted. Wood corrals and metal arenas were outside the barn, as well as two other buildings. One might have been a bunk house, the other a location for storage.

      The air smelled of an oncoming snowfall, along with the country smells of manure and cattle.

      Fiona cast a glance over her shoulder to get a better look at the sprawling ranch house. Justice’s home was made of brick with a lot of glass windows and skylights, and solar panels on the rooftop.

      Sophie laughed at something Justice said, and Fiona felt lighter from the sound of it. Everything that had happened last night seemed so far away, like it couldn’t touch them now.

      A dream, a nightmare. That’s all it seemed like in the brilliance of the morning sunlight.

      Fiona pushed her long hair away from her face and tied it into a knot in the back. It felt better out of her face.

      Her mind cleared. The fresh winter air, the low of cattle, and the whicker of horses were peaceful sounds that set her more at ease.

      She followed Justice and Sophie into the dimness of the cool barn. They walked over straw scattered across a dirt floor, past empty horse stalls, and through the huge doors leading out of the barn. To the left was a pen with a couple of dairy goats and three ‘kids.’

      “They don’t have ears.” Sophie laughed and clapped her hands together at the sight of the animals cavorting in the playground. “What happened to them?”

      Justice chuckled. “They’re a breed called LaMancha. They are short-eared goats but look earless.”

      Two of the kids played on a teeter-totter, made from a concrete pylon and a long board. Another jumped up, down, over, and around huge wooden stumps.

      The pair of adults played on a balance beam, butting heads and pushing each other back and forth. It was a wonder they didn’t knock each other off. But the playful beasts were agile and easily maintained their footing.

      Sophie looked up and smiled at Justice. “Can I go in the pen and play with them?”

      “Sure.” Justice opened a gate and let Sophie through it before closing the gate behind her. “One thing you want to remember is to close gates on a ranch,” he said. “Never leave them open, because there’s always something wanting to get out. Cattle, horses, and these goats think the grass is greener on the other side.”

      Sophie glanced back at Justice. “I’ll be careful.”

      Fiona watched as the curious goats went up to Sophie, nudging her to be petted, and wanting to play.

      Sophie giggled at their antics and the fun they had in their playground.

      “Sophie looks as if she doesn’t have a care in the world.” Fiona smiled as Sophie climbed up on a wooden structure, a deck of sorts, and sat on the edge with her feet dangling. She swung her legs as she petted a couple of the creatures who had remained at her side.

      Fiona breathed the cool air, filling her lungs with the fresh scents of the outdoors. The goat pen was raked, so the smell of manure wasn’t strong. It was just a part of the country.

      Justice leaned his arms on the top rail of the metal pen. Fiona, not being tall, did the same but with a lower rail. They watched Sophie and the goats for a while.

      “I need to sell the trailer.” Fiona broke the silence between them and he turned his head to meet her gaze. “Now that Gilroy knows what it looks like, we need something different.”

      “If it’s fine with you, I’ll have my men take it to Phoenix,” he said. “It will be easier to sell in a large metropolitan city than it would be in a much smaller area like Prescott.”

      Once again, Fiona automatically wanted to say, “I’ll take care of it.” Instead she nodded. “That’s a good idea. If it’s no problem, then I would appreciate it.”

      “No problem at all.” He studied her. “Today is Black Friday. Monday would be a better time to take it to Phoenix. My men can clean it out for you before the drive there.”

      Fiona kept one thing in the trailer she’d have to retrieve herself, but she’d talk with Justice about going later.

      “Thank you.” Fiona looked back at Sophie, who waved from her seat. Fiona returned her wave before she gave Justice a small smile. “For everything.”

      “I’m happy to help.” His voice was deep, sexy, and it sent a shiver through her. “Whatever you need, I’m here for you.”

      A lump rose in Fiona’s throat. She’d never had anyone like Justice in her life. Compassionate and caring with strength and integrity, a man who wanted to help and didn’t expect anything in return.

      A novel and alien concept in her world. Her old world.

      Justice caught her attention as three cowboys on horseback came around the barn.

      At first Fiona’s heart stuttered at the sight of three strange men, but calmed as Justice started speaking.

      “Fiona, I’d like you to meet Bill, Joe, and Ted. They’re three of my ranch hands who help keep an eye on the place, as well as attend to their duties around the ranch.” Justice inclined his head in their direction. “These fine men and I all served our country in the military at one time or another.”

      Each cowboy touched the brim of his hat and nodded his greeting.

      Fiona smiled as she returned the greeting to the men. Each wore an unconcealed handgun in a holster at his side.

      Bill was lean and wiry, where Joe had a stockier build. Ted was a thoughtful-looking man who wore glasses and a big mustache. All three looked like genuine Wild West cowboys.

      She guessed that’s what they were, just modern day as opposed being from the Old West.

      After the introductions, the three cowboys headed off in separate ways to perform their duties and their patrols of the ranch.

      Sophie stood on the bottom rung of the goat pen when they turned in her direction.

      “Those were real cowboys?” Sophie asked.

      “Yep.” Justice nodded. “Do you want to meet the horses now?” He opened the gate to let Sophie through before closing it again. “They’re out in their corral.”

      Sophie nodded with enthusiasm. “Yes, please.”

      Again, Fiona lagged behind, observing the interaction between Sophie and Justice. They laughed and talked as if they’d known each other for years.

      As if he was Sophie’s father.

      Fiona rubbed her temple with her fingertips. They couldn’t stay long or a bond between all of them might grow so big it would be impossible to pick up and go.

      For a moment, she allowed herself to think about having a place to call home, to never have to move from one place to another. The thought filled her with peace.

      I could do this.

      We could do this.

      “Why don’t you have a dog?” Sophie asked Justice.

      “I do.” He raised his western hat and raked his hand through his hair before settling it back on his head. “Tron is an Australian shepherd. One of my cousins raises that breed, and when he has a female in heat he takes Tron for a few days.”

      “Will you be getting him back soon?” Sophie had a hopeful note in her voice. “I haven’t been around many dogs, but I’ve always wanted one.” She shrugged. “It’s too hard for us to keep one because we travel so much.”

      A dog.

      Fiona had never known Sophie was so interested in them and had wanted one herself. Her daughter rarely asked for things that weren’t practical in their lives. She had a sense about it and understood things in a way that most adults didn’t appear to. Definitely more than other children did. Not that Sophie had been around many kids.

      Fiona’s chest ached. There was so much she hadn’t given Sophie. Maybe it was time she did.

      She rubbed her palms on her jeans, as if to calm her need to be on the road. The problem was that Gilroy was here. They could never go anywhere without the danger of him finding them.

      They had no choice. They would get a new trailer, and they would go back on the road.

      “Yes, I should have Tron back, soon,” Justice was saying.

      He took them to the horse corral. His Arabians were beautiful, proud creatures with shining coats and intelligent eyes.

      “This is Angel.” Justice took Sophie into the corral and let her stroke the horse’s mane and neck. “She’s registered with a long, fancy name. We just call her Angel.”

      He spoke in a low, soothing tone to the horse before looking down at Sophie. “Horses, and especially Arabians, are proud, but most are loving.” Justice rubbed Angel’s nose with clear affection in his smile. “Some of these amazing beings have saved their owner’s lives or protected them in some way. Many without being told to. They just knew.”

      Sophie leaned her head against Angel’s neck and looked as if she was “reading” the horse, like she did with people.

      “I feel it,” Sophie said. “I can sense her love for you.”

      She looked back in the direction they had come from. “The goats like to play and have fun. They’re curious, but I don’t get the sense that they would know to be caring.”

      Apparently, Sophie’s talents extended to creatures as well as humans.

      Sophie stroked Angel’s neck. “Horses are definitely different. I like them both in their own ways, but I feel at peace with Angel.”

      Justice smiled. “We are kindred spirits, you and I.”

      “Yes, we are.” Sophie nodded solemnly. “Can you teach me to ride?”

      Justice looked at Fiona. “Are you good with that?”

      “Why not?” Fiona smiled. “This will be fun for her.”

      “Then I’ll teach you this weekend,” Justice said. “After your self-defense lessons.”

      Sophie bounced on her toes, but not so much as to spook the horse, if it indeed could be spooked in that way. “Thank you, Mama.”

      Fiona nodded. She didn’t feel like she was the one who should be thanked. Her precious daughter was once again teaching her mother. Today’s lesson was peace, love, and acceptance, and hopefully forgiveness as well.

      

      After lunch, Fiona took Justice aside. “Is there someplace you think would be safe for me to take Sophie so that she and I can have a talk?”

      He nodded. “There’s a duck pond close to the goat playground. It’s nice, quiet, and several acres from any roads, save for the drive up to the house and barn, and the back road that comes down from the mountain.” He glanced at Sophie, who was drinking a glass of water near the kitchen island. He returned his gaze to Fiona. “I have men patrolling both. I’ll send feed for the ducks with you.”

      “Thank you.” Fiona smiled, and he returned it. His smile was like hot cocoa and snuggling into a warm blanket to her soul.

      Don’t, Fiona. Just don’t go there.

      “That sounds perfect.” She wanted to place her hand on his chest, over his heart to feel it beating beneath her palm. She managed to restrain herself. “How do we get there?”

      “I’ll show you.” He grabbed his western hat off the coat rack. “What do you think about feeding the ducks?” he asked Sophie.

      She perked up. “That sounds like fun.”

      “Get your jacket and we’ll get some cracked corn,” he said.

      They all slipped into their jackets and walked to the barn. It was a little warmer now than it had been earlier, but still cool enough to warrant wearing something for the cold.

      Justice took the lid off a metal drum. Fiona breathed in the scents of the barn as he scooped cracked corn into a small sack and handed it to Sophie.

      “I’ll show you where the pond is and let you and your mom feed the ducks.” He tweaked the end of Sophie’s braid. “Just don’t feed them too much.”

      Sophie took the bag from him. “We won’t.”

      She and Fiona fell into step with Justice as they walked out the back of the barn. They headed past the goat pen where the small animals rested, a couple warming themselves in the full sun, the others lying beneath shade structures.

      Sophie trailed her fingers along a rail of the fence surrounding the goats’ playpen, watching them just as they watched her.

      Justice, Sophie, and Fiona climbed a hill, and a clearing opened to a large pond.

      He pointed to the white ducks floating in the pond. “Those are Pekins.”

      “Don’t they get cold in the fall and winter?” Sophie looked concerned.

      He shook his head. “Ducks are cold-hardy. They have a thick layer of body fat and soft down beneath their feathers, which are waterproof.”

      He crouched as the ducks began swimming closer. “As long as they get lots of fresh water, feed, and treats, they do just fine in temperatures down to twenty degrees.” He nodded in the direction of a small structure on one side of the pond. “We put them up at night and keep them cozy. They can go in there during the day if they need to.”

      Sophie sat on the bank of the pond and slipped her hand into the bag. She pulled out a handful of corn.

      The ducks quacked and fussed as they came onto the bank, below Sophie’s feet. She tossed the feed and the ducks pounced on it. They looked like they were drilling the mud with their beaks while they hurried to get the corn.

      Justice stood. “I’ve got a few things I need to do. I’ll see you in a bit.”

      “Okay.” Sophie threw another handful of cracked corn out for the ducks as Justice walked away. “I counted twelve ducks, Mama.”

      Fiona sat on the bank next to her daughter, the ground cold through her jeans. “My butt’s going to freeze off.”

      Sophie grinned at Fiona. “But you have a nice thick layer of fat there, like ducks.”

      Fiona poked Sophie in the side. “Watch it, young lady.”

      Sophie smiled and threw more corn.

      They sat in silence, listening to the ducks quack and watching them as they ate the corn.

      Fiona’s belly ached, and she rubbed it. “We need to talk, Sophie.”

      “I know.” Sophie looked straight ahead. “You should have told me everything.” She turned her gaze on her mother. Pain was in her expression. “Why didn’t you?”

      Fiona closed her eyes for a long moment. When she opened them again, Sophie was tossing more corn to the ducks.

      “I’m sorry.” Fiona sucked in her breath then let it out slowly. “It was a horrible time in my life and I wanted to forget it. Which doesn’t make a whole lot of sense because I was running while trying to forget. I guess it was inevitable that it would catch up to me someday. To us.”

      “Tell me all of it,” Sophie said firmly, like an adult to a child. “You have always said my father was dead.”

      Fiona nodded. God, this was hard.

      “You’re old enough to hear everything now.” Fiona started from the beginning, laying it all out to Sophie, like she had with Justice. She didn’t hold anything back, because if she did, it would be like telling another lie. She even told Sophie about her mother and father selling her while her siblings watched. She didn’t go into detail about Gilroy forcing himself on her, but it was enough to explain how it wasn’t consensual.

      When Fiona finished, she watched Sophie, and saw that she held an empty bag now. She didn’t remember seeing her daughter feeding the ducks as they spoke. The ducks were swimming away now, as if knowing they had no more treats in store.

      “I need to think.” Sophie looked on the verge of tears. “I need some time alone, Mama.”

      Fiona’s eyes stung, as if she might cry, too. “I understand.”

      Still clutching the feed bag, Sophie got up from the bank and walked back in the direction they had come. Fiona followed, wanting to keep her daughter in sight to make sure she was safe.

      Fiona stood at the top of the rise and watched as Sophie went into the goat pen and closed the gate behind her.

      “How did it go?” Justice’s low voice came from behind Fiona, but didn’t startle her, as if she’d known he was coming.

      She sighed. “As well as it could have, I guess.” Her throat ached as Justice moved to her side. “Sophie said she needed time to think it over. I want her to say, ‘it’s okay, I understand.’ But I have to accept that she needs space, and she might not be able to forgive me.”

      “She will.” Justice settled his arm around her shoulder, offering comfort and support she’d never had before. “Like I’ve said before, Sophie’s an intelligent young lady. You don’t have anything to worry about.”

      Fiona leaned into him. “I wonder if I could be so forgiving if I was in her place.”

      “You would if you were raised by a woman like you.” Justice squeezed her to him. “Give her the space she wants. It won’t do any good to worry. Sometimes these things take time.”

      “I know you’re right.” Fiona sighed. “Sophie is a special girl, and she deserves all the time she needs.”
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      By the time they got back to the house, it was closing in on four in the afternoon. Fiona wanted to talk everything out with Sophie, who had remained quieter than normal. Fiona didn’t press her though, letting her daughter come to terms with everything she’d been told.

      “We’ll have dinner around six.” Justice held open the back door of the kitchen. “Do you like pork?”

      Sophie walked through the doorway. “Yes.”

      “I do as well.” Fiona headed into the kitchen too, and Justice followed, closing the door behind him.

      “I have a great recipe for herb and bleu cheese encrusted pork chops. Sound good to you?” he asked.

      Sophie nodded.

      “A cowboy who cooks gourmet meals,” Fiona said. “Perfect.”

      Justice pulled a package of pork chops out of the freezer and put the package in cold water to defrost.

      The doorbell rang. Justice glanced at his watch then the calendar. “I forgot today is Black Friday. It’s probably my mom. She likes to hide Christmas presents for the family here.” He smiled at Fiona. “You’ll like Mom.”

      A strange flutter tipped Fiona’s belly, as if she was meeting a boyfriend’s parents for the first time, rather than someone she’d known only days.

      “Be right back.” Justice left the kitchen.

      Fiona put her hand to her belly.

      “Are you nervous, Mama?” Sophie asked.

      “No reason to be.” Fiona lowered her hand and rubbed her palm on her jeans.

      “Then why are you doing that?” Sophie gestured to Fiona’s hand. “You always do that when you’re nervous.”

      “I do?” Fiona stopped. “You are too smart, young lady.”

      Sophie grinned. “I take after my mama.”

      “Speaking of intelligence,” Fiona said, “we left your homework in the trailer.”

      Sophie’s expression looked uneasy. “I don’t want to go back there.”

      Fiona smoothed strands of her daughter’s hair behind her ear. “You don’t have to. Justice and I will get our belongings and then we will sell the trailer.”

      Sophie brightened. “That means we’re going to stay in Prescott?”

      Fiona didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t lead her daughter on, but she didn’t want to crush her hopes. It was a strange combination of thoughts and feelings.

      She smiled gently at Sophie. “We’ll talk about it later.”

      “What’s taking Justice so long?” Sophie changed the topic as if not wanting to discuss the matter anymore.

      Fiona shrugged. “Maybe he’s helping his mom with her packages. Or maybe it was someone else at the door.”

      Female chatter and laughter came closer, then two women walked into the kitchen with Justice ahead of them. They all gripped bags and boxes, with Justice carrying the largest of all.

      “It’s not even noon,” Justice was saying as they entered. “How did you clean the stores out so fast?”

      “Started early,” the young woman following him said. “It’s a new record for us.”

      The older woman, who had wavy dark hair and eyes the same brown silk as Justice, spotted Fiona. The woman set her bags on the kitchen table. She smiled and moved closer.

      “You must be Fiona.” She caught Fiona off guard by drawing her into a quick embrace. “I’m Jonathan’s mom. Call me Molly.”

      “A pleasure, Molly,” Fiona said, trying to recover from her surprise at the warm greeting.

      Molly took Sophie by her shoulders and looked her up and down. “You are just as beautiful as your mother, Sophie. Stunning.”

      Sophie’s cheeks tinged pink beneath her freckles. “Thank you, Mrs. McBride.”

      “You can call me Molly, too.” Molly drew a young blonde woman closer. “This is my daughter, Bailey, the youngest of my brood.”

      “Hi.” Bailey also hugged Fiona, who was once again surprised by the warmness of the greeting from these ladies who were not more than strangers to her and Sophie. “It’s good to meet you.”

      Fiona wasn’t sure what to say. “You, too.”

      Bailey cast her brother a teasing grin. “You’re right. They are both gorgeous.” She reached Sophie and hugged her.

      Sophie’s freckles stood out more with her face still tinged pink. She returned Bailey’s hug. “I think you are beautiful, Bailey.”

      “You’re a sweetheart.” Bailey stepped back. “Where in Prescott do you live?”

      Fiona blinked. “We don’t.”

      Bailey tilted her head to the side. “What part of the state do you live in?”

      “We don’t live anywhere,” Sophie inserted before Fiona could answer. “We travel from state to state all year.”

      Both Molly and Bailey appeared taken aback.

      “We sell our jewelry at festivals and art shows around the west,” Fiona said. “I guess you could say our home base is Albuquerque.”

      “Not our home, though.” Sophie didn’t say it like she was complaining, more like it was fact.

      Bailey leaned her hip against the kitchen island. Justice’s younger sister was pretty and thoughtful looking. “I take it you all met at the Christmas Festival in Prescott?”

      Sophie nodded. “Yes. After Justice watched us dance.”

      Fiona caught Justice’s eye. He didn’t look uncomfortable. He looked confident and at ease. He winked at her.

      Her cheeks flushed, and her body warmed.

      Bailey didn’t seem to know what to make of the situation, but Molly jumped in. “Would you like to help wrap Christmas presents while Jonathan makes dinner?” She smiled at her son. “He promised pork chops for lunch.”

      “I’d better get to it,” Justice said in his low, easy drawl.

      “Let’s take these to the Arizona room. It has more space to wrap.” Molly picked up some of the shopping bags, one with rolls of Christmas wrapping paper and gift bags in it, and she sailed out of the kitchen.

      Bailey grabbed the remaining bags and smiled at Fiona and Sophie. “Mom is a dynamo. You’ll get used to her.”

      Both Sophie and Fiona picked up the boxes that had been left and followed Bailey out of the kitchen. Before Fiona made it all the way out of the room, she cast a glance over her shoulder to see Justice smile.

      Fiona walked into the room behind Sophie. It was a large semi-outdoor screened-in recreation room. Bailey had told Fiona that unlike most Arizona rooms, this one had been designed with hinged windows on rollers. They were usually kept up the rest of the year so that nothing blocked air flowing in from outside. But during the winter, the windows were rolled down to protect the room from the cold. There were lots of houseplants and comfortable furniture, and a heater kept the room at a reasonable temperature.

      Molly was, in fact, a human Energizer Bunny. She laughed, talked, instructed, and whipped through wrapping the packages. She had a great sense of humor and had everyone giggling at one point or another.

      Christmas gift bags with tissue paper, and larger boxes in Christmas wrap, lined one side of the room in no time. Yet there was still more to go.

      Fiona’s own extended family had been large, but they hadn’t traded gifts and there wasn’t the same sense of enjoyment in life that the McBrides seemed to have.

      Even though Fiona had done her best not to think about her parents, two brothers, and three sisters over the years, sometimes memories would come back in waves. They were the people who had sold her into slavery to the McKennas, and Fiona didn’t think she’d ever be able to forgive them for that. Ever. Fiona’s siblings were all older than her, and they had done nothing to stop her parents.

      Sometimes she wondered at the stoic faces of her brothers and sisters, and how they had just watched as Fiona was taken by the McKennas and had been told never to come back.

      The memories made her throat ache and her chest hurt. What would they think of her life now? Her parents had a granddaughter they knew nothing about, a niece to her brothers and sisters. Likely they had plenty of kids in the family now and didn’t care, much less think about her after so many years.

      Did they ever regret taking payment for her? Or had they enjoyed the payment from the McKennas too much to care?

      Probably the latter.

      Molly chatted about all four of her sons, her daughter, and her new daughter-in-law. She was clearly in love with her grandkids and she expressed her hopes for more.

      What would it be like to have a mother and a family like the McBrides?

      Despite her own heartaches and the lack of love or a true familial bond, Fiona enjoyed the conversation. She didn’t contribute more than she had to, which was still more than she wanted.

      “So, you clog.” Bailey picked up a pair of scissors and a roll of wrapping paper with Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer on it. “How long have you been doing that?”

      Since Sophie now knew of her past, Fiona said, “I used to dance when I was young. Clogging is close to Irish dancing, which is what I grew up with.” She quickly added a reason as to why she switched from one to the other. “In the west clogging is more popular.”

      “I can’t wait to see you both dance.” Bailey cut a piece of paper big enough to fit a box the size of a toaster. “When do you perform next?”

      “When we reach Reno,” Sophie said. “That’s the location of the next Christmas festival we’ll be at.”

      Molly finished tying a perfect silver bow on a box with blue wrapping covered in silver snowflake designs. “Would you mind dancing for the family before you go to Reno?”

      “That would be fun.” Sophie beat Fiona in responding. She looked at her mom. “Don’t you think so?”

      “We’ll see.” Fiona didn’t intend to agree or commit to anything at this point. There was too much to do, too much to consider.

      Leaving always stayed on her mind. She didn’t intend for her and Sophie to be here that much longer.

      Molly picked up one of the last gifts, a box the size of a thick book. “When will you go to Reno?”

      “Later this coming week.” From her side vision, Fiona saw the crestfallen expression Sophie tried to hide. “The show starts a week from today and we need to be there a day early.”

      Molly smiled, but Fiona read the disappointment in her eyes. Why would Molly care enough to feel disappointment?

      “Last one.” Bailey plucked an iPod box from off the table. “This is for Jack’s daughter.” Bailey smiled. “I love my niece. Being an aunt is so much fun.”

      Fiona caught Sophie’s wistful expression, which she tried to hide, but Fiona saw it all the same.

      A knife-sharp pain stabbed Fiona’s chest. Here she’d been thinking about herself and how her family had abandoned her.

      What truly mattered was Sophie’s pain and how much she was hurting. She had no family but Fiona and that wasn’t enough for a young girl. She didn’t even have friends.

      “Dinner will be on the table in five minutes.” Justice’s low voice sent a shiver along Fiona’s spine.

      She turned her gaze on him. His rumpled hair looked as if he’d speared his fingers through it more than once, and a trail of flour crossed one cheek.

      Justice McBride had to be the sexiest man alive.

      “Awesome, Justice. I’m so hungry.” Sophie set aside the scissors and looked at Molly. “I’ll use one of these bags to pick up the ribbon and paper scraps, if that’s okay.”

      “Of course, it’s okay.” Molly grabbed two plastic bags. “I’ll help.”

      The four of them made short work of the mess. All that remained was the line of gifts and a box with the extra gift bags, rolls of wrapping paper, tags, tape, and scissors.

      Sophie headed with Molly toward the dining room, and Bailey walked beside Fiona.

      Bailey was tall, at least five-eight, and she had a slim, athletic build. “My brother likes you.” Bailey smiled at Fiona. “I hope you’ll stay. I’ve never seen Justice care for any woman like he cares for you.”

      Fiona’s cheeks burned. She didn’t know what to say.

      “I know I’m being forward,” Bailey went on. “I want to see my brother happy in all ways in his life. So, I guess what I’m saying is you couldn’t find a better man. From what I’m seeing, he couldn’t find a woman who is a more perfect fit for him than you.”

      Fiona swallowed. “You just met me, Bailey.”

      The corner of Bailey’s mouth quirked. “I have a strong BS meter, and a good feel for people.” She grinned. “You’ve passed all the tests.”

      Fiona found herself smiling back despite herself. “You passed mine as well. I can’t say for sure what we’ll be doing, but I appreciate your thoughts. I don’t think Justice could have a sister and mother who are more terrific than you two.”

      “You’re right, he couldn’t.” Bailey laughed. “Come on now. Justice makes the best bleu cheese encrusted pork chops ever. I’m ready to eat more than my fair share. You won’t get any if you’re not careful.”

      “You’d have to fight me for it,” Fiona said with a grin. “Beware. I’m fast with a fork.”

      Bailey laughed, and they headed into the dining room.

      

      Justice watched his mom and sister interact with Fiona and Sophie. All four of them laughed and chatted, as if longtime friends.

      Fiona surprised him the most. She had dropped her shields, at least some of them, and allowed herself to have fun with the other women. She seemed both off-balance and steady at the same time. A little pain came into her eyes sometimes, as if a subject had been touched on that brought up a painful memory. But it was gone just as fast as it had come, and genuine enjoyment returned.

      Sophie, on the other hand, seemed completely at home and delighted everyone with her intelligence and humor. Even with what she’d been through last night, she seemed to be able to push it away for now and enjoy herself.

      “Are you putting up your Christmas tree tonight, Jonathan?”

      Justice’s mom grabbed his attention. “Tonight?”

      “Of course, sweetheart.” Molly settled her fork on the side of her plate. “It’s the day after Thanksgiving. You should at least have your tree up by Sunday.”

      “As you know, Mom and Dad’s is up.” Bailey smiled. “You should chop down a tree and dig your Christmas stuff out of storage. I bet Sophie would love to help.”

      Sophie perked up. “That sounds like fun.” She smiled at Justice. “We’ve never had a real Christmas tree to decorate.”

      If his mother and sister were surprised by that, they didn’t show it.

      “You have beautiful Christmas ornaments in your trailer,” Justice said. “Especially the ones you made.”

      “You make Christmas decorations?” Bailey asked Sophie.

      The girl nodded. “Mama and I design jewelry, but sometimes we make other things.”

      “That’s fantastic.” Bailey reached up and touched the small silver heart she wore with her fingertips. “I so love jewelry when I dress up. I only wear a chain and small earrings when I’m out working with the horses at my brother Jayson’s ranch, or when I barrel race. But when I go out I like pretty things.”

      “What kind of jewelry do you design, Sophie?” Molly looked intrigued, as well.

      “Silver with a Celtic influence.” Sophie sounded so adult when she talked about their work.

      “That makes sense since you’re Irish.” Molly turned her smile from Sophie to Fiona. “Is designing jewelry something that your family does?”

      Fiona’s smile faltered just enough that Justice caught it. “I learned from an artisan when I was pregnant with Sophie, close to thirteen years ago. You might say she was born into the work.”

      “Except it’s not work,” Sophie said with a grin. “It’s fun.” She pulled a small oval pendant necklace with a moonstone out from beneath the T-shirt she wore. “I made this one when I was six.”

      Bailey sucked in her breath. “That’s gorgeous. You did that when you were six?”

      Sophie nodded, and Molly said, “That is as fine as any artist’s work that I’ve seen.”

      “Thank you.” Sophie smiled. “I usually wear a ring, too, but I—l” Her smile dimmed slightly. “I took it off and forgot to put it on again when Mama and I left the trailer.” Her voice caught enough that Justice noticed, but he didn’t think his mom and sister had.

      “We both forgot to wear our rings.” Fiona drew Molly and Bailey’s attention away from Sophie. “Isn’t it something like the mechanic who never gets around to fixing his own car or the baker who doesn’t bake cookies at home, or the plumber who has a clogged drain?”

      Bailey grinned, and Molly laughed. “Sounds like it to me.”

      “We have matching ones,” Sophie said. “I made hers and she made mine.” She looked at her mom, and so much love passed through their gazes it warmed Justice through. “They mean a lot to us.”

      “That’s such a good idea.” Bailey turned to her mom. “We should do something like that. How about I let you ride my horse and I can ride yours. Deal?”

      Molly laughed. “Deal.”

      Justice said, “I saw their jewelry at the festival. It’s remarkable.”

      “I want to see some of your pieces,” Bailey said. “Next time we get together.”

      Sophie nodded. “That sounds great.”

      Fiona just smiled.

      Bailey looked at Justice. “You never know, but Ella might have room in her studio to sell jewelry if she thinks Sophie and Fiona’s is a good fit.”

      “That’s true,” Justice said. “Next time I’m in town I’ll drop by her studio.”

      “Ella is our cousin Clint’s wife,” Bailey said. “She makes the most amazing sculptures, along the lines of Remingtons.”

      A panicked look was in Fiona’s eyes as she met Justice’s gaze. “Really, you don’t need to ask her. I don’t want you to go to any trouble.”

      “It’s no trouble.” He spoke gently, trying to lessen her worries. “We’ll do it sometime when it works for you.”

      She nodded and seemed to breathe a little easier. “Thank you.”

      “That would be so cool to have our jewelry in an art studio.” Sophie turned to her mom. “Maybe we wouldn’t have to travel anymore.”

      Justice watched as Fiona remained silent, but her expression torn. Her emotions clearly waged a war within. She wanted to stay and give Sophie a normal, stable life without needing to travel anymore.

      At the same time, she was terrified of the bastard stalking her. It was so obvious she wanted to flee.

      Somehow, he had to convince her to stay for hers and Sophie’s sake. They would be safe here.

      His protective urges were sky-high for Fiona and Sophie, and he wasn’t about to let anything happen to them.

      What would it be like to have Sophie as a daughter? He knew he’d love that kid like crazy. She was an amazing young lady.

      This weekend he would teach them self-defense like he’d promised. Only this time there was an urgency that hadn’t existed when they had arranged it.

      “The pork chops are incredible.” Sophie smiled blissfully. “Almost as good as Mama’s shepherd’s pie.”

      “Your mom’s is incredible.” Justice grinned. “So, I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “The sweet potato fries are melt-in-your-mouth good,” Fiona said. “And I love the salad.”

      “Justice is a keeper,” Bailey said with a laugh. “At least most of the time.”

      Fiona’s fair skin flushed. “He certainly can cook.”

      “What about your tree?” Bailey asked when they finished eating and were clearing the table.

      “Why don’t you chop one down and put it up now?” Molly said. “Fiona and I can take care of the dishes.”

      Justice glanced at Sophie and saw the hopeful glint in her eyes. “Yeah, let’s do it.”

      Sophie clapped her hands and bounced on her toes.

      “We’ll bring down the decorations then head out for the tree,” he added. “Before it gets dark.”

      Sophie rocked back and forth on her heels. “I’ll help you get everything out.”

      “I can use an assistant.” He winked at Sophie. “Come on. We’ll get the Christmas stuff out of the attic.”

      “I’ll give you two a hand.” Bailey fell into step with Sophie as they left Fiona and Molly in the kitchen. “You’ve never had a Christmas tree before?” she asked Sophie. “Even a small one?”

      Sophie shook her head. “Our trailer is too small. So, we just hang ornaments. Mama gives me a new one every year.”

      “They’re beautiful hand blown glass balls,” Justice said. “They’re colorful.”

      Bailey touched Sophie’s shoulder. “I’d love to see them, and especially the ones you’ve made.”

      Sophie looked so happy and delighted that Justice’s heart filled with her joy.

      He again thought about the child who could be his. The thoughts were never far away. Maybe this time his cousin Garrett would be able to track down Beth and her son or daughter.

      Maybe his child.

      At the end of the hallway, Justice looked at the trap door in the ceiling. He reached for the panel, pushed it up to disengage it, and brought the stairs down to the floor.

      “That is so cool.” Sophie looked at the wooden steps. “Can I go up?”

      Justice set his foot on the bottom step. “Let’s do it.”

      Sophie followed him with Bailey close behind. They reached the finished attic, which was just tall enough for Bailey—who was tall for a woman—to stand, but Justice had to lean down to keep from bumping his head on one of the exposed beams.

      “Over there.” He pointed to one corner where red plastic storage bins held the Christmas things he had. “Mom gives me stuff every year, so I have way more than I need.”

      “Can we use it all?” Sophie asked.

      Justice nodded. “Sure.”

      Sophie knelt beside one of the containers and read the label. “This says ornaments. Is it heavy?”

      Justice picked it up. “It’s light, but I’m not going to let you carry it down the steps. I want your hands free when you go back.” He nodded to the open trap door. “Just set it over there.”

      Sophie took the ornament container from him and carried it across the attic. She returned, and they took every box and container out of the corner. When they were finished, Sophie made it to the hallway floor. Justice stood on the top steps and took each box Bailey handed him down the staircase. He let Sophie take the light ones from him, but carried the heavier ones to the floor himself.

      They finished and started hauling everything to his family room.

      Family room.

      Justice had rarely used it because he didn’t have any family who lived with him. He preferred his office when he was alone.

      He didn’t want to be alone anymore. Over the years he’d wanted a family, but hadn’t found the right woman he wanted to settle down with.

      Then came Fiona.

      And Sophie.

      Love at first sight? Yeah, without a doubt, he’d fallen for Fiona when he’d seen her dance, and he adored Sophie. One way or another he’d just have to find a way to convince Fiona that he was her man. And she was his woman.

      When everything was in the family room, they went to the kitchen and put on their coats to head out to the back and get the Christmas tree.

      “I’d like to go.” Fiona grabbed her own jacket from the coat rack.

      “I’ll stay behind.” Molly smiled. “Go on now.”

      With a good deal of laughter, Justice headed out of the house with the ladies. He liked the sound of their giggling and just smiled as he listened to them.

      They passed Bill, who was patrolling the back of the house. Bill returned Justice’s nod before he went back to keeping an eye out on things.

      Justice turned his attention back to the women.

      The ranch butted up against the Bradshaw Mountains and some of the views were spectacular.

      Fiona swept her gaze over the scenery. “It’s stunning.

      “Mom and Dad’s ranch isn’t far,” Justice said. “I was in love with the area. When I was discharged and returned from Afghanistan, I saved up until I could afford this place.” Yeah, he’d worked his ass off until he was able to purchase the Lazy J Ranch, and it was worth every penny he’d paid and put into it.

      Fiona turned her gaze from the view to him. “It’s no wonder you call this home.”

      They shared a lingering look before her cheeks went a darker pink than they already had been. She turned away.

      Within a few moments, they reached the trees. “Hold on while I grab an axe.”

      Justice strode to a nearby tool shed, retrieved an axe, and returned to where Bailey, Fiona, and Sophie waited.

      “They smell wonderful.” Fiona inhaled deeply. “I love the scent of firs.”

      “I do too.” Sophie smiled up at Justice. “Which one are you chopping down? The biggest?”

      “Yep.” He went to a tree that was a good eight feet tall. “This one will be perfect.”

      The hard thump of the axe striking wood, and the final crack when the tree went down. The sounds echoed in the quiet that surrounded them for those moments when none of them spoke.

      Bailey returned the axe to the tool shed while Justice hefted the fir onto one shoulder. The treetop dragged across the soft soil as they headed back to the house.

      

      The McBride family enthusiasm had sucked Fiona right in. She found herself laughing and chatting more than she ever had in her life as they set up the tree.

      Molly poured mugs of hot cocoa when they returned, and topped them with both marshmallows and whipped cream. For a finishing touch, she stuck a red and white striped peppermint stick in each one. Apparently, the concoction was a McBride family favorite.

      As they decorated the tree, Fiona wondered at how much fun she was having with Justice, his mom, and his sister.

      During her childhood, more often than not, everyone bickered. Here, she didn’t have to worry about threats, knives, fisticuffs, or gossip. Nothing like what she’d been used to with her family and with the Clan McKenna.

      Here there was peace, an easy-going family, laughter, and fun. She’d bet anything that arguments were civil and not ugly.

      “You have whipped cream on your face.” Justice smiled down at her. “Or maybe it’s marshmallow.” He touched her cheek and grinned. “Definitely marshmallow.”

      Before Fiona could, he picked a napkin from the coffee table and wiped her cheek, the heat of the touch burning through the napkin to her skin.

      “It’s only our first date.” He leaned close and whispered in her ear, causing her to shiver. “If it was our second, I’d have kissed it off.”

      “This isn’t a date.” Fiona’s eyes widened, and her belly flipped. “And if it were, only if I let you.”

      He drew back and flashed her his sexy grin. “You’d love it.”

      No doubt she would.

      But that didn’t mean she had to share the thought with him.

      Where on earth had he come up with this being a date?

      He was teasing her, of course. Fiona smiled to herself. She enjoyed this playful side of him.

      “Come on.” He nodded to a box of ornaments set on one end table. “Let’s add these to the tree.”

      Her throat worked as she followed him to the end table. He raised the lid and showed her a box of carved wooden ornaments.

      “Mom and Dad brought these back from one of their trips to Europe.” He raised an intricately carved hand-painted tree. “They gave my brothers and sister each a box of ornaments, too. Mom loves Christmas.”

      Fiona glanced at his pretty mother who was laughing at something Sophie said. Hopefully the girl wasn’t spilling more details about their life than Fiona would like.

      “I got the impression it’s her favorite holiday.” Fiona returned her gaze to Justice. “She really enjoys it.”

      “Anyone who would brave shopping on Black Friday is a nut.” Justice had a teasing note to his voice. “But yes, it is her favorite.”

      “It’s nice to see someone have such true enjoyment of a holiday,” Fiona said. “I’d bet her enthusiasm rivals any child’s.”

      Justice laughed. “You are spot on, honey.”

      Fiona had never truly enjoyed holidays—they reminded her too much of the family she’d once had.

      Considering their way of life, Fiona did what she could for her daughter. She had bought Sophie ornaments and gifts for Christmas and helped her decorate the trailer. She’d given her daughter heart-shaped boxes of truffles for St. Valentine’s Day, Shamrocks and Irish trinkets for St. Paddy’s Day, chocolate bunnies for Easter, along with witchy treats for All-Hallows Eve.

      Fiona also celebrated the solstices and equinoxes with Sophie. And she always made a big deal out of her daughter’s birthday.

      But celebrating anything was different with just the two of them. So, so different.

      Fiona trailed her fingers over a wooden heart, hand painted with leaves and smaller hearts.

      She looked up at Justice. “You have so many precious memories, don’t you.” It wasn’t a question. It was a statement.

      He nodded. “I’m sure you do with Sophie.”

      Fiona rested her gaze on Sophie. “She means everything to me.” She bit her lower lip before she met Justice’s eyes again. “I would do anything and everything in my power for Sophie.”

      Did that include putting down roots?

      Anything and everything in my power for Sophie…

      For so long she didn’t think that staying put in one place was something they could do.

      Could they now?

      Gilroy would always be out there.

      An iron ball rested in her chest, hot and hard.

      Her voice caught. “As long as Gilroy is near, I can’t give her everything she wants and needs.” A tear threatened to escape. “I can’t.”

      “Shhh.” Justice ran his knuckles down her cheek. “Sophie is enjoying herself tonight. You don’t have to make any decisions right this minute. Why don’t you put those thoughts aside for tomorrow?”

      She swallowed hard. “You’re right. I will.”

      The cellphone in her pocket vibrated. She had the phone for emergencies, and had only given it to a few, select individuals, like Gisela. So, there weren’t a lot of possibilities. Maybe a wrong number.

      Fiona pulled it out and looked at the lock screen. She had a text from a number she didn’t recognize.

      She put in her passcode, went to the message and opened it. It was a photo.

      Fiona’s blood ran cold.

      It was a picture of Sophie at the festival Sunday. She was sitting in the booth, the winter sun shining on her face, and she was smiling.

      Another text came in.

      I’m watching. I’m waiting.

      Fiona’s hands started to tremble. “No.” The word came out in a harsh whisper. ”No.” Louder this time.

      “What is it?” Justice asked, concern in his voice.

      She couldn’t talk. Couldn’t think.

      Justice took her phone and looked at the screen. He sucked in his breath. “Sonofabitch.”

      He kept the phone and turned Fiona by her shoulders to face him. “I’m going to protect you and Sophie, Fiona. I will keep you safe.”

      “Will we ever be safe?” Her entire body shook. “We have to get out of here, Justice. We have to leave.”
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      Fiona paced the hallway, her nerves on edge. Sophie had fallen asleep the moment her head hit the pillow, and Fiona had slipped out of the guestroom.

      Sophie had been smiling the entire night, clearly in love with Bailey and Molly, not to mention Justice.

      Fiona’s throat tightened as she paced. All of this was so completely unfair to Sophie. The girl deserved more than Fiona had given her.

      More than Fiona had the power to give her.

      It had been almost impossible for Fiona to pretend nothing was wrong while they all decorated the tree. When they finished, Bailey and Molly had hugged them goodbye and expressed how much they wanted to see Fiona and Sophie before they left for Reno.

      Sophie had promised, and Fiona had forced a smile and had said they would.

      It was a promise Fiona couldn’t keep.

      It was clear Sophie was becoming too attached already. It was going to hurt her to pick up and run.

      She bit her lower lip as she prepared to wear a groove into Justice’s floor. She’d never be able to sleep tonight.

      “Hey.” Justice’s low voice caused Fiona jump.

      She spun and faced him, her hand over her heart. “You startled me.”

      “I didn’t mean to.” He looked tired but sexy as hell as he rubbed his stubbled jaw. He wore a white T-shirt and pajama pants that hung low on his hips. “How about a cup of hot tea? I found a box of chamomile in the pantry, and I hear that’s supposed help a person relax.”

      “I don’t know that I want to relax.” Fiona rubbed her upper arms with her palms. “I’m wound up and I feel like I have to stay that way to keep up my guard.”

      Justice put his hands on her shoulders, keeping her in place, forcing her to stop pacing. “You need to be calm and focused for Sophie’s sake. It won’t do any good to be overtired and on edge.”

      Fiona took a deep breath and closed her eyes for a moment, trying to make sense of what he’d said. His fingers burned through her T-shirt and heated her. His mere presence was like he had thrown her a lifesaver, helping her from drowning when she’d been treading water for far too long.

      When she opened her eyes, his gaze was even more intent.

      She swallowed. “I’m afraid, Justice. I don’t know what I’d do if anything ever happened to Sophie.”

      Thoughts of the image of Sophie that had been texted to her, and the memory of the words that had followed nearly caused Fiona’s knees to buckle.

      “I know, honey.” Justice kept a hold of her shoulders, keeping her upright, his steadiness calming her some. “Tomorrow we’ll take your phone to the police, and we’ll see about a restraining order.”

      Fiona nearly laughed. “A restraining order won’t keep Gilroy away. He’ll figure out how to find us. And when he does, something bad will happen. Hell, he even managed to track down my cellphone number.”

      The Tower card flashed in her mind.

      The future is fluid and can change, she tried to remind herself.

      But this time it didn’t feel that way. She felt completely out of control, as if tumbling down a cliff, heading for certain death.

      She couldn’t think clearly, much less try to manipulate and influence the future.

      Right now, she didn’t feel like the High Priestess she’d always identified with. Fear kept her from identifying with anything at all.

      “Don’t go there.” He released her shoulders and drew her into his arms. “I will protect you and Sophie. You’re safe here.”

      Fiona sank against him, her whole body melting into his. He flooded her with his power and strength and she almost felt safe.

      Almost.

      She breathed in Justice’s earthy scent, allowing it to fill her as the warmth of his body relaxed her some.

      He stroked her hair in a soothing motion and whispered, “It’s going to be okay, Fiona. I’ll end this one way or another so that he will never bother you again.”

      “How?” She tilted her head to look up at him. “How can you?”

      “I’ll find a way.” He kissed her forehead. “For now, let’s go to the kitchen and get some tea.”

      Fiona glanced at the bedroom where Sophie slept. This time her daughter hadn’t gone to sleep after a traumatic event. Instead she’d gone to bed filled with some amount of joy that others had given her.

      “She’ll be okay.” Justice cupped her face in his hands. “She’s safe.”

      Fiona nodded. “Okay. But not for long.”

      Justice’s gentle smile eased more of the tension in her body. He slipped his arm around her shoulders and guided her toward the kitchen.

      She sat on a stool at the island and watched Justice. His fluid movements showed his strength and confidence. He was certain he could protect her and Sophie, and that confidence made everything seem like maybe it would be all right.

      After he put a tea bag in each mug, he carried them to her. He retrieved a saucer and a jar of honey, along with two spoons. He perched on the closest stool so that they were nearly touching.

      Fiona raised and lowered her tea bag as it steeped. She said nothing, and Justice didn’t break the silence. She set her tea bag on the plate and avoided his gaze as she concentrated on putting a spoonful of honey into her tea. She stirred and breathed in the soothing scent of chamomile.

      She stared into the mug at the still swirling fluid, then sipped her tea. She raised her head and looked into Justice’s eyes for a long moment.

      “You make me feel like everything is going to be all right.” Her voice sounded rough, almost like she’d been crying, even though she hadn’t. Not yet. “I can’t afford to feel that way, Justice.”

      “Yes, you can.” He hadn’t touched his mug yet. Instead his entire focus was on her. “You need to trust someone Fiona. And you know you can trust me.”

      She slowly nodded. “I do.” More softly she said, “You are my King of Pentacles.”

      

      Warmth surrounded Justice and he smiled. “I’m your King of Pentacles?”

      Her cheeks turned pink. “I didn’t mean to say that.”

      “But you did.” He ran his fingertip down the side of her face. “I’ll be anything and everything to you, Fiona. I am here for you no matter what happens.”

      She looked down, avoiding his gaze. He touched her chin and raised her face so that he could look into her eyes.

      “Drink your tea.” He pushed her mug closer to her. “It’s getting cold.”

      Fiona brought the mug to her lips and drank before setting it down. “It’s good.” She gave him a little smile. “Now drink yours.”

      He obeyed then lowered his mug. “How are you feeling?”

      She shrugged. “My thoughts having been bouncing all over the place. With you, I’m a little more focused.”

      “In the morning, I’ll go to your trailer and bring your belongings back to the ranch.” He rested his hand on hers. “Then a couple of my men will take the trailer to Phoenix and sell it.”

      She let out a shuddering breath. “I want to go with you.” Then she frowned. “I don’t want to force Sophie to go.”

      “What do you think of Bailey coming over to stay with her?” Justice asked.

      Fiona’s brow creased as she thought about it. “Do you think she’ll be safe here if you and I are gone?”

      “I’ll have my men keep an eye on the front and back roads.” He thought about which men he’d prefer to leave. “And two at the house. They can work around the yard and make sure no one comes close to the house.”

      Fiona blew out her breath. “If you’re sure she’ll be safe here, then okay.”

      “I am.” He squeezed her hand, feeling the warmth of it through his touch. “I’ll call Bailey in the morning. She and Mom were talking about baking Christmas cookies with Sophie, so they might like to make them here.”

      “Sophie would like that.” Fiona sipped her tea then looked thoughtful as she held the mug with both hands. “She has never had anyone to spend time with other than me. It will be good for her.” Fiona frowned. “But it could make it harder to leave.”

      “Hey.” Justice took the mug from her then gripped both her hands in his. “One day at a time.”

      She was quiet for a moment. “You’re right.” She glanced at the mug. “It’s working. I feel a little more relaxed.”

      “Good.” He released her hands and touched a lock of her hair. He slid his fingers down the length of it, her hair silky to his touch. “Do you think you can sleep?”

      “Maybe.” Her eyelids drooped as if they grew heavy as they spoke. “Probably.”

      “Then let’s get you to bed.” He stood and held her hand as she slid off her stool. “Tomorrow will look better after you get some rest.” He put his arm around her shoulders and held her close as he guided her out of the kitchen.

      Fiona leaned into him and he felt the strength of her trust flow through him. When they reached the guestroom, he brought her into his arms.

      He drank in the sweetness of her scent and the soul-deep hug filled him. It traveled through every muscle and bone in his body.

      “Thank you.” She tilted her head then rose to brush her lips over his. “Good night.”

      His lips tingled as she drew away. “Rest easy,” he said. “I’m here.”

      She gave him a soft smile then slipped into the guestroom and closed the door behind her.

      Justice stared at the door a long moment before he left for his own room.

      He wanted nothing more than to have Fiona in his bed, his arms wrapped around her as they fell asleep in each other’s embrace.

      

      The sun seemed too bright when Fiona woke the next morning. She found Justice and Sophie in the Arizona room this time. They were eating bagels and cream cheese, Sophie with a glass of milk and Justice with coffee.

      “You’ve been sleeping late, Mama,” Sophie said before she took another bite of a blueberry bagel.

      Fiona nodded. “Must be the fresh country air.”

      Sophie slathered more cream cheese on her bagel. It looked like it was blueberry flavored, too. “I like the country air.”

      “I can tell.” Fiona smiled at her daughter. Truth was, it suited the girl.

      Justice looked like he’d had a good night’s sleep, while Fiona felt like she’d been hit by a wrecking ball.

      “Have a bagel or three.” He gestured to a full plate on the table. Next to it were two different flavors of cream cheese along with plain.

      Fiona picked up a small clean plate from beside the small mound of bagels, and chose a raisin one. She used a butter knife to cover it with plain cream cheese.

      “Molly made these.” Sophie wiped her mouth with a napkin. “Aren’t they good?”

      Fiona chewed before she answered. “They’re exceptional.”

      “Justice said Bailey and Molly are coming over to bake Christmas cookies.” Sophie held her remaining bagel in one hand. “Can I stay with them while you go to town with Justice?”

      Fiona glanced at him and he smiled. She looked back at Sophie. “Sure. I bet you’ll have fun.”

      Sophie got up and hugged Fiona. “Thanks, Mama.”

      “Just be sure to save a cookie for me.” She squeezed her daughter tight. She’d never been separated from Sophie. She’d always kept the girl close, certain that only she could protect her.

      But when Gilroy had finally found them, she hadn’t been able to protect Sophie at all.

      Justice did.

      He picked up a napkin and wiped his fingers. “When do you want to get started?”

      “I’m ready now.” She looked at her jeans and borrowed T-shirt. “We really need some clean clothes.”

      Sophie nodded. “Definitely.”

      Fiona ate half her bagel then helped carry the leftovers to the kitchen and put them away.

      Bailey and Molly showed up not long after, their arms filled with a tin of cookie cutters, a pastry tube, flour, sugar, cocoa powder, chocolate chips, pecans, butter, and a variety of other ingredients.

      The moment their arms were empty, they hugged Sophie and Fiona.

      “Good morning, girls,” Molly said.

      “This is going to be fun,” Bailey added.

      Molly set a clearly well-loved recipe book on the counter. She moved around the kitchen, pulling out a mixer while Bailey found mixing bowls in the cupboard.

      Bailey handed Sophie a stick of butter. “Take off the wrapper and put it into that bowl.”

      Sophie never looked happier as she dove in and helped the women.

      Fiona retrieved her purse and cellphone from the guestroom and returned to the kitchen. “Call me if you need me, Sophie.”

      Sophie smiled. “I’ll be fine, Mama.”

      Fiona blew out her breath and nodded. “I know you will.”

      Justice plucked Fiona’s jacket off the rack and handed it to her. She shrugged it on while he settled his western hat on his head, then followed him outside to his Dodge truck.

      The air was cold and bit at her nose. When she watched Joe patrolling the front of the house, she felt a bit of relief, but it didn’t completely set her at ease. It was hard to be at ease with Gilroy stalking them.

      Justice opened the passenger door then closed it behind her once she was buckled in. He strode to the driver’s side and climbed into the cab.

      Heat from the vents thawed her cheeks and nose as they drove into town.

      “My stomach feels as if I’m on a roller coaster.” Fiona held her hand to her belly. “I just want to get off it safely with Sophie.”

      Justice glanced her. “Everything is going to work out, okay?”

      She bit the inside of her cheek, saying nothing for a long moment. “I pray you’re right.”

      “I am.” He said it with such confidence that she shot her gaze to meet his. He winked.

      She couldn’t hold back a smile. Justice McBride wasn’t only sexy and intelligent. He was fun, too.

      The closer they got to the trailer park, the more upset her stomach became. By the time they reached it, she thought she might throw up.

      Justice pulled up to the trailer that didn’t seem so much like home anymore. It had been violated by Gilroy’s presence two nights ago, even though he hadn’t come inside. Simply by being there, he had destroyed the lives they had so carefully built.

      Her cold fingers felt fat and clumsy, and she dropped the key. Justice took it from her and unlocked the door.

      He opened it, then sucked in his breath. “Maybe you shouldn’t come in.” His voice was full of anger.

      She brushed past him and her belly bottomed out while bile pushed its way up her throat.

      The trailer had been ransacked.

      Sophie’s Christmas balls lay in shards on the floor, her handmade silver ornaments clearly stomped on and smashed beyond recognition.

      Their clothing lay in tatters, every piece slashed. Their dinnerware was shattered on the linoleum floor, the cooking and baking pots and pans bent into useless pieces of metal.

      A nightmare world surrounded her as she walked into the trailer, glass and pieces of ceramic crunching beneath her shoes. The anger, the evil that had been in this trailer hung thick and heavy in the air.

      It brought back every sick memory of when she’d been sold to the McKennas, and the agony of Gilroy’s lashings and punches.

      The bile in her throat rushed upward. She bolted for the sink and up came her breakfast. She vomited until her ribs hurt and all that was left were dry heaves.

      When her stomach started to settle, she realized Justice was at her side, holding her hair back. He turned on the water, washing down what remained.

      “Splash cold water on your face,” he said quietly. “It will help.”

      She did as he told her to, and it did feel a little better. She washed it all away and rinsed out her mouth, but the acidic smell and taste stayed with her.

      “We’ll get you something to eat to get rid of the taste.” He released her hair and settled his hand on her shoulder. “If you’re not hungry, we’ll get you some mints or chocolate.”

      “Thank you.” She rinsed her face again, then used another paper towel to dry her skin.

      Fiona looked around the trailer. So many pieces of hers and Sophie’s lives lay in shards and tatters all around them.

      Her skin went even colder as a chill swept over her. The Tower card lay near the small table, the rest of the scattered tarot cards facedown.

      The Tower. Again.

      “At least you and Sophie are okay.” Justice slid his arm around her shoulders. “Let’s get out of here and I’ll call the police.”

      It was too late to keep the police out of it. She’d already gone to them. She hoped she’d done the right thing.

      “I need to get something first.” She pushed her way past Justice and headed for the small bathroom, which was just as torn apart as the rest of the trailer.

      Fiona knelt and reached into the now empty cabinet beneath the sink. Good. The false floor was still there.

      She found the nearly invisible space between the board and the wall to slip her finger in and pulled up the board. She let out a full breath of relief when she saw the small fireproof safe where she had left it.

      “Thank God.” She picked up and held the safe close to her body, not wanting to let it go. “Let’s put this in your truck before the police come.”

      Justice watched her try to catch her breath.

      “I want to make sure he didn’t miss something that we can take.” She looked around the bathroom and at the open medicine cabinet. Nothing usable remained.

      She moved past Justice to the small closet where they kept their clothing. Everything lay on the floor.

      Fiona looked at the jewelry case at the bottom of the closet. It lay on its side. Empty. The beautiful things they’d collected and made for each other…gone.

      She went back into the bathroom. Their rings—she’d forgotten to check for them. She opened the medicine cabinet. The small box they put them in at night was empty. They had always put them together before bed, perhaps representing their bond that could never be broken.

      Never.

      Still, pain sharp and jagged wrenched at her belly.

      What else could she look for? Where else could she search?

      “Maybe he didn’t get anything from the storage container on top of the trailer.” Hope tried to break free of the ball in her chest. “We can check it before you make the call.”

      They left the trailer and started for the front of it, when Fiona saw Gilroy had slashed all four of her truck tires.

      She forced herself to ignore that and climbed into the truck bed. She blew out a breath of relief when she saw that the large container on top of the trailer looked secure.

      “Can we take this in your truck bed?” She kept her voice surprisingly steady. “It has everything we use at each festival, along with things we didn’t have room for in the trailer.”

      He nodded. “Let’s do it.”

      Fiona had always found a couple of young men at each show or festival and hired them to help her secure the container to the top of the trailer. It was too much for her and Sophie to handle themselves.

      Justice backed his truck up to hers, then got out and swung up onto the bed of the Chevy. Fiona unfastened the locks on each side of the container, using a key she kept in her purse.

      Together, they used a couple of boards she kept in the back of her truck to slide the storage container onto Justice’s truck bed.

      When they were finished, Justice made the call, then moved his truck.

      In the meantime, Fiona looked in the truck cab to find it untouched. She rescued her New Mexico vehicle registration and her insurance documents.

      She then called Sophie to check in on her and spoke to her for a while. She didn’t tell her daughter about the ransacked trailer. She didn’t want to scare or worry Sophie if she didn’t have to.

      Within fifteen minutes, Reese McBride, a Prescott PD detective, who was another one of Justice’s cousins, arrived with his partner.

      After Detective McBride introduced Detective Potter, he began asking questions of Fiona and Justice.

      Fiona was incredibly relieved that the pair had taken over the case and she wouldn’t have to deal with Officer Groves again.

      Jerk.

      The detectives brought a team out to pull fingerprints. They took Fiona’s prints to compare them against any others that might be in the trailer. Detective McBride said if they found prints that didn’t match hers, and nothing came up in the database, they might have to take Sophie’s as well.

      The last thing Fiona wanted to do was bring her daughter in on anymore of this than she had to.

      After Gilroy’s years in prison, they would have his fingerprints in the national database. Hopefully, he hadn’t used gloves. He was that much of an idiot that maybe he wouldn’t have. Knowing him, he was probably too stupid and cocky, and thought Arizona cops were yahoos.

      Fiona watched as the detectives and officers processed the scene, wondering if she and Sophie would ever have any kind of normal life at all.
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      How was he supposed to get his hands on Fiona when she was hiding somewhere with that fucking cowboy?

      Gilroy slammed his fist into the wall of the seedy hotel room. Pain shot through his arm and his knuckles burned as the sheetrock buckled and his hand went through.

      Rage shot through him, numbing the pain.

      Bitch.

      He hadn’t been able to follow them in broad daylight. But now he had the cowboy’s picture. When Fiona and the bastard had gone to the trailer, he’d been waiting, watching from a nearby motor home, long enough to take his photo, then left.

      Someone in town probably knew who he was. He would take the picture and ask around until he found out.

      He should have killed Fiona when he’d had her. He could have disposed of her body. No one would ever have found it.

      The Byrnes didn’t give a damn. They had moved on when Gilroy and the rest of the Clan McKenna had taken Fiona.

      When he’d run across the Byrnes a month ago, they’d never asked how Fiona was. It was like they’d burned her from their minds the moment she’d left their sight.

      But he couldn’t, wouldn’t forget Fiona or what she’d done. He’d spent the last years in prison because of her, and he’d make sure she paid one way or another.

      Gilroy picked up the cheap pay-as-you-go phone he’d purchased at a convenience store. When he’d been stalking Fiona and the child, his pleasure in taking pictures of the two of them had chased away his fury.

      Now he thanked whatever gods there might be that he had done just that. He could just imagine her fear when she’d received the text message.

      The thought made him grin.

      It had cost to get her phone number.

      If the bodies were found…

      No one should be able to find them much less connect the deaths to him.

      The old bastard had been strong, but Gilroy was stronger. His bitch of a wife had not broken. She had said she would never give “Rose” away.

      That had been enough. Gilroy had found Fiona’s number in the old lady’s handwritten address book.

      Gilroy snorted and looked at the things he had stolen from Fiona and the child’s trailer. Trinkets to taunt them with when he finally got his hands on them. Again.

      He picked up the rings and slid them onto his pinky and turned them in the light. Silverwork with Celtic knots on each side of stones set in the center of the bands. The rings were similar, yet each had a different personality, as if made by two artisans rather than one. The larger band had a rose quartz, while the other held a moonstone.

      His knuckles started to ache from hitting the wall. He set the rings on the hotel room’s cheap bureau and sat on the bed while massaging his knuckles.

      He needed the Clan McKenna’s help. To his good fortune, they had decided to stay the winter in Phoenix. The clan was testing the waters to see what kind of cons they could run and places they could easily steal from in a location with much milder weather.

      The chieftain was growing old. And likely senile as well, which would be to Gilroy’s benefit.

      Just a little more help, and he’d have Fiona and the child. This time they wouldn’t get away.
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      Fiona stared at Justice’s home as he parked his truck in his front yard. The ranch house and the surrounding scenery were gorgeous. It was easy to feel safe here, to feel like nothing could touch them.

      It hadn’t felt like that at all when they were driving in Prescott to and from the police station, or around town. She’d felt exposed, as if Gilroy would shoot her or Justice with a sniper rifle.

      Justice squeezed her hand, bringing her out of her dark thoughts. She looked at his gentle, reassuring smile, and she squeezed his hand in return.

      She let his hand slide from hers and he climbed out of the cab and shut the driver’s side door. The sound jarred her, reverberating through her body. She watched the powerful man as he strode around the truck to her side. He opened the passenger door, letting in the cold, then took her hand to help her down and out of the warmth of the cab.

      Fiona shivered as she carried shopping bags from the back seat of the cab, along with the fireproof safe. There were plenty of items left that needed to be brought in, too.

      Earlier, Fiona had slipped cash out of the safe, then went with Justice to the shopping mall.

      She had selected clothes, cold weather garb, and shoes for Sophie and herself. Justice had helped, and it had felt like a domestic venture, as if they were a couple who’d been together for years, rather than two people who had known each other barely a week now.

      After buying two travel-sized suitcases, they’d gone to a pharmacy. She had purchased personal items like toothbrushes, toothpaste, shampoo, and hair brushes.

      The last thing they’d done was pick up several bags of groceries at the supermarket. Justice said he was low on everything, and he bought five times the amount of groceries Fiona could ever have afforded in an entire month.

      Justice and Fiona carried the bags into the kitchen, which smelled wonderfully of fresh holiday cookies. Plates and racks of all types of the baked goods covered most of the counter space.

      Sophie wore an apron with a rolling pin embroidered on one pocket. She greeted Fiona with a giant hug.

      “What did you get, Mama?” Sophie stepped back and looked at all the shopping bags.

      Fiona smiled at her beautiful daughter. “I thought I’d get us a whole new wardrobe. I was tired of our old clothes.”

      Sophie studied Fiona. “You are perfectly aware that I know better than that.”

      Fiona worked to keep a smile on her face. No doubt Sophie had sensed something wrong last night, but hadn’t pushed her mother. She had probably felt Fiona’s need not to discuss it. Yet.

      And just maybe, Sophie hadn’t wanted to ask. She’d been having fun, and for that time in her life, she had probably wanted to experience the joy of being treated like a part of a family.

      Sophie spoke matter-of-factly. “After we’re all done with the cookies and putting away everything you brought home, we need to feed the ducks.”

      Feed the ducks.

      Sounded like a new code for “We’re going to have a talk.”

      They had never finished their discussion about Sophie’s birth father, either.

      “Feeding the ducks again sounds like fun, Soph.” Fiona squeezed her daughter’s shoulder. “Why don’t you go back to helping Bailey and Molly, and we’ll get the groceries and the rest of the things I bought.”

      Sophie nodded and returned to the kitchen island, where she’d been rolling out white sugar cookie dough. Red plastic Christmas cookie cutters of trees, bells, wreathes, reindeer, and snowmen surround the area she worked in.

      Justice had already gone out to the truck and brought in the bags of groceries. He set them on the kitchen table.

      They returned outside, and he helped Fiona carry in the rest of her purchases. When that was taken care of, Justice drove the truck to the barn. Ted helped them unload the storage container in a corner inside the back of the barn, not far from the goat pen. When they finished, Justice drove the truck back to the house.

      After they’d taken everything to the guest bedroom, he retrieved a pile of hangers.

      Justice set them on the bed then gathered Fiona into his arms. She sank into him gratefully, letting his strength and power fill her, along with the depth of his caring. She inhaled the warm scent she now identified him with, something she didn’t think she could ever forget.

      “Everything is going to be all right.” He kissed her forehead. “I keep telling you that because I mean it.”

      “I know you do.” She tipped her head back to look up at him. “Thank you.”

      He brushed his mouth over hers. The touch of his lips sent wildfire shooting through her body, and she could barely catch her breath when he drew back.

      “I’m going to put the groceries away.” He stroked her hair over her shoulder. “Let me know if you need anything. Okay?”

      She nodded. “I will.”

      He kissed her forehead before leaving the room.

      Fiona put away all that she’d bought. She took her time, hanging up T-shirts and blouses, then stowing jeans away in a drawer. She wasn’t sure why she didn’t just load the clothes into the suitcases now. They could just live out of those.

      Hanging things up in the closet and putting others in the drawers seemed too personal. Like a commitment.

      She fought down the urges to take everything and throw it into the suitcases.

      Later, she told herself. I’ll worry about it later.

      Putting everything away now helped to push back some of the horror. Normal people lived out of dressers, not suitcases. She needed a little normal now. She and Sophie had lost so much.

      Mementos that could never be replaced. Things they had done together, things they had shared. It had always been just Sophie and Fiona for the past twelve years.

      Just me and Sophie.

      She swallowed hard.

      And now Justice?

      She closed her eyes, trying to sort out her feelings, and separate reality from fear.

      Only problem was, right now her fear was reality.
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      Three of the females in Justice’s life chatted and giggled in his kitchen and he smiled.

      The only one missing was Fiona, who was still in the guestroom.

      He wanted to see her smile, hear her laughter.

      Damn. He would figure out how to erase Gilroy McKenna from Fiona’s and Sophie’s lives.

      He just didn’t know how. Yet.

      Justice’s phone rang. He pulled his cellphone from his pocket and glanced at the screen.

      Garrett.

      Maybe during his investigation, he had found out something about Beth and the child.

      Justice strode out of the kitchen as he answered the phone and brought it to his ear. “Did you find them?”

      “I believe so.” Garrett had an optimistic note to his voice.

      Justice reached his office as his breath left him in a rush. He sat hard in the chair behind his desk.

      He leaned forward, his elbow braced on his desktop. “Talk to me.”

      “I located an Elizabeth Springfield in an affluent suburb of Chicago,” Garrett said. “She has a daughter named Lora, who just turned twelve.”

      Justice’s heart slowed. “Her last name is Johnson.” A generic name, despite the prominence of her family in Prescott. “And she hated the name Elizabeth.”

      “It was Johnson, and she once went by Beth,” Garrett said. “She was recently married to a wealthy man who has no children of his own. She took to using Elizabeth when she met Springfield.”

      Beth Johnson. Johnson was such a common name, which had made it even more difficult to track.

      Could this Elizabeth Springfield be her?

      He didn’t know if Lora’s mother was even the woman he once loved, or that the child was his.

      Was Lora truly Justice’s child, but being raised by another man? The thought made his gut burn.

      He took a deep breath. “Why do you think this is Beth?”

      “Research.” A squeaking sound was in the background as Garrett spoke, like he was sitting back in his chair. “It also pays to know people.”

      He went on. “No one would talk to me when we first started investigating all those years ago. Especially the Johnsons. They were covering up her disappearance, although I’m not sure why. Maybe it was the shame of having a daughter who was an unwed mother. At times, it was like she was dead, and they were keeping it hushed.”

      Garrett had never said that to Justice during past investigations.

      Justice clenched his hand on the desktop. “Go on.”

      “I’ve known her uncle, Ben Johnson, a good long time. He wouldn’t give me the time of day for years after she vanished.”

      Justice frowned. “Now?”

      “I tracked him down to Jimmy’s a week ago.” Garrett named a popular watering hole owned by Jimmy Johnson. “I bought him a drink and we shot the shit for a while. After six drinks, he was ready to spill his guts.”

      Justice’s patience was paper thin and ready to tear. “And?”

      “He told me about his niece, Beth, who had just gotten married to a man so rich he made the affluent Prescott Johnsons look like paupers,” Garrett said. “Springfield, Ben thought the name was. Maybe Springsteen. According to what he knew, an entire town had been named after the guy’s family a hundred years ago.”

      “And that gave you more than enough to go on.” Justice’s heart rate picked up again, this time pounding like an NBA player was using it to dribble with. “And you found her.”

      “Yep.” Satisfaction was in Garrett’s voice. “I’d bet my license on it, Justice. It’s her.”

      Justice sagged in his chair and dragged his hand down his face. “And the child?”

      “You won’t know for sure until there’s a paternity test,” Garrett said. “But the timing is right. Beth has been good about hiding her past, and she’s never been married.” He added, “She’s also in a position she more than likely won’t want to run from. She’s established in a community with a man who has deep roots.”

      Garrett went on. “After a lot of digging, I found Lora’s birth certificate, in a town in Illinois, and no father is named. She’s a beautiful girl, Justice. I hate to get your hopes up too high, but Lora just might be yours.”

      Mine? I might really have a daughter out there?

      Justice forced himself to calm down. “Do you have Beth’s contact information?”

      “Yeah, I do.” Garrett paused. “How do you want to do this?”

      Justice pictured himself jumping on a plane and showing up on the doorstep of the home Beth now shared with her new husband.

      Bad idea.

      Call first and go from there.

      “I’ll think on it.” Justice pulled open a drawer and grabbed a notepad and a pen. “Give it to me.”

      Garrett provided him with Elizabeth Springfield’s home address and cellphone, and Justice scribbled it all on the notepad.

      “Thanks, Garrett.” Justice tried to calm his thoughts. “I owe you.”

      “Yeah, a bottle of Crown.” Garrett said.

      “I owe you more than whiskey.” Justice tapped the pen on the notepad. “I owe you a damned ten-course meal and Crown.”

      “First, find out if it’s her.” Garrett’s voice went a little quieter. “We’ll go from there.”

      Justice disconnected the call and dropped his phone on the desktop. He sat at his desk for a long time.

      He turned thoughts around in his mind, over and over.

      Justice blew out his breath. He needed to know so he could start the process.

      He picked his phone off the desktop and looked at the notepad before he entered the phone number and called Beth.

      His heart thumped. It felt like a drum beating against his breastbone. His chest ached from the building pressure.

      The phone rang. Once. Twice. Three times.

      On the fourth ring, a woman answered, “Hello?”

      He would recognize that voice anywhere. Soft and breathy and sweet.

      “Hi, Beth.” Justice’s mouth felt dry. “It’s been a long time.”

      “Justice?” Shock filled Beth’s voice. “How did you find me?”

      “Does it matter?” he asked.

      “Yes.” She spoke more firmly now. “I have a new life and you’re not part of it.”

      “Or am I?” He spoke quietly. “Is Lora mine, Beth?”

      Beth audibly sucked in her breath. Silence. Then, “How do you know about Lora?”

      “Is she mine?” Justice repeated, a little harder now. “Tell me the truth. If I have to, I’ll contact a lawyer and you will be served with a court order for a paternity test.”

      Silence.

      “Beth?” He spoke in a firm tone.

      She spoke in a husky whisper and he barely heard the word, “Yes.”

      Justice thought his heart would explode. He had a daughter.

      Lora was his daughter. He’d never had the chance to see her grow up.

      After a pause, he said. “Why did you hide her from me?”

      “My father insisted.” Beth sounded on the verge of tears. “Something about a feud between the McBrides and Johnsons. He had forbidden me to see you, but I still did. Then I got pregnant. When my father found out, he exploded. He wasn’t about to have his grandchild raised by a McBride.”

      Justice’s head throbbed. “That was twelve years ago. You could have called. Should have.”

      Beth hiccupped from tears. “I didn’t know how to tell you. I didn’t know how you’d react.”

      “You knew perfectly well how I’d react.” He kept his tone even. “You knew me better than anyone else did when we were together.”

      “People change, Justice.” Beth’s voice grew steady. “You could have.”

      “Do you really believe that?” He rubbed his temples. “That doesn’t matter anymore. Now that I do know, we’re going to have to work some things out. I want to know my daughter. I’ll go to court to get joint custody, if I have to, or we can work it out between us. Your call.”

      “We’ll work it out.” Beth sounded stronger now. “I have to talk with my husband about it.”

      “Your husband has nothing to do with this.” Anger burned hot in his chest. All the years that had been stolen from him… No man would keep him from his own daughter. Justice tried to remain calm and rational. “I want to see Lora. As soon as possible, Beth.”

      “You’re right.” Beth’s deep exhale was audible over the phone. “But Trent and I are going on a two-week cruise through Europe over the holidays. Lora is supposed to stay with Trent’s parents while we’re gone. We leave the Saturday before Christmas, the start of her winter break from school.”

      “You would leave our daughter during the holidays?” Justice clenched the phone tighter and it took more effort to rein himself in. “You would leave Lora with another man’s parents?”

      “I didn’t know what else to do.” Beth nearly whined. Justice’s neck grew hot beneath his collar. “Trent prefers to travel alone with me. He doesn’t have children and never wanted any.”

      “He doesn’t like kids?” Justice could barely comprehend what he was hearing. “And you married him?”

      “I love him.” Her defensiveness crackled over the phone.

      “What about our daughter?” he asked. “Is Lora an inconvenience to you?”

      Beth’s hesitation spoke volumes.

      “Of course, she’s not an inconvenience.” Beth spoke faster after the pause. “I’m just having a hard time balancing everything.”

      “Send Lora to me for the holidays.” His throat tightened. “She should be with family. When you get back from your cruise, we’ll discuss visitation.”

      “I don’t know, Justice.” Beth spoke slowly. “I can’t just send off my daughter to you. I don’t know you anymore, and she’s never met you.”

      “I understand, Beth.” He put himself in her shoes. It was true, she didn’t know him and he’d just called out of the blue. “We’ll make it easy on everyone. Lora and I can talk over the phone before she comes out.” Justice rubbed his forehead with his fingertips. “We’ll have a couple of weeks to chat. Maybe even Skype.”

      “I—” Beth blew out an audible breath. “Ok, Justice. Lora will be out of school in two-and-a-half weeks. I’ll explain everything to her, and make sure she’s good with it. And then you do whatever it takes to get to know her before she goes to you.”

      “What did you tell her about me?” he asked.

      Beth said, “She had a deadbeat dad who left us when she was born.”

      “What?” He couldn’t believe what she’d just said. “You told her that?”

      “I’m sorry.” Beth spoke in a shaky voice. “I didn’t know what else to tell her.”

      Justice gritted his teeth. “When you talk with Lora, you’ll tell her the truth.” It wasn’t a question.

      “I will.” Beth sighed. “I’ll sit down with her tonight, when she gets home from ice skating. She’s going to be mad at me, but I promise I’ll tell her everything.”

      “I’m holding you to that,” he said.

      A rustle of paper from Beth’s end of the line. “Is the number on my caller ID your personal cellphone number?”

      “Yes.” It was starting to hit him now. This was happening. Just like that, he had a daughter. As long as everything went well, he would have her over the holidays.

      And more. He just didn’t know when, or how long. Yet.

      “Give me your other information,” Beth said. “If it works for you, and it’s okay with Lora, I’ll have her fly out the first day of her vacation, Thursday the seventeenth. She’ll need to be back the first weekend in January for the start of school.”

      “Perfect.” Justice gave her his information and they discussed flight options. “I want to talk with Lora this weekend,” he said when they’d finished. “I want her to come out to Arizona knowing who I am and not feeling like she’s being thrust on a total stranger.”

      “That’s fair.” Beth sighed again. “I’m just worried, Justice.”

      “Don’t be.” He softened his tone. “You know family is everything with the McBrides and to me. You saw it yourself.”

      “I haven’t forgotten,” she said quietly. “I’ll talk with you this weekend.”

      When they disconnected, Justice sat at his desk for a long time.

      His daughter was coming to stay with him.

      My daughter.

      Lora would meet Sophie while she was here, and it would be great if the girls clicked. He only had experience with his nephew and niece, and some of his cousins’ kids. Fiona could probably give him some tips.

      He wondered at how easily he thought about Fiona and Sophie still being here during the holidays. But that was because he hoped to make this their home, where they would want to be rather than picking up and leaving.

      His thoughts turned to the situation with Gilroy. One way or another, he would make sure the man was no longer a threat. He had to keep Sophie and Fiona safe, and he wanted to make sure everything was equally safe for Lora when she visited, too.

      Justice leaned back in his chair and tapped the pen on the notepad. He had a lot to do between now and when his daughter would be coming home.

      

      Sophie carried the cracked corn and Fiona brought along a blanket as they walked to the duck pond. The sky had grown grayer, the day colder.

      Fiona rubbed her nose with her hand that she’d been keeping reasonably warm in her pocket. Every fall and winter, her nose was always the coldest part of her face when the days began to grow chilly.

      Sophie didn’t say anything as they walked. So much hung between them that the air felt heavy with it.

      Fiona laid the blanket on the earth beside the pond. She kept it folded so that there was just enough to sit on so their butts wouldn’t get too cold too fast.

      They sat and Sophie set the corn on the ground between them. She jammed her hands in her pockets and hunched over for a long time.

      Fiona’s stomach churned as she waited for Sophie to talk.

      “I think I understand why you didn’t tell me about your past and my father.” Sophie turned her head to look at her mother. “I’ve thought a lot about it. You went through terrible things that I could never understand or relate to, much less judge you on.”

      Fiona stayed quiet while her beautiful, intelligent daughter continued talking.

      “I’m still having a hard time grasping that my father is a sick man who’s trying to hurt us.” Sophie’s throat worked as she looked at the ducks now waddling toward them. “I don’t even know what to think about that.” She looked at Fiona. “Except, I’m scared.”

      Fiona didn’t know what to say that would make Sophie feel any better. “I understand,” Fiona said quietly. “I have been since I was pregnant with you, always terrified that he, or his clan, would find me. Then it became us.”

      Sophie picked up the bag of cracked corn. “I’m having a hard time with this, Mama.” She drew out a handful of corn and passed the bag to Fiona. “Somewhere out there is a man who wants to do us harm.”

      She continued. “I feel safe here with Justice and you.” She looked at Fiona. “It’s like nothing can touch me or you as long as we’re here. Is that just the little kid in me?”

      “It’s not.” Fiona slipped her hand into the bag and brought out her fist, clenching some of the corn. “Justice makes me feel the same way.”

      Sophie looked at Fiona. The girl didn’t seem to notice the ducks coming closer and quacking around them, demanding to be fed.

      “Do you think you are in love with Justice, Mama?” Sophie’s question came out of left field.

      Fiona’s jaw dropped. How did she answer something like that from her daughter when even she didn’t know?

      Or do I?

      “That’s a hard question.” Fiona said the words slowly. “I’ve only known him a week. These things take time.”

      “Who says so?” Sophie asked. “Is that just something people say when they don’t know the answer?”

      “Maybe.” Fiona opened her fist and started taking pieces of the dry corn and tossing it to the ducks. They immediately went nuts. “I don’t know the answer to that, either.”

      Sophie threw several pieces of corn, looking as if she was thinking over what her mother had said.

      “The moment I saw his eyes, I knew he was in love with you,” Sophie said quietly. “I could feel it in the air. Sense it deep inside.” She met Fiona’s gaze. “And I knew it was possible for you to fall in love with him.”

      Fiona had always trusted her daughter’s intuition. She never failed to be dead on. But this?

      Yes, Sophie was right. Fiona could fall in love with Justice, and may have already. But she couldn’t answer that question aloud. Not now.

      Sophie appeared to sense Fiona’s decision. “Something happened last night that you kept from me while we were decorating the tree.”

      “Yes.” Fiona didn’t intend to lie to her daughter.

      “I didn’t ask last night because I was selfish,” Sophie said.

      Fiona wrinkled her brow. “You? Selfish?”

      Sophie nodded. “I’ve never had anything like last night in my life.”

      “I know,” Fiona said. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be, Mama.” Sophie threw the rest of her corn to the ducks. “You have been an amazing mother. I wouldn’t be who I am today, if it wasn’t for you. Maybe I wouldn’t even have appreciated something like last night. I probably would have taken it for granted.”

      Tears wanted to push their way from behind Fiona’s eyes. “You are more than any mother could ask for.”

      “Am I?” Sophie stared at the duck pond. “I told you how selfish I was. You were hurting, and all I could think about was myself.”

      “Sophie.” Fiona rested her hand on her daughter’s arm. “You weren’t being selfish. You knew I wouldn’t tell you what it was, so you chose to wait until I was ready and you enjoyed yourself in the meantime. There’s nothing wrong in that.”

      Sophie shrugged. “Will you tell me now?”

      Fiona took a deep breath and fished in her pocket for her cellphone. It was growing dark, but the screen lit up.

      She touched a couple of icons and brought up the message from Gilroy with Sophie’s picture and the message. She handed the phone to her daughter.

      Sophie’s eyes widened and a moment later a tear rolled down her cheek. She handed the phone back to Fiona.

      “I wish I hadn’t seen that.” Sophie’s voice wavered. “But I needed to.”

      “I’m sorry,” Fiona said again. “I wish you hadn’t too.”

      “Stop, Mama.” Sophie straightened. “I’m not a child and you know that.”

      “I do,” Fiona said. “But you are still my little girl.”

      “What happened today?” Sophie asked. “Why did you buy all those new clothes and other things? You are so careful with our money that you never do anything like that.”

      “You’re right.” Fiona’s voice caught.

      Images of the trailer flashed in her mind. Shattered ornaments, destroyed dishes, shredded clothing. Missing personal jewelry items.

      “Gilroy ransacked our home.” She tried not to sound as upset and terrified as she really was. “He destroyed everything we owned inside.”

      Sophie’s lower lip started to tremble. “Everything in the trailer?”

      “Everything.” Fiona shook her head. “Even if he hadn’t, I might have left it all behind just because he violated our home.”

      “What about the safe?” Sophie’s voice sounded thin, like she was about to cry. “And our things in the storage container on top?”

      “They’re okay.” Fiona rested her hand on Sophie’s. “We have that much. That’s why I was able to buy us new things—I had our cash.”

      “Yes.” Sophie nodded. “I’m glad he didn’t find that.” She hesitated. “What about our rings?”

      Fiona shook her head and a tear rolled down her cheek. “Gone.”
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      Gilroy walked through the seedy Phoenix trailer park, searching for the lone McKenna banner that would be raised nearby.

      There it is.

      He recognized some of the trailers and motorhomes, most looking the worse for wear, in the circle at the end of the park. Others weren’t familiar, but it had been thirteen years since he’d traveled with the clan.

      And now here he was. He looked over the trailers and felt a sense of coming home.

      Soon, he told himself. Soon.

      He had met with the chieftain, Patrick McKenna, outside of camp, in a Tennessee diner.

      After Gilroy had been released from prison, he located his clan and had called Patrick. The old man had said he wanted a hot meal that he didn’t have to wait for. Now. So, Gilroy had met him in town and hadn’t seen anyone else in the clan. And at that time, he hadn’t given a shit about any of them.

      Gilroy had been focused on finding Fiona, yet had been unable to on his own. He’d asked the chieftain for help in locating her.

      “You are family,” the chieftain had said. “Get her and come back to the clan.”

      Patrick had called three months later. They knew exactly where Fiona and the girl were.

      The satisfaction Gilroy had felt when he saw Fiona and Sophie dancing at the festival had been unlike anything he’d experienced before.

      Soon he would get revenge by dragging her back to the place she had fled from all those years ago.

      It would be good to go home with his trophies.

      Gilroy strode into the McKenna Phoenix camp, prepared to be greeted by his brethren.

      He grinned, looking around at the McKennas who were talking, drinking, and otherwise occupied.

      No one paid attention to Gilroy.

      They looked away.

      What the fuck?

      It reminded him of the day the McKennas had taken Fiona. The Byrnes had refused to look at her, as if she didn’t exist to them anymore.

      ”Traitor,” they had called her once they had discussed Gilroy’s revelations about how she’d secretly manipulated their cons to go sour and caused their attempts at thievery to backfire.

      Fiona had triggered a long “bad luck” streak that nearly ruined their clan.

      “She’s no longer one of us.” The Byrne chieftain had named a price. “Take the bitch and she’s yours to do with as you will.”

      The McKennas had paid for her and Gilroy had taken her as his own. She had been a reward, partial payment for an extraordinarily lucrative con he’d pulled off.

      He had owned Fiona. And look at what she had done.

      The idea these McKennas were ignoring him made his scalp prickle. It had to be a mistake. He’d been gone so long maybe no one recognized him anymore.

      Bullshit.

      Something was wrong.

      “Daniel.” Gilroy called out and his old friend looked up from the men who surrounded him.

      Daniel stood. Instead of going to Gilroy, hand extended to greet him, Daniel turned and went into a trailer.

      The other men who’d been sitting in the circle drinking beer, also left and disappeared into motorhomes and trailers.

      Gilroy’s skin chilled.

      He looked around him to see the camp was now empty.

      Everyone had left.

      His steps slowed as he walked to the Patrick McKenna’s trailer. He reached the door and knocked.

      It creaked open a few moments later.

      The chieftain stood in the doorway. This was no friendly greeting.

      Patrick’s eyes darkened and he stood aside. “Come in Gilroy.”

      The formality and coolness of the man’s words made Gilroy’s skin feel as if iced.

      He entered.

      What the fuck was wrong?

      “Sit.” The chieftain gestured to a chair, not far from Michael, an old friend of Gilroy’s.

      Michael looked straight ahead. He had a gun holstered at his side. A knife was sheathed on his other.

      Since when did the McKennas carry unconcealed weapons?

      Gilroy turned his attention to Patrick.

      “What the fuck is going on?” The words rushed out before he could stop them. He pulled up. “Sir.”

      Patrick McKenna, a tall man even with his shoulders bowed from age, gestured again to a chair. “Sit,” he repeated in a tone so venomous that Gilroy could do nothing but obey.

      The chieftain did not seat himself. “Michael has been following you since we gave you the whereabouts of Fiona Byrne, now O’Shea, and her daughter.”

      The depth of cold within Gilroy nearly froze him through.

      “Michael watched you murder the old couple.” Patrick narrowed his gaze. “Innocents who could not protect themselves. You bring dishonor on the Clan McKenna.”

      Gilroy felt as if he’d been kicked in the gut. He looked at Michael, who now gave him a cold, hard stare.

      Michael is here to protect the chieftain from me.

      “You could also bring the law to our people,” Patrick continued. “I will do what I have to in order to protect our clan.”

      Gilroy felt as if he was being dropped to the bottom of a well, air whistling in his ears.

      “We have disowned you,” Patrick McKenna said in a deadly tone. “You are dead to the Clan McKenna.”

      Gilroy’s head swam. His family had disowned him?

      “Leave.” The chieftain waved toward the door. “You are nothing now.”

      The way Patrick McKenna motioned to the door reminded him of the day he’d paid a man to grab Fiona’s ass. Gilroy had wanted to throw her off balance, but instead she’d hurt the man Gilroy had sent. Fiona had waved at the idiot just like Patrick had done to Gilroy.

      Fiona had smirked at the idiot. “Be gone,” she had said.

      The asshole had fled.

      And then the cowboy had shown up.

      Be gone. The chieftain was dismissing him as if he was nothing.

      Michael put his hand on his holstered gun and spoke in an icy voice. “Do it.”

      Dazed, Gilroy turned and started to step out of the trailer.

      Michael stuck his foot out and tripped Gilroy.

      He felt himself fall in slow motion. Pain ricocheted through his skull as he hit the earth on his forehead. His cheeks and nose stung from hitting the gravel.

      Laughter echoed in his ears.

      His mind spun as he staggered to his feet. He blinked and looked around him. Daniel stood, holding a bat in one hand and hitting his palm with the end of it. Another one of his former brothers-in-arms wore brass knuckles and raised his fist.

      All around him were the men of the Clan McKenna. Each held a gun, knife, or other weapon as they stared at Gilroy.

      A message. Don’t fuck with the clan because you won’t live if you do.

      Gilroy stumbled out of the trailer park. Jeers followed him until he reached his car. Then all he heard was the rush of traffic on the nearby freeway.

      He gripped the door handle, trying to steady himself a moment before he jerked open the door, and slid inside. He slammed it behind him then grasped the steering wheel with both hands and stared out into the bright Phoenix winter sunshine.

      The Clan McKenna wouldn’t try to come after him unless he returned or did them harm.

      The moment he walked into camp he should have seen it. Instead, he’d excused it. Because what reason would they have to do this to him?

      Gilroy clenched his teeth and tightened his grip on the steering wheel. He’d fucking break it if he could.

      He was dead to them.

      Like Fiona was dead to the Byrnes.

      Fiona.

      Gilroy’s flesh burned as all-consuming rage filled him. He would make Fiona pay. He would take the girl and force Fiona to come to him.

      They would both suffer.

      Would he kill the girl or Fiona first? He could make Fiona watch him torture Sophie. Or he could make her watch him torture the girl, then sell her.

      Both would be equally satisfying. Fiona would go to her grave knowing she had caused pain and suffering to her daughter.

      Before he’d left Prescott for Phoenix, he’d done his homework. He knew where the cowboy lived and that Fiona and Sophie were there.

      The problem now was how the fuck could he get hold of the girl? Then draw Fiona out?

      Thoughts churned in his mind.

      Over and over and over.

      There.

      He had it.

      Gilroy started the vehicle and threw it into gear. The tires spit gravel as he gunned the engine and the wheels spun. The car shot forward and he tore down the street.

      He had a stop to make.

      Then he would head back to Prescott.

      And make Fiona pay.
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      After she showered and changed, Fiona wandered down the hall in the pajamas and white slippers with little pink bows that she had just purchased that day. Sophie was asleep, but Fiona couldn’t begin to.

      Every night had ended this way, when she found Justice and they sat and talked.

      Did she want to talk?

      Perhaps it was simply his company she desired?

      Or was it that she just wanted him?

      Maybe all of the above.

      Especially the last part.

      Fiona slipped her hands into her pajama pockets as she walked down the hallway, her thoughts turning like riding the unicorn on a carousel.

      She had only been with one man, and it was one of the worst experiences she’d had in her life. And that put it mildly.

      Over the years, she had worked through the emotional pain, including seeing a therapist for short times whenever they were in Albuquerque. That didn’t mean she wasn’t gun shy, afraid to take the step that would bring her to the point of intimacy with someone.

      Except the someone she desired was Justice McBride.

      Fiona stopped in the hallway as the truth hit her full in the face.

      She wanted more from Justice than one night. She wanted many.

      That was a dangerous place to be. Very dangerous for more reasons than she could count.

      But could she come up with more reasons to stay or why she should be with Justice?

      Maybe.

      With Sophie being the number one reason to stay.

      Fiona didn’t want to call Justice second by any means, and she wasn’t sure what that meant. Except Sophie was a young child and dependent on Fiona for her happiness. Sophie was her priority. Sophie was her happiness.

      Could Justice be a part of her life, her happiness, too?

      Yes, her mind whispered. Yes.

      “We have to stop meeting this way.” Justice’s sexy voice caused her to spin to find him standing in his bedroom doorway. She hadn’t realized she’d come this far down the hall.

      God, he was sexy when he was ready for bed-rumpled, his hair slightly messy, his jaw stubbled and unshaven. Seeing him like this was probably one of the reasons she wandered out of the guestroom each night.

      She took a step toward him. “But I can think of good reasons to meet like this.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Tell me more.” His deep, sexy voice vibrated through her.

      She moved closer, never taking her gaze from his. “Why are you up?”

      “Could be for the same reasons you are.” He gave her a wicked little grin. “Maybe just to enjoy more conversation with you.”

      He enjoyed teasing and playing with her, and she liked it a whole lot.

      She smiled. “What do you want to talk about?”

      “I could ask you the same thing,” he said.

      She could tell by the look in his eyes that he had something on his mind.

      Something that made him…happy. She had sensed it earlier, when his mother and sister were still here, but he hadn’t seemed inclined to share or bring it up. So, she’d let it go, at least for then.

      Not now.

      She reached him so that they were inches apart. “You have news,” she said softly. “Good news.”

      He gestured for her to go into his bedroom. “This calls for some sit-down time.”

      She cocked her head. “Oh?”

      He laughed. “Just to talk.”

      Her belly flipped as she walked past him. “’Will you walk into my parlor?’ said the spider to the fly. ‘Tis the prettiest little parlor that ever you did spy.’”

      Justice chuckled. “I’ve never been called a spider.”

      “Well, now you have.” She tossed a look over her shoulder to see his grin, then gazed around the room lit with soft, buttery yellow glow by a lamp near the king-sized bed.

      It was a beautiful place, the main colors being rich chocolate and evergreen. In one corner of the huge area was a recliner, as well as a comfortable-looking stuffed chair with a large ottoman, along with a small table.

      Fiona pointed toward the corner. “And there’s your parlor.”

      He laughed again. “Chair and ottoman, or recliner. Your choice.”

      She plopped down on the oh-so-soft overstuffed chair and put her feet up on the ottoman. She wiggled her feet in her slippers. “Do you get much company in here?”

      “Nope. You’re the first.” Justice followed her inside. “My interior decorator had free rein, and she decided I needed a sitting area.”

      “A cowboy with a sitting area.” She stopped wiggling her toes and looked at him. “I like it.”

      He took the recliner. “I’m glad.” He genuinely looked like he meant it.

      A shiver went through her belly. “Something fantastic has happened. It’s written all over you.”

      “Is it?” He nodded. “You’re right. One of the best things that has happened in my life was meeting you and Sophie. Today was another.”

      She gripped the arms of the chair. “Tell me before I explode with curiosity.”

      Justice sat on the edge of his seat and braced his arms on his thighs. “I found out today that I have a daughter in Illinois.”

      Fiona’s eyes widened. “What?”

      He looked like he couldn’t stop smiling, but his expression turned serious. “I haven’t told you about a part of my past that until now has been a difficult one. And I guess it still is, but things have changed.”

      She waited for him to continue, feeling as if she was on the edge of her seat, too.

      “When I was in the service, thirteen years ago, I came home on leave from Afghanistan. I got together with an old crush for the month I was here.” Justice frowned a little. “After the time Beth and I spent together, I thought we would have a future when I got out of the service. Before I returned to my unit, we both made a lot of promises.”

      He shook his head. “Then she sent me a letter. Told me she’d gotten pregnant by another man and she was leaving Arizona. She said not to contact her again.”

      Fiona was certain she knew where the story was going now. “You didn’t try to find her to see if the child was yours?”

      “I sure did. While I was still in Afghanistan, I enlisted the help of a private investigator to locate her.” Justice clasped his hands together, his forearms still on his thighs as he leaned forward. “My cousin, Garrett, is a damned fine PI, but he couldn’t find her. It was like she’d disappeared off the face of the earth. Just…gone.”

      Fiona held her breath for a moment, then let it out as he went on.

      “Over the years, we’ve tried and tried to find her,” Justice said. “Garrett would do his damndest, and run into a brick wall every time.”

      “And now?” Fiona asked.

      Justice smiled, his expression lighting his whole face. “Garrett worked on it again. And this time he found her in Illinois.”

      “You’re sure it’s her?” Fiona’s breath caught. “Did you talk with her?”

      “Garrett gave me the number today and I called.” Justice straightened in his seat. “I knew it was Beth the moment I heard her voice. I got her to admit the child is mine. Her name is Lora, and she’s twelve, like Sophie.”

      “That’s incredible.” Fiona found herself smiling, nearly as broad as he. “Do you get to meet your daughter soon?”

      He nodded. “Beth is going to Europe with her new husband over the holidays, and she planned to leave Lora with her husband’s relatives.” Justice scowled for a moment, before he relaxed his expression. “I told her that my daughter needs to come here to be with me for the holidays and then we would work out visitation. I’ll talk with Lora over the phone before then, so we can start to get to know each other.”

      Fiona stood and went to Justice. She leaned down and hugged him, pressing her face into the curve of his neck and breathing in his scent. “I am so happy for you, Justice. You deserve to have that girl in your life, and she deserves you.”

      He hugged her back then drew her onto his lap and into his arms.

      

      Justice’s heart filled with the intensity of Fiona’s reaction to his news. The happiness he’d seen in her eyes told him how much she cared.

      The warmth of her soul filled him, and her body heat joined with his. He hugged her close, enjoying her softness against him, and she snuggled into him.

      Her red hair spilled around her face and over the arm of his recliner. He pushed strands of her silky hair away from her cheeks so he could see her better. He loved the way her auburn lashes looked against her fair skin when she closed her eyes. The light sprinkling of freckles over her cute nose added to the character he’d already grown to love.

      Fiona opened her eyes and tilted her head back, and her gaze met his. She smiled and then stilled as she read his feelings. He could see it in the way she looked at him now. He hoped it didn’t scare her, he just couldn’t help but show his emotions in this moment.

      She trailed her fingers over his cheek, her touch delicate as she traced the line of his jaw. She shifted and slid her hands into his hair to the back of his head, and drew him down until their lips were just a breath apart.

      Justice’s body tightened as he held himself still for one moment.

      Then his mouth met hers in a soft kiss, and she sighed into it.

      He lightly bit her lower lip and she gave a soft gasp. He took the opportunity to slide his tongue into her mouth.

      Her sweet taste was an aphrodisiac that he didn’t think he could get enough of. Her scent filled him, soft and flowery.

      He groaned, needing more of her, yet afraid to push her too far too fast. She gave a soft moan as they kissed, and then she shivered in his arms.

      He raised his head and looked down at her, taking in the desire in her eyes that had darkened with passion.

      He traced the bridge of her nose with his fingertip. “I want you, Fiona. I want all of you, every bit.”

      She smiled, a lovely smile, that made love fill him even more.

      “I want you, Justice.” She shifted on his lap and wrapped both arms around his neck. “Now, please.”

      “Are you sure?” He tried to keep his voice steady. “I don’t want you to regret one moment of our time tonight.”

      “I could never regret you.” Fiona pressed her lips against his collarbone. “Make love to me,” she whispered.

      She’d been the victim of forced sex, something she’d worked through in her counseling sessions in New Mexico. The bastard had forced her to please him, and she’d hated every moment of it.

      But this…this was offered love. This was precious beyond reason. She truly loved Justice and everything about him.

      She wanted this with him. She needed this.

      Justice rose and let her slide down his body until she was on her feet. She leaned into him and he kissed her again. Long, slow, sweet.

      He took her by the hand and led her to the bed. He left her to lock the door to his room, then returned. Once again, he brought her into the circle of his arms.

      It wasn’t possible to get enough of kissing her, being a part of her. He stepped back, grasped the hem of her pajama top, and pushed it up part way to expose her flat abdomen.

      She caught her breath as he traced her belly button with his fingertip.

      “You’re beautiful.” He met her gaze, which was as heated as he felt. “Every bit of you from your heart and soul, to every one of your curves.”

      “You are so wonderful to me.” She smiled. “The way you care to the depths of your being. Everything you do that shows your passion in all aspects of your life.”

      “I never expected to meet anyone like you.” He remembered that first moment as he stroked her from the curve of her breast, over her pajama top to her belly. “And then there you were on that stage. I knew in that first moment how special you are.”

      “I want you, Justice.” Her earnest expression told him how much she meant it. “I need you.”

      

      Fiona shivered as Justice pushed her pajama top a little farther up. He groaned as he exposed her breasts. He paused and lowered his head. His mouth felt warm and she moaned as he sucked her sensitive nipple.

      She’d never experienced anything like the way his mouth felt as he teased and taunted her breasts with his mouth and tongue.

      Another shiver rolled down her spine and she ached between her thighs. She wanted to feel him there and to have him deep inside her.

      Justice raised his head and she felt cool air brush her nipples. They ached for his touch again.

      This time he took her pajama top all the way off and let it fall to the floor.

      She was wonderfully exposed to his gaze and his touch. He explored her body with such a light touch despite the calluses on his hands. If anything, it enhanced her desire and she wanted more of him.

      He kissed her again, such an amazing experience she could happily relive over and over.

      She almost whimpered when he moved his mouth from hers. He trailed his lips along her jawline to her ear and gently nipped it before moving his mouth down her throat to the hollow just above her collarbone. She felt damp between her thighs, and she ached so much for him she could almost scream with desire.

      “You’re teasing me.” Her words came out on a harsh breath. “Don’t. You’re driving me crazy.”

      A low laugh rose from him. “I love your taste too much to stop.”

      “Justice…” She sighed as he sucked her nipple. Tingling sensations zipped from her nipples to her belly button, and straight between her thighs. “Please.”

      What was she begging for? He was giving her so much that she was nearly on overload.

      He sucked each of her nipples before lowering himself to his knees, so his mouth was at the level of her belly button. He pressed his lips to it before he darted his tongue inside.

      The zing that had traveled there before was now like lightning as it shot straight to her core. She gasped, her eyes wide. Nothing, nothing like his mouth on her could ever be better between other lovers. She didn’t see how.

      He dragged his mouth down to her waistband and licked a path along the bare skin above.

      She whimpered as he pulled her pajama bottoms over her hips and let them drop to the floor.

      He moved his palms over her bared flesh and grasped her ass, massaging it through her new silky panties. She had wondered why she had chosen them and now knew why.

      This moment was inevitable. She had craved this man almost as much as she needed her next breath.

      Justice hooked his fingers in the sides of her panties and tugged them down, letting them drop around her feet with the bottoms.

      He brushed his lips over the soft curls of her mound. She gasped, the ache within growing so much more intense.

      So much for what she’d thought she needed, because she was sure she’d forgotten how to breathe altogether.

      He pushed her thighs apart with his big hands, and she stepped out of her clothes and slippers to widen them.

      He slid his mouth over the curls then darted his tongue over her clit.

      She nearly screamed.

      Instead, she slid her fingers into his hair and grasped handfuls in her fists. Her body tensed, ready for something, something she’d never experienced before. She was right on the edge. Whatever it was, she hung on the precipice.

      He pushed her legs apart. He used his hands and fingers to spread her folds wide enough to lick and suck her clit. She gripped his head, pressing him tighter to her, not wanting him to stop.

      Her body vibrated. Closer. Closer.

      Dear God.

      And then she exploded with sensations that enveloped her while filling her. Her mind spun, her senses on overload.

      He continued, rocking her body until tears rolled down her cheeks. She wanted to beg him to stop, then he took her there again. Just when she thought she would fracture into a million pieces, he pushed her over a third time.

      She whimpered, so close to dropping to her knees.

      “I can’t.” Her knees grew weaker. “I’ll never survive another one.”

      His low rumble vibrated through her, sending her already heightened senses on high alert.

      He drew away and she slid to her knees.

      “What did you do to me?” Her breaths came short and fast. “I don’t think I can stand, ever again. My legs won’t hold me.”

      They were both on their knees now. He smiled and kissed her as he brought her close, her breasts mashed against his T-shirt covered chest.

      “I have a request.” Her mind still spun as he raised his head, but she managed to get the words out. “I want your clothes off.”

      

      Justice had no problem complying with Fiona’s request. He wanted to feel her bare body against his.

      He pulled his T-shirt over his head and tossed it aside, then drew her close. He groaned with pleasure from the feel of her hard nipples against his chest.

      It was so damned hot how she’d come against his mouth not once, but three times.

      He trailed his lips along her jawline to her earlobe and he felt the shiver that went through her as she gripped his shoulders tight.

      “You’re not naked enough.” She moved her lips close to his ear. “I need to see you.”

      He brought her to her feet. She didn’t waste any time reaching for his pajama pants and tugging them down. He kicked them off and nearly came undone as she grasped his cock through his boxer briefs.

      “You’re so hard.” She stared at the outline of his erection as she traced it from its tip to his balls. “Let’s take those off, too.”

      He helped. They got his boxer briefs off a hell of a lot faster than he’d gotten rid of his pajama pants.

      He gripped her waist, ready to take her to the bed but she shook her head.

      “Wait your turn.” She said it with a teasing note in her voice, but it about drove him out of his mind when she dropped to her knees, her mouth in front of his cock. “It’s beautiful,” she said softly.

      She lowered her head and licked his cock, as if experimenting.

      “Fiona.” He growled her name. “Keep that up and I’m not responsible for what happens next.”

      “Mmmm.” She hummed the sound as she moved her tongue along the length of his cock, straight to his balls. She looked up at him and smiled. “You taste so good.”

      He groaned. “Fiona…”

      She grinned up at him then slid her mouth over his cock, as deep as she could take him.

      Justice was about to lose his mind.

      She moved her mouth up and down his erection, driving him closer to an orgasm he wanted to put off until he was inside her.

      Dear God.

      So hot and wet. Her mouth was like warm silk wrapped around him.

      He grasped her head to steady himself as she licked and sucked him. She moaned around his cock and he nearly lost it.

      He was getting closer, closer to the peak. Ahead was the pinnacle and he rushed toward it, trying to rein himself in.

      Fiona looked up at him and he met her gaze. She sucked hard and this time he did lose all control.

      His climax rushed through him, all feeling expanding from his groin and shooting to every part of his body.

      He struggled to hold back a shout, gritting his teeth hard. The sound came out in a harsh groan as he blew out his breath from the power of the orgasm.

      She took him all, swallowing every drop of his semen. When he withdrew, his mind barely returning to his body, he saw her lick her lips.

      Justice groaned.

      Not another moment.

      He couldn’t take one more second of her mouth again or he might follow her and have three orgasms of his own.

      Not that he would consider that a bad thing. Maybe a difficult thing.

      He grasped her by her shoulders and dragged her up the length of her body.

      She smiled, and he drew her close, until they pressed their bodies tightly together. His was covered with sweat. Even the hair at his nape was damp.

      He slid his hand between her thighs. Her eyes widened as he slipped his fingers into her wetness. She was slick and hot, and he could just imagine how it would feel to be inside her.

      He scooped her into his arms. “You are my woman, Fiona.” He surprised himself at the intensity of his words and the feeling inside him. “I would do anything for you.”

      She wrapped her arms around his neck. Her response was to kiss him again. Her kisses were so damned sweet, he could get lost in them.

      He raised his head and carried her toward the bed and laid her on the soft comforter.

      For a moment, all he could do was stare at her. So much beauty…inside and out.

      He reached into the top drawer of his nightstand and grabbed a condom. He’d never been so recharged so fast as he was with her.

      She lay back, her hair spread across the pillow like flame. Her breasts were so full, her nipples so large and hard, her fair skin reddened from their lovemaking. She looked up at him, her eyes dark with passion.

      “Come.” She held out her arms to him. “I need you, Justice.”

      

      The way Justice looked at her turned her world upside down. It was a look of both desire…and love.

      Instead of scaring her, it sent a thrill of something inside her. Whatever it was, it felt warm and so wonderful that she wanted to feel it forever.

      A sexy smile stole across his face and he came to her. He climbed on the bed and knelt between her thighs.

      His erection was so big, it almost scared her, but at the same time butterflies of excitement shimmered throughout her.

      He leaned over, his knees between her thighs and his hands braced to either side of her shoulders.

      His scent was wild and all male. It attracted her like nothing ever had…but his smile. His smile meant so much—it filled her with warmth and heat and something soul-deep.

      He lowered his head and brushed his lips over hers.

      “Delicious.” He let his breath out, his eyes closed. “I could kiss you for days and never get enough.”

      She rested her hands on his shoulders, then ran them down his chest.

      His body felt so hard beneath her palms. Muscular and powerful. She’d loved how he felt to her touch, every flex of his muscles drawing him ever closer to her.

      Solid, dependable, caring, fun, intelligent, and so much more. That was Justice McBride.

      And loving, too.

      Could he love her? Did he love her?

      Did she love him?

      Too soon.

      Wasn’t it?

      And what did it mean for the future?

      All that and more swirled through her mind.

      Then there was only Justice, all other thoughts scattered as if a wind blew them away.

      He closed his eyes and drew in a breath. The sound of satisfaction he made sent another thrill through her belly.

      She satisfied him.

      It made her inordinately pleased to know she could satisfy someone like Justice. And that he did the same for her.

      He licked each of her nipples and she squirmed. He had pleasured her so much, and she wanted more.

      More. More. More.

      Would she ever get enough?

      He raised himself, so he knelt between her thighs again, looking at her with a world of emotion in his gaze.

      She watched him as he sheathed his cock with a condom, then moved his erection to the opening of her core.

      Tingles scattered beneath her skin. Her body tensed. More wetness flooded her as she prepared for him.

      “Please.” She held his gaze and begged for what she knew he could give her. “Please come inside me, Justice.”

      Justice pushed his cock slowly inside her and stopped when she let out a harsh gasp, her body not used to a man. The pain was sweet, and she nodded to him.

      He took his time and she relaxed, making it easier for him to fill her up. His expression was as pained as she’d felt when he first entered her.

      “I don’t know how long I can last.” He sounded husky, tortured even. “I want you so badly it’s hard to hold back.”

      “Then don’t.” She smiled. “Give me everything you have.”

      He started moving in and out, keeping an even pace. He looked even more tortured, but at the same time he appeared completely satisfied.

      How could anyone feel tortured and satisfied at the same time?

      She wasn’t sure, but the way she felt was much the same as he looked.

      “This feels so good.” Her own voice was husky, filled with desire. She couldn’t hold back the demand. “I want more.”

      He thrust, and she started to sail higher and higher. Somewhere out there lay exquisite sensations and she was so very close.

      She became lost in the feelings coursing through her body.

      Higher. Higher yet.

      And then she was there.

      Wild sensations burst inside her, different than before.

      She called out his name, low enough that no one could hear but Justice.

      This time her core pulse around his cock, gripping it as he thrust a few more times.

      ”Fiona.” He growled out her name, a low guttural sound.

      She felt his cock spasm as he came inside her. His climax became hers and hers became his, until she didn’t know where hers started and his ended.

      He came to a hard stop and she gasped for breath. He looked down at her, sweat dampening his hair and rolling down the side of his face.

      Perspiration covered her own skin and their sweat mingled.

      The scent of their sex was a wonderful thing. It smelled so good and wonderful. She didn’t know if this incredible moment could ever be repeated.

      But she knew she wanted to try.

      He slid out of her core and she wanted to weep from the loss of him inside her. How could she feel empty inside and fulfilled at the same time?

      A sated smile tipped the corner of his lips as he settled on the bed beside her. He rested his head on his hand, his elbow on the mattress.

      He drew a pattern on her belly in swirls that reminded her of a Celtic knot when he was finished. She couldn’t see it, but she could feel it.

      “You are an amazing woman,” he said softly. “I’m sure I said that before, and I’ll probably say it again. You complete me, Fiona.”

      “I don’t know what to say.” Her voice caught. “These feelings are new to me and I don’t entirely understand them.”

      He gathered her into his arms, so her head rested on his biceps. “There’s no rush, honey. I’ll be here whenever you’re ready.”

      She smiled and relaxed.

      Ready for what?

      She wasn’t sure, but she did know this was the happiest she’d felt in a long time, on a level that was different than being a mom.

      Sophie gave her joy beyond belief.

      And now, in a different way, Justice made her happy, too.

      How could one woman experience as many emotions as she had gone through today and remain sane?

      Justice could help ground her. She knew that without a doubt. He could balance her and be the part of her she’d been missing on an adult level.

      The cards had always told her one person’s soul could find his or her other half, somewhere out in the world. And when she did, she had to take it and hold onto it.

      Something told her that she had found hers.

      She hugged him, not ready to say anything yet.

      For a long time, they held onto each other, and she listened to the beat of his heart and the sound of his breathing.

      “I should get back to the guestroom,” she said softly. “I don’t want Sophie waking up and finding me gone. Not when so much has happened.”

      He stroked damp hair from her face. “I want nothing more than to keep you here, but you’re right.”

      “I’ll take a quick shower then go.” She eased out of bed and he did the same. They picked up the scattered clothing and traded until they had their own.

      After she took a shower and dried her hair, Justice walked her to the guestroom, his hand resting at the base of her spine.

      A smile stayed firmly in place as she peeked into the room, which was strangely cold.

      Her smile faded as she looked at the curtains, which blew in an icy wind.

      Shattered glass on the floor glinted in the moonlight.

      She cut her gaze to the bed.

      A scream tore from the bottom of Fiona’s soul.

      “Sophie’s gone!” Fiona’s mind still screamed as she tore into the room and ran to the window. Glass crunched beneath her slippers. “Sophie!”

      Only Justice grabbing her hands kept her from putting her palms on the windowsill. She screamed Sophie’s name again.

      Nothing but snow falling and a white world underneath the moonlight.

      Panic set her skin on fire and her mind spun. She fought to get free of Justice. She whirled and he released her as she ran into the bathroom, searching for her daughter.

      She cried Sophie’s name over and over.

      Justice was on his phone when she came out of the bathroom. What was he doing on the phone? He should be searching.

      In the background, behind the constant screaming in her mind, she heard Justice giving information to the sheriff’s department, his tone urgent as he gave the details.

      Not urgent enough.

      “Someone broke in,” he was saying. “Glass on the floor inside the bedroom, not out. Footprints in the snow beneath the window. Two sets.”

      What? Fiona hadn’t seen the footprints.

      Justice caught her around the waist before she could run to the window again to see. She fought him, struggling to get free.

      “Those slippers are too thin.” His words barely penetrated her thoughts. “You’ll cut your feet, and slice your hands.”

      How could he keep his tone so controlled?

      “Let me go!” she shrieked as she tried to jerk away from him. “You said you’d keep her safe. You didn’t. Gilroy took my baby!

      Fiona broke down, nearly collapsing on the floor. Justice caught her before she could.

      “You said you’d keep her safe.” Sobs tore from her as she said the words again. “Now Gilroy has Sophie.”
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      Gilroy leaned his hip against a table in the small cabin. He smiled at the girl he’d tied to a chair and gagged with duct tape.

      His daughter.

      Sophie.

      Her eyes were red and wide with terror. Tears streaked her face and her fair skin was even paler and blotchy.

      It had taken a while for the animal tranquilizer to wear off. He’d been concerned that he might have put too much into the syringe before inserting the fluid into the dart.

      But now she was awake, and he could have some fun with the girl. Cut her up and bloody her a little. Bruise her face with a punch or two.

      He gestured to the table where he’d put the rings he had stolen from Fiona and Sophie’s trailer. One was an adult woman’s size, and the other was smaller, the size a young girl might wear.

      Sophie’s eyes widened when she saw them. Yeah, just like he’d thought, the rings meant something to the girl.

      Hatred flashed in her eyes.

      “We’re out where no one can hear you if you scream.” He grinned. “I’m going to take your gag off. You can scream but it would do you no good. I don’t want to have to listen to you.”

      He picked up a strap he’d laid on a small table in the cabin. He slapped it against his palm, and it cracked loud enough the girl flinched.

      “I used to use one like this on your mama.” The sound of the leather against his palm was sharp in the stillness of the room. “The moment I picked it up, she knew she was in for a beating.”

      Gilroy laughed, remembering those days. “She deserved every single punch and slap that she got.” He narrowed his eyes and he scowled. “She deserves the beating of her life after all she’s put me through.”

      He glared at the girl. “Are you going to scream when I take off the gag?”

      Sophie’s entire body trembled. She shook her head.

      He tore off the duct tape and she cried out from pain, but she didn’t scream. Red marred her face from where it had been taped. It would go away soon enough.

      Other marks he left would take longer. He slapped the leather against his palm another time, then once again.

      “Should I use this on you, Sophie?” He deliberately used her name and saw her flinch, but anger burned in her eyes, along with fear.

      “You are so much like your mother. Fiona looked at me the same way you are now.” With loathing and hate. “But she’d never said a word, just took what I gave her. What will you do?”

      The girl went sheet-white and didn’t answer.

      He snarled and slapped the leather against his palm again. He didn’t know what kept him from doing to her what he’d done to Fiona.

      The bitch had deserved it.

      Did Sophie?

      Gilroy grabbed an old folding chair from one corner of the room and put it in front of Sophie’s chair. It screeched on the floor as he spun it around and sat on it, bracing his forearms on the back.

      “I could mess you up now, girl,” he said softly. “But I think I’ll wait until your mother can watch.”

      “You’re a monster,” Sophie said, disgust in her words.

      Gilroy’s body tensed. His muscles bunched as he fought to control himself. “Listen to me, you little bitch. I can change my mind and whip you with this strap until you bleed. You’d better watch what you say.”

      Sophie’s throat worked as she swallowed. She was trying to look brave, but she was just a young girl. She knew there was nothing she could do.

      Nothing.

      Gilroy heard a thump outside and shot his gaze to one of the curtained windows. Blood throbbed in his veins.

      He slowly worked his way in that direction, then peeked out through a small gap in the curtains.

      A large deer backed up in the snow then head-butted a nearby tree, as if it was another buck he was fighting. This buck was a six-pointer with a nice rack.

      Gilroy let the curtain slide shut again. Too bad he didn’t have his rifle. He’d take the big bastard down and save the antlers.

      He turned to Sophie. A lone teardrop rolled down her cheek. She fought to keep from letting more fall.

      Gilroy began to pace the cabin, his boots thumping against the wood.

      He had Sophie. He needed Fiona.

      Gilroy had thought this out carefully and intended to snatch Fiona when the moment was just right.

      He had to get her alone and take her, too. Once he got to her, she would come by herself, just to save Sophie from him, if he promised he’d let the girl go.

      Something he’d never do.

      But he could make Fiona think he would.

      He turned his gaze on the girl.

      Sophie didn’t just tremble. She shivered violently, her teeth chattering. He frowned as he considered how cold the girl must be. He hadn’t built a fire because he was warm enough in his jeans, jacket, and the steel-toed boots he’d put on.

      The girl wore only the pajamas she’d had on when he’d taken her from her bed. Her feet were bare and he hadn’t put a jacket or covering on her. Her toes looked blue as did her fingers.

      Gilroy grumbled beneath his breath. He knew nothing about kids. He’d never had any of his own because Fiona had run and he’d ended up in prison.

      She’d stolen that from him, too—having as many brats as he wanted to father.

      If he didn’t do something now for Sophie, she might not make it until Fiona got here. She could die of shock and cold.

      The blanket he’d used to sleep under last night was on the lone bed in the room. He snatched it up and took it to Sophie. She flinched when he neared her. He grabbed her feet and wrapped the blanket around them. Last thing he wanted was for her to go into shock

      Her teeth continued to chatter and her shivering seemed more violent. He huffed out his breath and looked at the cold, empty fireplace. A pile of logs took up space on one side, an ash bucket and poker on the other.

      He stomped to the fireplace and found kindling and smaller pieces of wood on the floor beside the logs, along with a box of long matches. Whoever owned this cabin had been prepared.

      Gilroy set to making a fire. If it wasn’t for the fact he wanted to torture Fiona when he finally got her, by making her watch what he did to Sophie, he’d let the girl die.
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      Two Yavapai County Sheriff’s Department SUVs, along with several other law enforcement and emergency vehicles, filled the driveway. That included the detectives from the Prescott Police Department.

      Fiona couldn’t stop moving, pacing. Her mind screamed for more to be done. Snow fell around her in the early morning light, and she wanted to shriek at it to stop. If it didn’t, all prints could be covered, making it more difficult to find Gilroy and Sophie.

      An Amber Alert had been put out for Sophie as soon as Justice called the sheriff’s department. Sophie’s and Gilroy’s descriptions had been sent out in the alert, but that was all they had to go on.

      Law enforcement officers had insisted they couldn’t start the search until first light. Fiona had nearly lost it.

      White fog came out every time Fiona opened her mouth and breathed out. It only served to remind her how cold it was and in how much danger her daughter was in for so many reasons.

      It had been over six hours since Fiona had discovered Sophie missing, and they didn’t know how long before that Gilroy had taken her. However, judging by the temperature in the guestroom, one of the detectives said it had to have been an hour or more.

      Sophie had been gone for at least seven hours.

      Dear God.

      No one had seen a vehicle around the ranch. However, they’d found Ted and Joe tranquilized. Both men had been rushed to the hospital and barely clung to life.

      Bill, however, had died from a tranquilizer dart to his neck, the dose lethal. Fiona wanted to throw up, knowing Gilroy had killed one of the cowboys and injured the other two.

      Around first light, a report had come in that animal tranquilizers had been stolen from the Phoenix Zoo.

      When a team arrived from the Prescott Police Department later in the morning, they’d found a tranquilizer dart on the floor in the bedroom. It had rolled under the bed, close to the wall, as if it had been kicked out of the way.

      Fiona had just about fallen apart when a deputy pulled out the dart from its resting place beneath the bed.

      What if Gilroy had given Sophie too much and she had died? Just like Justice’s ranch hand?

      She didn’t think he wanted to kill Sophie, not yet. He intended to use her to control Fiona, as he’d planned when he first came to the trailer.

      But could he have killed her by accident?

      Question after question had been thrown at her by the detectives and sheriff’s deputies. Her head spun from it all. It seemed pointless and she wanted to scream at them.

      Get out there. Find my daughter.

      After Justice had been questioned and it had grown light enough, he’d left to lead one of the groups combing the surrounding acreage for Sophie and Gilroy.

      The Amber Alert had been sent to every cellphone registered to receive the alerts region-wide. The abduction had been on the news on all television stations statewide, and the story was going national.

      Justice’s ranch was headquarters for the hunt. Neighbors and others came from far and wide to help.

      Fiona had wanted to go with Justice, but had been told she needed to stay, in case news came in about her daughter.

      Waiting wouldn’t last long. They couldn’t force her to stay if she left without them knowing.

      She had to be out in the field hunting for her daughter with a team. She’d been watching everything around and knew how to get out of here.

      The detectives had told her that Gilroy was likely on the road with Sophie. They’d found a place where a vehicle had been parked beside a road, the snow trampled from boots and dirty from tires. The driver had headed down the highway, but they’d lost the tracks not long after they’d found them. The vehicle had been going in the direction of a four-way stop and it was anyone’s guess which way he’d gone from there. He might even have double back.

      Law enforcement was checking all options and then some.

      The thought that Gilroy could be taking Sophie somewhere far away, and planned to hide her, had nearly driven Fiona to her knees. She’d never been a woman who even came close to fainting, but this was different.

      This was her daughter.

      Fiona pushed her hair out of her face with both hands as she walked away from the detectives. They had finished questioning her for now and had gone back to aid in the search.

      She took the time to go into the house to put on additional clothing. Her baby was out in the cold, wearing only pajamas.

      Tears rolled down Fiona’s face. Get a grip, she screamed in her mind. You’re no good to Sophie if you fall apart.

      She dressed warmly in long johns, two sweaters, and her jacket, then tucked two pairs of gloves in her pockets. She put on an extra pair of socks and the boots she had purchased for herself for the winter since Gilroy had destroyed hers. Sophie’s new boots were still in the closet.

      Fiona went to the kitchen and stuck a couple of granola bars into an inside pocket, a package of jerky and dried fruit in her another, next to the gloves. When she found Sophie, she might be hungry.

      The search and rescue teams probably had plenty of food, water, and blankets, but Fiona wanted to be as prepared as possible. The extra clothing she’d layered herself with was to have something to put on Sophie when she found her daughter.

      Somehow, she knew she would be the one to locate Sophie. It was like she had a homing beacon in her heart that would take her to her little girl.

      My baby.

      Fiona pulled her hair back into a ponytail and raised her hood to cover the distinctive shade of red. She hurried outside and looked for the table where a volunteer organized search parties.

      The woman didn’t know Fiona, and asked her name when she reached the table.

      “Rose.” She could barely stand still as she spoke. “Rose Byrne.”

      She hadn’t used Byrne since her family had betrayed her. It would do for now. She didn’t use O’Shea since that name would be recognizable to anyone involved at this point.

      “We have another party ready to go.” The woman, whose nametag read Sue, pointed to a group toward the back of the house.

      Good. The deputies and detectives wouldn’t see her. If she didn’t have the hood on her jacket over her head, she’d stick out—it would be like waving a red flag to everyone.

      She kept her hands in her pockets, her head down, as she went to the party that was nearly prepared to leave. She told the organizer she was Rose.

      Her stomach settled some as they left and started to comb the back of the ranch, heading into the mountains. They stayed twenty feet apart as they walked in a relatively horizontal line to comb the area.

      The twenty-five volunteers on their team called out Sophie’s name over and over. Three people were to the right of Fiona and the other twenty-one in the party were to her left.

      Fiona’s heart never stopped thumping hard enough to explode.

      Calm down, Fiona, she told herself. Remember, it’s not going to do her any good if you end up in the hospital because you lost it.

      It also didn’t do any good to tell herself to calm down. As they progressed, Fiona felt more and more frantic.

      She frowned when it occurred to her it had gone quiet to her right. She didn’t hear anyone shouting Sophie’s name.

      When she turned to look in that direction, she saw no one.

      A second later she felt something sting the side of her neck. She put her hand up to swat away the insect. The moment her fingers touched the dart, was the same moment everything went black.

      

      Justice called out Sophie’s name as he walked with the search party he was leading. His skin had remained hot, despite the cold. His gut felt like someone had plowed a fist into it.

      He would bet anything Gilroy McKenna hadn’t gone far with Sophie. The bastard was obsessed over getting Fiona, too.

      Fiona’s screams echoed in his head. Her cries since she’d discovered Sophie missing.

      He’d let her down.

      Justice had been so sure he could keep them both safe.

      Now Sophie was gone.

      Acid rose from his stomach, the taste of it invading his mouth. He had to find Sophie. She had to be all right.

      The team walked deeper into the Bradshaw Mountains, farther away from the ranch.

      Had Gilroy brought Sophie somewhere out here?

      Or had he gone in the opposite direction?

      This way made the most sense. Gilroy could hide out with Sophie in a cave, or hide somewhere in a canyon. He could even have gone to one of the ranchers’ homes or a small cabin tucked away in a ravine.

      Law enforcement officers were going to all the neighboring ranches, searching each home for her.

      Justice checked his phone. No phone messages. No texts.

      As he started to put it away, the screen lit up with a local number—his cousin, Sheriff Mike McBride.

      Maybe they found Sophie. “This is Justice,” he said, barely breathing.

      “You’d better get back,” Mike said. “Fiona’s missing.”

      Justice halted and found his feet rooted to the ground. Other searchers continued, calling out Sophie’s name as they moved ahead.

      His heart thundered. “What do you mean, she’s missing? She’s supposed to be right there with you.”

      “She was.” Mike’s voice sounded tight and it was clear he was pissed. “Right up until one of my deputies saw her walk away from the Prescott PD detectives, and go into the house.”

      Justice gripped the phone tighter, his teeth on edge. “You’re not telling me something.”

      “She signed up for a search party under the name Rose Byrne,” Mike said. “They hadn’t been gone long before the leader of the search party discovered part of the team was missing. They found four tranquilized. And Fiona missing.”

      “Dammit.” Justice shoved his hand into his hair, knocking off the ball cap he’d worn. “Is that all you know?”

      “Yes,” Mike said. “You’d better come on back. Let the others search for them. We need you here.”

      Justice dragged his hand down his face. Two people he loved had been taken by an evil sonofabitch, who would no doubt kill them if he had the chance.

      Or make them wish they were dead.

      His mind spun. “I’ll be there as fast as I can.”

      “We’ll find her,” Mike said.

      Justice ground his teeth. “We’d better.”

      He shouted to the person who’d been to his left, then the one to his right, and let them know he was staying behind so they could close the gap.

      Where the hell could the bastard have taken them? Justice scooped his cap up off the ground and yanked it on as he hurried back toward his ranch. He was just outside his acreage, on old Ben Johnsons’ land.

      He glanced at a canyon in the mountains, then came to a hard stop.

      What looked like a puff of smoke rose far to the left of the search party.

      It vanished as if he’d dreamed it. Only a wisp of a dream.

      No, he had seen something. He hadn’t imagined it.

      His gut told him Fiona and Sophie were there, wherever that smoke had been.

      He knew it, with everything he had. Like the cards that had come up in his reading with Fiona, and Sophie’s ability to read people, he believed the unexplainable happened. And it was happening now.

      Justice pulled his cellphone out of his pocket and dialed Mike’s number.

      

      Fiona held her hand to her head. God, it hurt. She felt like she’d gone on a drinking binge, except she didn’t drink.

      Light burned her eyes and she snapped them shut again.

      Rise and shine, Fiona, echoed through her aching head.

      She needed to open her eyes and get Sophie up so they could head to the next show. They were late.

      Where were they going again? Why was it fuzzy?

      Why did she feel like something would happen if they didn’t hurry and go now?

      Oh, Reno.

      She blinked away the light as she held her hand over her face. The brilliance hurt so bad her eyeballs felt seared. Her head ached.

      Damn.

      “Get up, bitch.” The cold voice chilled her to her core.

      Gilroy.

      Shock slapped Fiona as if someone had thrown a bucket of cold water over her head. She cut her gaze in the direction Gilroy’s voice had come from.

      She opened her eyes wide. All she could think of was to demand, “Where’s Sophie?’

      Her mouth was dry, her words tight and hoarse as she looked at her worst nightmare.

      Gilroy sneered. “Bet you thought you were safe out there with that search party.”

      Yes, she had.

      Fiona glanced around her, but her eyes were too blurry. She couldn’t do more than move her head. She looked down and saw she was bound to a chair.

      “Where’s Sophie?” she repeated, louder now.

      “I was watching you the whole time.” Gilroy’s words slapped her cold. “All it took was a pair of binoculars and time. Saw you talking with the local yokels before you went into the house.”

      He grinned. “And all I had to do was wait.”

      She swallowed, her throat tight. “Where is Sophie?” she asked yet again.

      “You shouldn’t have worn the same coat when you went with that search party,” he said. “I could watch you so easily, I really didn’t have to try.”

      Fiona’s body hadn’t stopped shaking, her panic rising. “Tell me,” she nearly screamed.

      Just looking at his face sickened her enough that her belly cramped.

      He spoke with satisfaction, as if he’d pulled the most brilliant heist or con of all. “Then I used a few more of these darts. One-two-three-four, and you were mine.”

      Her gaze landed on the rings on the table. Hers and Sophie’s rings they had made for each other. Gilroy had taken them from the trailer and set them out to taunt them.

      Fiona looked frantically around. Sophie wasn’t in the hundred-eighty-degree range Fiona could see.

      As she searched with her gaze, she spotted a fire burning in the hearth.

      Gilroy couldn’t be that stupid…could he?

      Despite his boasting of how he’d easily gotten her and Sophie, he had a fire burning in the hearth?

      He followed her gaze with his. She wasn’t fast enough to turn away.

      “Shit.” He scrambled up and ran to the hearth. He grabbed the ash bucket, looked in it, then threw the contents on the fire. “Fuck.”

      The old ash smothered the flames and the hearth went cold.

      Fiona lowered her head. Tears burned in her eyes. “Did you hurt her?” She trembled as she began to sob. “Where’s my baby, Gilroy? Have you done something with her?”

      Gilroy chuckled. So much rage shot through her. She had no doubt she could kill him with her bare hands if they were free—and if he wasn’t so much bigger.

      He nodded toward a corner she couldn’t see. She tried, praying for a glimpse of her healthy daughter, but no matter how hard she struggled to turn her head, she couldn’t.

      “That’s her body, over there.” Gilroy laughed, and Fiona felt herself begin to die.

      A muffled sound, like someone trying to speak behind a gag, came from that direction. Then thumps and the sound of scooting, as if the person who made the sound was moving her chair forward.

      Could it be Sophie and Gilroy was lying?

      “Damn, that’s fun.” Gilroy approached Fiona and grabbed her by the hair. “I’m gonna have a whole lot more fun with you two.”

      Two?

      Gilroy yanked Fiona’s head back at the same time he spun her chair.

      Sophie. Gagged. Behind her.

      Both rage and relief slammed into Fiona as she saw Sophie’s red-rimmed eyes, dried tear tracks down her face. Her skin was so white. All she was wore were her pajamas, and a blanket over her feet.

      Had Gilroy just cut off Sophie’s only means of heat, other than the lone blanket?

      It had been her fault, drawing Gilroy’s attention to it.

      “Sophie.” Fiona tried not to cry. “Are you all right?”

      Sophie nodded, yes.

      “Are you hurt?” the words came out in a rush.

      Sophie shook her head, no.

      Thank God.

      A slap and the sound of leather snapping in the air jerked Fiona’s attention from her daughter.

      Old memories, old horrors, flashed back at her.

      Gilroy slapping her across the cheek with the strap that cut into her skin.

      Holding her down on the floor, punching her.

      Then striking her with the strap again and again.

      Fiona ran her gaze over Sophie. She didn’t see any blood, just terror.

      Her baby. Her precious daughter.

      Fiona ground her teeth. She would kill Gilroy for what he’d done.

      Even if he hadn’t physically harmed Sophie, even if he hadn’t tortured her in some way, the fact that he’d kidnapped her and put her through this ordeal was enough for Fiona to plot his murder.

      She was capable of it. She would do it.

      Fiona turned her gaze on Gilroy, trying to keep any hint of his coming death out of her gaze.

      “Let her go, Gilroy.” Fiona knew he wouldn’t agree, but he would love to hear her beg. “I will do anything. Anything you want from me, it’s yours.”

      “I know it is.” He looked smug as he sat on the lone table in the cabin. Fiona couldn’t see any other chairs but the ones she and Sophie were sitting in. He continued to slap his hand with the strap. “I will torture you until you beg me for death.” His words were cold. Cruel. “Then I will kill Sophie so you can watch her die. You’ll know you’re the reason she’s dead—right before I kill you.”

      Fiona squeezed her eyes tight. She let a tear roll down her face. Hatred grew in her chest, more than it ever had. She would turn the tables on Gilroy. She would find a way to get free of her bonds.

      The leather strap sliced into her cheek.

      She screamed as her eyes opened.

      Just in time to see him raise the strap again.

      

      Justice worked his way through the canyon in the direction he’d seen the smoke. He’d kept in contact with Mike, until he lost service.

      A cabin was around the location he’d seen the smoke. Maybe that was where it had come from.

      He was getting closer, he knew it.

      Snow continued to fall, coming down harder now. He trudged through it, taking care with every step so he didn’t slide down the mountain. Blood throbbed throughout him as he closed in on the cabin’s location.

      Everything looked different with the white blanket, but he knew his way around the Bradshaws. He’d been across Ben Johnson’s land before, but it had been a good long while.

      His stomach sickened at the thought of anything happening to Fiona or Sophie. He would find them before Gilroy could hurt them.

      The snow might be making things more difficult for the search, but it also meant it would be more difficult for Gilroy to leave the mountains.

      Justice climbed over a rise and saw the road to the cabin below. Snow covered the road and any tracks that might have gone through it.

      He climbed down the steep rise to the road, where he could better see the indents where the ruts were. Snow slowly covered mud and slush, but he could still see where a car had passed not all that long ago.

      His blood raced and his skin prickled beneath his jacket.

      Not much farther now.

      He followed the road until it started to open into the clearing where the cabin was. He moved away from the road and slipped into the forest. Snow cushioned the sounds as he walked, but made it harder to see where he was stepping.

      He neared the cabin shaded by the woods. It looked cold and empty. The windows stared blankly out into the late morning.

      The tire tracks he’d been following went around the cabin toward the back. Justice was certain someone was inside. Hopefully, that included Sophie and Fiona, safe and sound.

      Justice worked his way behind the cabin to where an old Impala was parked. Snow melted on the hood—it was still warm despite the cold. The car hadn’t been here long.

      His skin prickled as his adrenaline kicked in.

      Gilroy was here.

      With Fiona and Sophie.

      They had to be inside.

      The only weapons he had were his pocket knife and his bare hands. With his military training, his hands were more lethal than the knife.

      He spent the next couple of minutes looking for something extra to have available, and settled on a branch that was two-and-a-half inches in diameter and four feet long. He used his pocket knife to strip off most of the excess growth, leaving some spikes sticking out.

      When he was ready, Justice quietly headed toward the rear of the cabin. He moved around the Impala then leaned his back against the wall.

      Mike would have a team up here soon. He’d told Justice to wait until law enforcement arrived.

      Justice couldn’t wait and risk having Fiona and Sophie go through another moment with Gilroy.

      He struggled to breathe slowly. The adrenaline tried to propel him into action.

      Everything was quiet in the cabin. Then he heard a man’s voice. It was low, too low for him to hear the words.

      A woman’s voice, even fainter than the man’s.

      He swallowed and waited two heartbeats before he moved closer to the door. He had to do this right, or he could get both Fiona and Sophie killed.

      Fiona’s shriek sliced through the morning, followed by Gilroy’s bellow.

      Justice’s heart hammered. Fuck waiting.

      He gripped the stick as he tried the back door, but it was locked.

      Sophie screamed, and not a moment later, Fiona shrieked again. The sound of their pain scraped his soul.

      Fury set Justice on fire. He raised his boot to slam it into the door.

      

      White-hot agony made Fiona’s head spin as blood flowed down her cheek. Sophie’s muffled screams barely registered.

      Gilroy stood back and admired his handiwork. “Damn that feels good.”

      “You like hitting defenseless women?” It hurt to talk, and her words felt thick as she forced them out. “Why don’t you untie me and try it again?”

      Gilroy’s grin was manic. He was hyped up on her pain and blood.

      She flinched when he moved closer, expecting him to strike her again. He pulled out a pocket knife.

      Her heart almost stopped.

      He reached for her as a scream rose inside her again.

      Then he cut her ties, shoved his pocket knife back into his jeans and stepped back. “Come on at me, bitch. You’ll see just how fast I bring you to your knees.”

      He gave a nod in Sophie’s direction. “As soon as I’m finished whipping your ass, she’s next.”

      Fiona charged Gilroy even before she knew what she was going to do. She lowered her head and plowed into his gut. Pain exploded in her head.

      They went down together as he lost his footing.

      She landed on top of him. She rammed her knee into his balls before grabbing his finger and twisting it.

      He was helpless to do anything as he howled in pain. One hand was over his groin as he clenched his thighs together, while she wrenched the index finger of his other hand.

      Blood flowed hot down her face to her neck and splattered his face.

      He started to recover enough to reach for her and he shifted his legs. That gave her the opportunity she needed, and she slammed her knee into his balls again.

      His face went as white as the snow that fell outside and his eyes started to roll back. She scrambled to her feet and kicked him so hard in his groin that this time he passed out.

      Fiona stumbled back, her breathing hard, blood pumping through her, setting her on fire.

      Gilroy wouldn’t stay out much longer, and she had to get herself and Sophie out of here.

      She picked up the knife Gilroy had used to cut her bonds and hurried to Sophie’s side.

      The ropes were difficult to slice through. She cast a glance over her shoulder to see Gilroy start to stir.

      Fiona rushed faster, trying to cut the ropes without accidentally hurting Sophie. The pieces fell to the floor. Fiona grabbed the end of the duct tape covering Sophie’s mouth. No time to do anything but rip it off.

      Sophie screamed, but her wide eyes were looking over Fiona’s shoulder.

      Fiona shot her gaze in Gilroy’s direction, only to see him up. He raised his arm again, this time with his hand balled into a fist.

      Sophie sprung out of the chair. Gilroy’s focus was on Fiona.

      The girl grabbed the pinky of Gilroy’s free hand, just like she’d seen Fiona do. She screamed as she twisted it so hard that Gilroy dropped to one knee.

      Gilroy raised his fist and started to swing it at Sophie.

      Fiona lunged at Gilroy, putting herself between his fist and Sophie.

      His punch slammed into Fiona’s face. Pain splintered through her head and her mind spun as she collapsed to the floor.

      “I’m going to fucking kill you both,” he roared.

      Fiona heard a crash. The door.

      The stick cracked like a shot. Wood exploded from the blow.

      Gilroy dropped to the cabin floor like a lead weight.

      Fiona’s breath left her in a rush when she saw Justice standing over Gilroy’s still form.

      In a flurry of movement, Justice snatched up sliced ropes from where they’d fallen around Fiona, and hurried to secure Gilroy in a hogtie.

      Then Justice dropped to his knees before Fiona and Sophie.

      “How badly are you hurt?” He shot his gaze from Fiona to Sophie and back.

      “We’re okay.” Fiona managed to get the words out between each harsh breath. “Thanks to you.”

      Sophie nodded.

      The man Fiona loved gathered them into his arms.

      “I love you both,” he said, sounding as if he might cry as he held them tight. “I’m never letting you go.”
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      It’s the Winter Solstice today.” Sophie smiled up at Justice. “It’s a lucky day to meet your daughter.”

      Fiona squeezed his hand as they waited at the gate at Sky Harbor Airport in Phoenix. Lora was considered an unaccompanied minor, so Justice could go to the gate to meet her. TSA allowed Fiona and Sophie to go with him.

      A lot had happened in just the last couple of weeks. Both Fiona and Sophie would be designing their jewelry to sell in Ella McBride’s art studio in downtown Prescott. They were excited to have their work on display in a prominent local artist’s shop.

      Justice took that as a good sign that they might remain in Prescott.

      He saw that both Fiona and Sophie wore the rings they had made for each other. They had retrieved the rings from the cabin after Gilroy was taken away. Fiona had performed a little ceremony on the solstice eve to rid them of what evil had touched them.

      Gilroy had murdered Fiona and Sophie’s friends, which had devastated them. The wonderful woman Gisela and her husband Nigel were gone. The murders had been linked to Gilroy. He’d also killed Justice’s friend and ranch hand, Bill, with a tranquilizer dart. Gilroy wouldn’t be going anywhere but straight to prison…for a very long time.

      Fortunately, Ted and Joe appeared to be making a full recovery, as did the three searchers who’d been out with Fiona when she had been aiding in the search for Sophie.

      Justice sucked in a breath and blew it out slowly. The time to think about those things was not now. It was time to meet his daughter.

      His gut did funny things as people started coming off the plane. Since Lora had been pre-boarded at O’Hare, she would be one of the first off.

      He found himself nervous, his confidence out the door, which was rare for him. He was about to meet a daughter he never knew he had.

      They’d either spoken over the phone or texted almost daily since he’d learned she was his, and they’d Skyped twice. They’d traded photos via text, too. Lora sent pics of herself with her cat, Checkers, and her dog, Nikki. She’d also included one with her and Beth.

      Justice had shared photos with him on his horse, Angel, and another of his Australian shepherd, Tron. He’d shared a photo of Sophie and Fiona when Lora asked to see one. In addition, he sent her a family photo of the McBride bunch from last Christmas.

      At first, conversation had been tough, both looking for ways to get to know each other before they met in person and she stayed with him. She had seemed to want to get to know him as much as he wanted to know her.

      Now, he found himself nearly holding his breath as he waited.

      The moment Lora walked out, and their eyes met, his throat went dry and his skin tingled.

      Fiona and Sophie stood back as he walked forward. Lora appeared as nervous as he felt. She was tall for her age, her long dark hair falling almost all the way to her waist. As he neared his daughter, he saw she had his eyes, the same shape and the same shade of brown.

      My daughter.

      The emotions crowding his throat and the prickles behind his eyelids told him he needed to pull himself together.

      “Hi.” Lora spoke softly when she reached him. He saw her hand tremble. She gripped the strap of her purse tighter.

      “In our family, we hug.” Justice smiled at her. “May I?”

      She smiled, too, and went into his arms. “Hi, Dad.”

      He just about lost it. “Hi, baby girl.”

      They parted and he looked down at her. “I’ve missed so much. We have a lot of time to make up for.”

      “We do.” She slipped her arm in his. “Let’s get started.”

      It was clear in that moment she had Justice’s self-confidence. She had been nervous at first, but she was self-assured and open. Even after their nearly daily conversations, he’d been worried it would be different when they met.

      Instead, it was like they’d known each other for years.

      “I’d like you to meet two of the ladies I’ve told you about.” Justice squeezed her linked arm as he guided her to where the two stood. “Lora, this is Fiona and her daughter, Sophie.”

      Lora went straight to Fiona and hugged her. She didn’t even seem to register the pink marks on Fiona’s cheek that had mostly healed over the past three weeks.

      From Fiona’s expression, she was just about as happy to meet Lora as Justice. “You are a beautiful young lady,” Fiona said.

      “And you are gorgeous.” Lora shook her head. “Dad told me you are, but you’re even more so in person.”

      Sophie hugged Lora next. “You have your father’s eyes and his smile.”

      Lora cast a glance over her shoulder at Justice at that comment and grinned before she looked at Sophie again.

      Sophie, an equally confident soul, took both Lora’s hands. “I’m so glad to finally meet you.”

      “Me, too.” Lora squeezed Sophie’s hands in return. “You look just like your mom.”

      Justice settled his arm around Lora’s shoulders and his eyes met hers. “Let’s go home.”

      

      “It’s snowing.” Sophie peeked through the curtains. “A white Christmas.”

      Lora laughed, and Sophie looked over her shoulder. “I don’t know what it would be like without snow on Christmas,” Lora said.

      “It’s time to open presents.” Justice beckoned to the girls, who both still wore pajamas. “Come on into the family room.”

      Family room.

      Justice felt like a kid, excited to unwrap his gifts, as he gathered three of the most important women in his life and drew them into the room where the tree towered up to nearly touch the ceiling. Later they would go to his mom and dad’s, where they would all experience a big McBride family Christmas.

      Tron, his Australian shepherd, curled beneath the tree near Lora. The dog had returned from Justice’s cousin’s ranch a few days before Lora arrived.

      Sophie had never experienced a traditional Christmas with more than herself and her mother. Lora’s Christmases had included only her mother, and later her new step-father’s family. She hadn’t known anything about being a McBride.

      And Sophie had enjoyed watching classic Christmas TV specials she’d never seen, like Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer, Frosty the Snowman, and A Charlie Brown Christmas. Movies like The Santa Clause, It’s a Wonderful Life, and Miracle on 34th Street had delighted her.

      Fiona had shared once that when she was a child, and had grown up in the Byrne Clan, she had never watched TV. Sophie hadn’t seemed to miss it during her childhood, either. But the girl was making up for lost time, apparently.

      Justice looked forward to sharing everything with the three of them and letting the girls enjoy a happy, joyous Christmas.

      For now, it was the four of them.

      Both Sophie and Lora scooted up to the tree and settled on the floor beneath its boughs. Lora’s dark hair nearly brushed the floor as she looked at all the gifts beneath a few of the branches.

      Fiona and Justice sat on the love seat together, and he settled his arm around her shoulders. She looked at him and smiled before he pressed a kiss to her forehead.

      The tree sparkled and glittered with ornaments. Fiona had given hand-blown glass ornaments, one each to Sophie, Lora, and Justice, and one for herself, wanting to restart the tradition, making it fresh and new for all of them. Fiona had never said she’d stay, but she hadn’t said she wouldn’t, either. And he took the Christmas ornaments as a good sign.

      Lora looked over her shoulder and grinned. “Where do we start?”

      The girls, including Fiona, laughed and chatted, exclaimed, and giggled. Sophie gave Lora a lovely Celtic knot pendant she had created on a long silver chain. Fiona presented her with a handmade bracelet with a Celtic heart at the center of the band.

      Lora had brought gifts with her from Illinois, since Justice had told her over the phone a lot about both Sophie and Fiona.

      Justice shared with Lora that Fiona was getting back into drawing and painting, something she had done when she was younger. He didn’t mention the reason why she hadn’t done it for so long. Lora had picked out a leather-bound sketchbook made by a small company in her town. The creator even used a strong Irish linen thread to hand-stitch the pages to the book covers.

      He’d also given Lora ideas for gifts when he’d told her that Sophie excelled at schoolwork and writing. With Beth’s help, Lora had picked out a leather-bound journal with a fairy sewn into the cover, made by the same company. Sophie’s journal had parchment-like paper to write on, and a brass latch to lock it.

      Justice watched them laugh, squeal, and exclaim over the gifts, which were given and received with hugs.

      He felt as if he might burst with happiness.

      When everything was opened, and wrapping paper littered the floor, Justice said. “Wait, there’s one more gift.”

      “Where?” Lora looked under the tree, but Sophie looked right at Justice. Without him having mentioned anything to her, she knew. That girl could read him like a book.

      Justice rose and went to a curio cabinet and knelt before he opened the glass door. He pulled out a tiny treasure chest. When he returned, everyone looked expectantly at him.

      He sat next to Fiona on the love seat again, put his arm around her shoulders, and handed her the small chest.

      She took it from him with a raised brow and spoke in her soft Irish lilt. “What surprise do you have in here?”

      He put his forehead to hers. “If I told you, it wouldn’t be a surprise.”

      “Open it, Mama.” Excitement filled Sophie’s voice.

      “We want to see.” Lora looked as eager as Sophie.

      Fiona gave Justice a suspicious look. The woman was too smart for her own good.

      Maybe she’d even seen it in the cards.

      She unlatched the treasure box and raised the lid. Her jaw dropped and she put her palm over her heart. She didn’t move to take it out. Justice’s heart pounded a mile a minute as he watched her.

      He took the treasure chest, shifted, then went down on one knee in front of Fiona. His gut had never felt so funny since he’d met his daughter and then now.

      Justice pulled the ring from the tiny chest. Sophie and Lora both gasped then clapped.

      Fiona still had her hand over her heart, her eyes wide. Her eyes glittered with fear then shifted to wonder, then indecision.

      His throat worked as he held up the ring, praying she’d like it. He’d picked out a white-gold ring in an old-fashioned setting with a halo around the one-carat diamond. It had reminded him of her.

      “Fiona,” he said softly. “You are my treasure. Will you marry me and make me the happiest man on earth? I love you, and I have since the first moment I saw you dancing on that stage.”

      She looked like she couldn’t breathe. She glanced at Sophie who nodded furiously and Lora who grinned and nodded, too.

      Fiona looked from the ring to Justice. “I—” Her throat worked as she swallowed, her palm still pressed over her heart. She took a deep breath and let it out.

      Justice’s blood nearly stopped pulsing in his veins. He didn’t know what he’d do if she said no.

      Yes, he did. He’d ask her again on another day. He wouldn’t give up on this amazing woman.

      She closed her eyes and took another breath, then another. When she opened her eyes, she said, “Yes.”

      Sophie and Lora squealed and giggled with excitement as Fiona threw her arms around Justice and hugged him tightly.

      “You do know I never intended to let you go.” Justice kissed her forehead. “I love you to the depths of my soul.”

      “I love you, Justice.” She nodded, her eyelashes damp, as she grew teary. “I am truly blessed to be loved by you.”
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      “I should stay in Prescott and wait for you both.” Bailey McBride couldn’t help the twinge of disappointment as she looked from one friend to the other. She raised her voice to be heard over the airport loudspeaker. “We are supposed to be going to Hawaii together.”

      “You need to get to the resort on Momi today.” Charlee Burke smiled.

      “Yeah.” Dara Winters’ freckles added to her beauty as she smiled. “You’ve got those backstage passes to the Kade Fields concert, and they’re only good for tomorrow night.”

      Charlee had a don’t-argue-with-me expression. “You’ve wanted to see him in concert forever, and you’ll get to meet him in person. Now go.”

      “But—” Bailey started to argue again.

      “No buts.” Charlee moved out of the way so a family of five could walk by. “I’ll be there in two days, after I help Jo with the twins. When Dara arrives, the three of us will paint the island red.”

      “I’ll join you as soon as I can.” Dara tucked her thick fall of reddish-brown hair behind her ear. “It sucks the investors just happen to be showing up at the ranch when I’m supposed to be on the plane with you, but it should only take a couple of days.”

      Bailey wrapped her arms around her closest friends and they gave a group hug while travelers flowed around them. “You two are the best.”

      They broke the hug and Dara inclined her head to the security checkpoint. “You don’t want to miss your flight.”

      “I’ll see you both soon.” Bailey grasped the handle of her carry-on, the grip cool in her palm.

      Charlee gave a wicked smile. “Don’t have too much fun without us.”

      “No promises.” Bailey adjusted the strap of her cross-body purse. “I’ll get the island warmed up for you both.”

      Charlee tossed her blonde-streaked hair out of her face. She owned a couple of salons and always wore her hair in one of the latest styles. “Save a cute cabana boy for me.”

      “And one for me.” Dara’s amber eyes sparkled with amusement. “Practice your hula dance, too.”

      “Got it.” Bailey smiled. “Two cabana boys and one hula dance coming up.”

      “Aloha,” Charlee and Dara said at the same time.

      The girls waved as Bailey took a step back. She returned the wave before she joined the flow of foot traffic toward the security checkpoint line.

      Despite heading to Momi alone, excitement tingled along Bailey’s skin like an electric current. She’d so been looking forward to this trip for months. She’d traveled alone before, and this time she’d only be on her own for two days.

      What could go wrong?

      Nothing.

      Come hell or high water, she intended to have fun.

      

      Seth Greer sucked in a lungful of Hawaiian air that smelled of the ocean, rich soil, and lush greenery. He’d missed this. Keola was his favorite division on the island and had become like a second home.

      He hitched his backpack over one shoulder and scanned the area as he stood at the foot of the ramp off the Moku Ferry.

      It had only been a year since he’d been on Momi, the best of all the Hawaiian Islands in his opinion. It was even lusher than the others in the chain. After over a decade of visiting Momi for a couple of weeks out of each summer, he still couldn’t get enough.

      He hoped that this time his saddle and the rest of his gear made it here before him. Last visit he just about had to borrow one for the ranch rodeo—he got his own in under the wire.

      A pretty woman with a long golden-blonde braid caught his attention as she disembarked the ferry. How had he missed her on the trip from the Big Island that had just deposited him and a host of others onto Momi?

      Not just pretty. Full-out sexy and gorgeous.

      He pushed up the brim of his Stetson with one finger and barely held back a whistle of appreciation as he stepped out of the crowd flowing onto the dock.

      The tall, tanned blonde had a smooth, athletic stride, and a confidence to her that intrigued him. Her yellow skirt rested a couple of inches over her knees and a sleeveless brightly-colored Hawaiian top showed off her toned arms. She pulled a red hard-shell carry-on behind her.

      A Hawaiian woman, whose hula skirt swayed gently at her hips, met the blonde in front of the dock. The woman slipped a lei made with plumeria over the blonde’s head, and her answering smile was enough to make any man stop dead in his tracks.

      Damn.

      Seth walked at an easy pace behind the blonde as she moved on. His legs were longer, his stride bigger, so it wouldn’t be long before he caught up.

      Casual-like.

      The same dark-haired woman who’d slipped the lei over the blonde’s head offered one to Seth. “Aloha,” she said with a smile.

      “Mahalo.” He gave her a quick return smile and dipped his head long enough for a lei that matched the blonde’s. The plumeria smelled sweet and strong. He thanked her again before he looked for the blonde.

      Well, hell. She was gone.

      He hurried through the dissipating crowd, searching for the leggy woman who had totally wrapped him up in thoughts of sitting on the beach beneath the stars and drinking Haupia cocktails in the moonlight.

      Seth grimaced. Romantic, nice.

      He made it to the street along the pier, hoping he’d spot her.

      There.

      By a taxi, the driver putting her bag in his trunk.

      He made it to her in six steps, just as the cab driver slammed the trunk shut and started for the driver’s door. Before the blonde could reach the passenger door, Seth grasped the handle and opened it for her.

      Her braid swung over her shoulder when she looked up in surprise. She flashed him a smile. “Last thing I expected was to run into a cowboy on Momi.”

      He grinned. “Just wait until you see me in my boots and board shorts.”

      The blonde had a laugh that made his insides melt like butter. “If I see you around, I’ll watch for it.”

      “Mind if I ride with you?” He hoped like hell she wouldn’t have a problem with it. “Momi is a small island and always has a shortage of cabs when the ferry comes in.” He didn’t mention that he could have arranged a drive with Uber. Hopefully, she wouldn’t think of it.

      She tipped her head to the side as if considering then shrugged. “Sure.” She turned and slid onto the seat and across to the other side of the vehicle.

      “Must be my day.” Seth let out his breath as he took off his Stetson and eased onto the seat beside her. He tossed his backpack between his boots on the floor.

      He caught a whiff of her soft, flowery perfume mixed with the scent of the plumeria lei.

      The cab driver looked over his shoulder. “Where you headed?” he asked in a heavy pidgin accent.

      The blonde pulled a paper out of her purse and squinted at the printing. “The Kapu ‘Aina Resort, Keola.”

      Yeah, it was definitely his day.

      “That’s where I’m headed.” He smiled as she met his gaze, a glint of suspicion in her eyes. “Forbidden Land Resort is the nicest place on the island, in my opinion.”

      “Then my big brothers chose well.” She rested against the seat back. “This is my first time in Hawaii.”

      “I’m Seth Greer.” He held his hand out to her. “What’s your name?” He couldn’t keep calling her “the blonde.”

      “Bailey McBride.” She accepted his hand. The confidence in her firm grip told him volumes.

      “Do I detect a hint of country accent?” He knew he had, but he figured he’d play it easy.

      “Grew up on a ranch in a houseful of cowboys an awful lot like you.” She shook her head. “And a whole valley full of cowboy cousins.”

      “Is that a good thing?” he said in a teasing tone.

      Her grin was just as mischievous. “If you’re a cowboy, you can’t be all bad.”

      Seth rested his western hat on one knee. “I was born and raised on a few thousand acres in Montana.”

      “I’m from Arizona, north of Phoenix.” She fiddled with her long braid. “A thousand, not thousands of acres.”

      She turned to look out the window as the cab pulled away from the pier and onto a two-lane road. “It’s so gorgeous here.”

      “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet.” His words drew her attention. “This island is easily the prettiest of them all.”

      “So far, so good.” She turned her attention back to the road as they passed several hundred acres of sugarcane and pineapple fields—a rarity now in the Hawaiian Islands—before traveling deeper onto the island. “I’ve been waiting for this trip for months.” She had a nice voice, easy to listen to.

      Seth didn’t want to interrupt her as she drank in the sights, but he dove in anyway. “Do you have anyone to show you around?”

      She shook her head but continued to look out the window. “Not yet.”

      “I’ve come to Momi every year since my freshman year in high school,” he said as the vegetation grew thicker and lusher as they traveled. “I’d be happy to show you around.”

      Bailey glanced over her shoulder and looked at him a long moment. “I don’t know you.”

      “Do you know anyone here?”

      Her lips quirked. “You’ve got me there.”

      Seth grinned. “I’ll buy you a Haupia cocktail this evening and you can get to know me better. You can drill me and see if I’m good tour guide material.”

      She settled in her seat and studied him. “What’s a Haupia? Some kind of roast pork?”

      Damn, she was cute. “It’s a Hawaiian favorite. White crème de cacao, coconut syrup, and smoothie mix.”

      “Smoothie, huh?” She tossed her braid over her shoulder. “So, you’re offering to buy me dinner.”

      He laughed. “I’ll treat you to something far more substantial than a smoothie. Are you hungry now? We can grab a bite at the resort.”

      She flashed him a grin. “I didn’t say yes.”

      “Why don’t I start being your tour guide now?” He shifted in his seat and pointed out the window and she looked in that direction. “We’re leaving the pineapple and sugarcane fields now.”

      “I heard that Hawaii doesn’t produce sugar cane and pineapple anymore.” She looked back at him.

      “You heard right,” he said. “Momi is one of the few places where you can find both. The plantation in Keola is run by a family that’s had the business for generations. Low volume and little exporting, but it’s popular with tourists and locals. All of it is enough to keep the family in business.”

      A thoughtful expression crossed her beautiful features. “I’ll try both.”

      “In Olino is Kana, a town with shops and a farmer’s market.”

      “I love shopping.” The spark of interest grew brighter in her blue eyes. “I’d like to go there.”

      Seth wanted to jump in and tell her he’d take her tomorrow, but he had to be patient so he didn’t scare her off. “If you enjoy shopping, then you’ll have fun in the market.”

      “When Charlee and Dara get here, we’ll have to head to the market.”

      A flash of disappointment shot through him. “You have friends arriving?”

      She sighed. “They were supposed to leave with me, but Charlee needed to help her sister Jo take care of her twins while Jo recovers from a serious bout of food poisoning. Dara has some kind of last minute audit going on at work, but hopefully it’ll only take a couple of days.”

      Well, then. He had those couple of days to get to know her. Who knew what could happen in two days?

      She turned to stare out the window as the car drove higher up the extinct volcano.

      Sugar cane and pineapple fields gave away to tropical greenery, which grew lusher as they traveled to the resort.

      Now that he was closer to her, and had engaged her in conversation, she was more beautiful than she had been the moment he spotted her. He just about couldn’t take his eyes off her.

      Her lips would be so soft to kiss, her skin like satin beneath his palms, her lithe body firm against his…

      Seth rubbed his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. Pull it together, Greer. He mentally shook his head. Thinking this way about a woman he had barely met wasn’t the smartest thing he could do.

      “We’re just about there.” He gestured ahead to a driveway that split off from the road they were on. A sign reading Kapu ‘Aina Resort stood to the left of the entrance.

      Bailey’s expression grew more delighted as the cab driver guided the taxi onto the paved drive and the vegetation grew more tropical yet.

      “It’s gorgeous.” She flashed Seth a grin. “I wasn’t sure what to expect when Mom said Jack, one of my older brothers, booked the trip for my present. This is above and beyond his practical nature.”

      “Is it your birthday?” Seth asked as the cab closed in on the resort entrance.

      “Nope.” She shook her head. “I just finished grad school and they surprised me with the trip.”

      “Congratulations.” Not only was she beautiful, but exceedingly intelligent.

      “Thanks.”

      The driver rolled the cab to a stop in front of the elegantly fashioned double doors with Hawaiian designs carved into them. Floor to ceiling glass windows took up the space to either side of the doors.

      “This looks wonderful,” she said.

      The moment the cab came to a complete stop, Seth grabbed his backpack, got out and rounded the back of the vehicle. He opened Bailey’s door before the resort doorman could get to it.

      Bailey smiled up at him, which did insane things to his gut. “Thank you, Seth.” Damn, but he loved the way she said his name.

      Seth dug out his wallet and paid the cab driver for the fare and a good tip.

      “How much do I owe for my share?” Bailey asked him as the driver took her suitcase out of the trunk.

      “I would have had to pay the whole thing if I was alone.” He shook his head. “So, it’s covered.”

      Bailey frowned. “I pay my way.”

      He smiled. “I’ll bet you do.”

      She wrinkled her brow, as if trying to decide how he’d meant that. Her expression cleared. “You’re all cowboy, aren’t you.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He gave her a good natured grin.

      “Thank you for the cab ride.” She brushed a strand of hair from her eyes that had fallen loose from her braid.

      “I’ll take your suitcase for you.” He reached for the handle but waited for her agreement.

      After a slight hesitation, she said, “I appreciate that.”

      He blew out a breath of relief that she hadn’t argued about paying the cab driver and had agreed to let him help her with her luggage. So far, so good.

      He’d butted heads against women who insisted on paying and even went as far as one of the woman getting angry with him. It wasn’t in his nature, and it went against everything that had been ingrained in him since he was a kid. His papa would have tanned his hide when he was young if he hadn’t treated a woman or a girl of any age right and with the respect they deserve.

      Doormen opened the massive doors and he and Bailey walked into the lobby. She looked around, a wide smile illuminating her features. “This is fantastic.”

      Her excitement gave him a whole new appreciation for his surroundings. The Hawaiian fabric-covered koa wood furniture, the colorful murals on the walls depicting local life, and fresh tropical flowers scattered around the lobby in heavy koa vases really added to the resort’s appeal.

      They didn’t have to wait in line, and after Bailey walked up to one of the two smiling women at the front desk, he went to the other. He didn’t think Bailey would leave without another word to him. He had a feeling it wasn’t in her nature to not say something before leaving.

      Besides, he still had a hold of her suitcase.

      The woman behind the reservation desk greeted him and checked him into a suite. The resort was only one level. Maybe he’d be lucky enough that Bailey would be in the same wing.

      He caught Bailey’s sweet perfume before he turned away from the reservations agent. He smiled at her. She was tall, but he still had her by a good six inches.

      “Thank you for bringing my suitcase in.” She stayed beside him as he moved away from the desk. “I can take it from here.”

      Her fingertips brushed his as he let her take the suitcase handle and warmth crept over his skin. “When can you meet up for that Haupia cocktail I promised?”

      They reached one side of the lobby and she smiled as she came to a stop. “I still haven’t said yes.”

      He grinned back at her. “And you haven’t said no.”

      “All right.” She tipped her head. “I’ll let you buy me one of those drinks.”

      “How much time do you need?” he asked.

      She twirled the loose end of her thick braid around her finger. “Give me an hour.”

      “Let’s meet here.” He tilted his head in the direction of the colorful arrangement of couches in the back of the lobby. He looked at his phone and glanced at the time before shoving it into his back pocket. “It’s almost one-thirty, so around two-thirty?”

      She smiled. “That drink better be good.”

      He wanted to ask her if he could walk her to her room but didn’t want to push his luck. “I promise you’ll like it.”

      “You’re on.” She glanced down at the small envelope holding her keycard. “Where is the Honu wing?”

      “I’m in the Nai’a, the Dolphin wing.” Seth pivoted and gestured in the opposite direction. “The Honu, the Turtle wing, is that way.”

      “I’ll see you in a few, Montana.” She started toward the Honu wing.

      He couldn’t help but watch the soft sway of her hips as she moved away. Damn, that was one sexy woman.
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      “Am out of my mind?” Bailey didn’t look over her shoulder, as much as she wanted to. No doubt in her mind he was still watching her. “I come all the way out from Arizona and I meet a cowboy first thing.”

      How had she managed to find one of the sexiest cowboys she’d ever had the pleasure of meeting? She’d watched him on the ferry from her place in the back. He’d come on last and she didn’t think he’d seen her.

      He’d held his Stetson in one hand as the ferry had crossed the waters from the Big Island to Momi, and she’d had time to take him in, from his dark hair, the blue of his western shirt, the Wranglers that had hugged his tight ass, down to his boots that looked nicely broken in.

      She’d thought she would never see him again, but then there he was, opening the door to the cab. When she’d turned and looked into his green eyes, she’d felt a small shiver roll down her spine.

      And now she would join him for some kind of Hawaiian drink in less than an hour.

      Mr. Montana.

      No, Seth Greer.

      She liked Montana better.

      She shook her head as she looked down the long, wide hallway, with its walls covered in art that reflected Hawaiian heritage.

      The tiled floor was inlaid with mosaics of turtles that carried on down the long wing. She looked at the placards by each door until she found her room, the Hala kahiki Suite. Beneath it was Pineapple Suite.

      Cool. Now she could be inside a pineapple like SpongeBob.

      She laughed at the thought. Apparently, she’d been around her young nephew and nieces far too much.

      Nah. She could never be around them enough. One day she’d have kids and they might just watch reruns of the animated show. For all she knew, it could still be going on with new episodes when hers were old enough to enjoy them.

      She swiped the keycard and was rewarded with a click as the door opened and she pushed it wide. She rolled in her suitcase behind her and looked around in wonder at the gorgeous suite.

      “Talk about spoiling the youngest McBride,” she said out loud as she let go of her case and kicked off her sandals.

      The ocean-blue carpet was deep and thick beneath her bare feet as she walked toward the floor-to-ceiling windows and patio door at the opposite side of the expansive sitting room.

      First things first.

      Golden sunlight tumbled through the glass between openings in the rich foliage surrounding the patio. She pushed open the patio door and the sweet scent of plumeria and ginger swept over her, along with the wonderfully clean and mild Hawaiian air.

      What a wonderful ocean view in the distance. The resort was deeper inland, but was high enough on the inactive volcano that she could see the stretch of sand where the dock must be.

      The water sparkled as if the ancient Hawaiian gods had tossed diamonds onto the ocean and they somehow floated on the surface.

      She moved to the edge of the patio. A soft breeze stirred loose pieces of her hair around the sides of her face as she drank in the crystal-blue sky overhead, only a few thin clouds stretched across the horizon.

      This had to be the best gift ever. She slipped inside the room and left the patio door open behind her.

      Bailey explored the suite, with its lovely sitting room including wet bar and the roomy sleeping quarters. She discovered the bulk of her luggage had been delivered as promised, waiting for her near the door

      She removed the lei and stripped out of her travel clothing. She took a shower and it was like standing beneath a warm waterfall.

      “Heaven,” she let out on a sigh. “I’m in a combination of paradise and sheer heaven.”

      While the water slid over her skin in a soft caress, her thoughts turned back to the cowboy. She’d always loved cowboys, but hadn’t dated one since attending junior college, before she’d moved on to the University of Arizona.

      Before the cowboys, she’d had a couple of relationships with nice men, but had ended them before they could go too far and get too serious.

      At the university, she’d spent most of her time with her nose in a book, studying like crazy. She’d dated here and there, including two disastrous blind dates and a promise to herself she would never do that again. She had met one genuinely good guy, but she’d decided he didn’t fit into her future plans.

      She soaped her body with a scented gel that reminded her of the plumeria lei the Hawaiian woman had gifted her with at the dock.

      Bailey tried to keep thoughts of the sexy cowboy out of her mind as she dressed, but it wasn’t easy. Especially considering she was dressing up to have a drink, and maybe even dinner, with the man.

      And what a man.

      As far as looks went, he put any guy to shame that she’d gone to school with. The only other men who came close to being as handsome were all the brothers and cousins she’d grown up with in Prescott and Prescott Valley.

      Of course looks were one thing. She’d found it difficult finding a man who could live up to the standards set by the cowboys in her life, and she really didn’t know anything about Seth.

      But yeah, he had the sexy thing going on in spades.

      

      Bailey spent the hour blow-drying her hair, applying a touch of makeup, dressing in something sexy, casual, and tropical, and exploring her suite.

      Five minutes before it was time to meet up with Seth, she slipped on her cross-body purse and dropped her keycard into it. She took a moment to close and lock the patio doors before heading out to find Seth.

      Her stomach somersaulted at least three times when she spotted him on one of the couches in the lobby. He stood the moment he saw her, and a shiver ran through her.

      Damn, he’s hot.

      All that muscle his cream western shirt couldn’t hide, powerful athletic thighs molded by dark blue Wranglers, and black boots polished to a shine. He wasn’t wearing his Stetson. He had close-cropped light brown hair and his golden-brown eyes were warm and friendly.

      Yummy.

      She had to rein herself in. Not the time to let her hormones or silly schoolgirl fantasies take over. Much worse, no time to let very adult fantasies blind her.

      Heat rose from her toes to her scalp at the appreciation glinting in his beautiful eyes. Clear as day, he liked what he saw.

      Bailey had grown up surrounded by cowboys of all shapes and sizes and temperaments. She’d known them in school, out of school, on ranches, in both 4-H and FFA, and of course at rodeos, dances, and potlucks—but she’d never found herself tongue-tied or speechless.

      Until now.

      What’s his name? What’s my name?

      “You look fantastic, Bailey.”

      Oh, yeah, that’s it.

      Warmth flushed her cheeks. “Thank you.”

      Seth’s masculine scent flowed over her as he reached her. Even though he didn’t encroach on her personal bubble, she felt the warmth and solidness of his presence, as if he was about to take her in his arms.

      She mentally shook her head. Sheesh.

      “Hi.” She tipped her head back and smiled at him. She liked how tall he was, and how he towered over her five-eight.

      His sexy smile wouldn’t quit. “How do you like your room?” he asked in his country drawl.

      She grinned. “I’m thrilled to be living in a pineapple for the next two weeks.”

      A mischievous expression crossed his features. “Like the esteemed SpongeBob SquarePants?”

      Bailey couldn’t help but laugh. “You must have been around kids at one time or another.”

      He rocked back on his boots. “Got a few nephews and nieces in the family.”

      “You can tell me about them over that drink.” She tipped her head to the side. “You called the cocktail how-something.”

      “Haupia cocktail.” He tipped his head in the direction of an entrance with Loko i‘a above the door. “The bartenders make a great version in the Fish Pond.”

      She smiled. “I’m ready when you are.”

      They fell into step and headed across the lobby, catty-corner from where they’d been standing. When they reached the lounge, Seth stood beside her in the doorway.

      On the opposite side of the bar was a wall of glass that let out onto a patio. The sunlight and tropical foliage on the other side of the window drew her.

      She glanced at Seth. “I’d love to sit out on the patio.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      They eased past a horseshoe-shaped bar polished to a shine beneath sparkling wine glasses on a rack suspended above. Her hip brushed one of the gleaming wood stools lining the bar.

      Hawaiian music played at a decent decibel, so she would be able to hold a conversation with Seth without raising her voice.

      They slipped between low tables scattered around the room and passed comfortable-looking padded armchairs in maroon fabric embroidered with gold pineapples. The tables shone like the bar and stools.

      Seth escorted Bailey to the glass doors. A pleasant breeze teased her hair as she stepped onto the patio. She gestured to a corner at the end of the patio.

      “How’s that?” she asked. “Great view of the ocean.”

      “Perfect.”

      He followed her as she wove her way through the tables. After she sank into one of the comfortable padded wicker chairs, he took the seat to the left of her.

      She shifted so she could comfortably study him. The corners of his mouth tipped into one hell of a sexy smile.

      Sigh.

      Stop that and get with the program, Bailey, she mentally chided herself.

      A server paused by their table, balancing a tray on one hand. “Aloha ‘auinalā.” A smile lit her beautiful features. “I am Kai. It is very much my pleasure to serve you.”

      Seth inclined his head in response. “Good afternoon to you, too.”

      Her smile grew brighter. “What would please you this evening?”

      “Haupia cocktails.” He held up two fingers. “One for me and one for the lady.”

      Kai nodded. “Anything else?”

      Seth glanced at Bailey and she shook her head. “That’ll be it, Kai,” he said.

      She gave another beautiful smile before slipping between tables, the tray still balanced on her hand.

      Bailey closed her eyes and felt the sunshine and cool air touch her face. The tropical scents filled her senses.

      She opened her eyes to see Seth watching her. “Can’t beat it here,” he said. “I’ve come every summer since high school, and I can’t imagine not returning.”

      “That’s the truth, you can’t beat it.” She looked out at the ocean and watched a wave crash to the shore, to be followed by another. “We don’t get this where I come from.”

      “You mentioned Arizona,” he said. “Born and raised there?”

      “Yep.” She fiddled with the charm bracelet she’d slipped on before meeting with Seth. “I grew up on the family ranch. My parents still live there, and my brothers have their own ranches in the area.”

      “How many brothers?” he asked.

      “Four.” She crossed her legs at her knees. “All older.”

      “I bet they’re protective as hell,” he said.

      “No kidding.” She laughed and shook her head. “Too protective. I guess most older brothers are.”

      “Yep.” He settled back in his chair. “You have four older brothers, while I have four younger sisters. I’m the protective older brother in the family.”

      She grinned as she thought about Seth and a houseful of sisters. “Your household must have been as crazy as mine.”

      “It still is for my parents.” He shook his head. “My sisters range in age from twenty-one down to twelve.”

      Bailey laughed. “I have nieces around the age of your youngest sister.”

      “Then you know.” He gave an exaggerated sigh. “Teenage girls.”

      “I was one once, believe it or not.” She leaned back in her chair. “And being a teenage girl can be hell.”

      “And they put boys through even more hell,” he said with both experience and amusement in his tone.

      She held back an unladylike snort. “Says the man that probably broke some girl’s heart. Probably several girls’ hearts.”

      Kai returned, carrying two cocktail glasses with a creamy white beverage, each with a black straw and topped with a purple ginger blossom. She set one in front of Bailey, and the other before Seth.

      “Enjoy.” She gave a small bow of her head, smiled, and left.

      Bailey picked up the frosty glass, which was cool and damp beneath her fingers, and she sipped the Haupia cocktail through the straw. She tasted the wonderful flavors, mulling over the Malibu Rum, white chocolate, and coconut combined with smoothie mix, with a hint of cream, too.

      She met Seth’s gaze. “I think I just discovered my new favorite drink.” She took another sip then sighed. “Definitely my new favorite drink.”

      He looked so damned handsome when he grinned. “I would say I told you so, but my mama raised me to be a gentleman.”

      This time Bailey did snort out a laugh. “Don’t let it go to your head.”

      

      Seth relaxed as he studied Bailey while she enjoyed the Haupia cocktail. She’d been beautiful with her long hair back in the braid, but with it down around her shoulders she was flat out gorgeous.

      He’d give anything at that moment to slide his fingers through the soft strands and stroke the column of her throat with a feather-light touch. He’d love to see her shiver with desire that matched his own.

      Barely holding back a groan, Seth rubbed his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. What in the hell was he doing thinking about Bailey like this, considering he barely knew her?

      “Is everything all right?” Her soft voice had him lowering his hand. “Do you have a headache?”

      He picked up his own drink and flashed her a grin. “I couldn’t feel better.” He sipped the Haupia cocktail. “I always have to have at least one when I visit Momi.”

      “I can see why.” She raised her glass, which was already less than half-full. “It goes down too easily.”

      “Since you love the Haupia cocktail, you’ll have to try malasadas at Keoki’s Bar in Olino. George makes the best I’ve ever had.”

      She sipped again, then asked. “What’s a malasada?”

      “A kind of crème-filled donut.” He rubbed his thumb on his glass. “I can take you if you’d like to go. We could hit the beach there, too.”

      She played with her straw in the remainder of her drink. “We’ll see.” She gave him a mischievous grin. “I think I would like to see you in your boots and board shorts.”

      Seth laughed. “Deal.”

      Bailey finished her drink as he took a swallow of his. She made a sucking sound with her straw as she drank the last of it.

      “Delicious.” She gave what sounded like a happy sigh. “I’m feeling pretty relaxed now.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Is relaxed another way of saying you’re tipsy?”

      She smiled. “You could say that.”

      He gestured to her glass with his own. “Would you like another?”

      She shook her head. “I think I’d better get something to eat before drinking any more.”

      “The invitation to dinner still stands.” He nearly held his breath, hoping for a yes.

      She hesitated, but only a moment. “I’d like that.”

      “Great.” He downed the last of his drink and took his wallet out of his back pocket. He left enough cash on the table for the drinks and a good tip. “I know a fun little mom and pop place, if that sounds good to you and you’re up for a short walk.”

      A pleased expression flashed across Bailey’s features. “I love family restaurants.”

      He stood and moved around her side to help slide her chair back, so she could get up from the table. She thanked him as she moved away, and he pushed the chair in.

      They left the restaurant and said goodbye to Kai on their way out.

      She gave a slight bow as they left. “Mahalo nui loa.”

      “What did Kai say?” Bailey asked while Seth escorted her to the resort’s front entrance. “I know mahalo means thank you, but not the rest.”

      Seth held the door open for her. “She said thank you very much.”

      “It’s so gorgeous out here.” Her chest rose and fell as she inhaled deeply before letting out her breath. “And it smells wonderful. All the tropical greenery, the flowers, the ocean. It’s amazing.”

      “One of the many reasons I love Hawaii.” He gestured to a path that led farther up from the resort, pleased to get to show her some of his favorite places. “Especially Momi.”

      She fell into step beside him. “Where is the restaurant?”

      “The restaurant is Leilani, which is in a small village known as Mahina.” He stole glances at her while they walked. “Leilani means heavenly flower, and the moon is mahina.”

      “Got it,” she said with a smile that warmed his insides.

      Bailey was animated with her pleasure and excitement as Seth pointed out the broad-leafed elephant ears, golden pothos, and ferns, as well as more colorful foliage like coleus and snowbush. She loved the kamani trees with their large yellow flowers that were abundant on Momi.

      Hibiscus and lantana both grew in Arizona, and she was familiar with ginger and bird of paradise. However, she was not so familiar with other plants native to Hawaii, like heliconia and protea.

      He took her along a path that went behind Mahina. They walked out of the tropical paradise into the small village at the far end.

      “I love this,” she said. “It’s tucked away, like a jewel.”

      “That’s a good way of putting it.”

      Small shops made of stone with carved wood pillars, roofs made of palm fronds, and open windows, lined the narrow village street. Bailey watched kids chasing each other beneath palm trees while a man played a ukulele in front of a canoe rental place.

      “A river with a great waterfall isn’t far,” he said, and her eyes lit up. “You can get to a fern grotto by canoe. It’s amazing, and since Momi is such a small island, it’s a best-kept secret.”

      “I want to see it all.” She clapped her hands together. “I’m so glad I have two weeks to explore everything.”

      “That’s how long I’ll be here this time around,” he said. “I’d stay longer, but business calls.” He pointed to a small, open-air restaurant that looked filled to the brim with customers. “There’s Leilani.”

      Bailey put her palm to her stomach. “I can’t remember the last time I ate today. Don’t be surprised if I eat everything on the menu.”

      He laughed. “You’d love it all.”

      When they walked through the doorway, they were greeted by the owner, who hugged Seth. “Where have you been?” the large woman asked while sweeping him and Bailey through the archway. “Come in, come in.”

      “Yeah, it’s been too long.” Seth turned to Bailey. “Meet Hokulani, the owner of Leilani.” He in turn introduced the woman to Bailey. “I’ve known Hokulani since I first came to the island, back when I was a teenager.”

      “Aloha ahiahi, lovely lady,” Hokulani said to Bailey. “Welcome.”

      Bailey smiled. “Aloha.”

      Hokulani turned to Seth and spoke in Hawaiian. “The first time you’ve brought a young lady to meet me.”

      Seth grinned and responded in English. “There’s a first time for everything.”

      Hokulani laughed and scooted them to an open table near the window. She left them with a promise to return with water. Cool air pushed its way through the large open space, chased by scents that he always identified with the island.

      Laughter and chatter filled the small restaurant. A holder on the table gripped a handful of menus, and Seth grabbed one for Bailey and one for himself. “Have you eaten traditional Hawaiian food?”

      “Never.” She shook her head. “What do you recommend?”

      “Everything here.” He pointed to the menu. “Are you picky or squeamish?”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Depends.”

      “Fair enough.” He folded his arms on the tabletop and leaned forward. “I promise if you’re adventurous, you’ll enjoy the food.”

      “That sounds like a challenge.” She grinned. “You’re on.”

      
        
        Read more of Midnight With You Here!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Cheyenne McCray

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        (in reading order)

      

        

      
        ~Contemporary Cowboys~

      

        

      
        “King Creek Cowboy” Series

        The McLeods

        Country Heat

        Country Thunder

        Country Storm

        Country Rain

      

        

      
        “Riding Tall 2” Series

        The McBrides Too

        Amazed by You

        Loved by You

        Midnight With You

        Wild for You

        Sold on You

      

        

      
        “Riding Tall” Series

        The McBrides

        Branded For You

        Roping Your Heart

        Fencing You In

        Tying You Down

        Playing With You

        Crazy For You

        Hot For You

        Made For You

        Held By You

        Belong To You

      

        

      
        “Rough and Ready” Series

        The Camerons

        Silk and Spurs

        Lace and Lassos

        Champagne and Chaps

        Satin and Saddles

        Roses and Rodeo (with Creed McBride)

        Lingerie and Lariats

        Lipstick and Leather

      

        

      
        “Armed and Dangerous” Series

        Zack

        Luke

        Clay

        Kade

        Alex (novella)

      

        

      
        ~Romantic Suspense~

      

        

      
        “Deadly Intent” Series

        Hidden Prey

        No Mercy

        Taking Fire

        Point Blank

      

        

      
        “Recovery Enforcement Division” Series

        Ruthless

        Fractured

        Vendetta

      

        

      
        Single Title

        Chosen Prey

      

        

      
        Save by purchasing Boxed Sets

      

        

      
        Riding Tall the First Boxed Set

        Includes

        Branded for You

        Roping Your Heart

        Fencing You In

      

        

      
        Riding Tall the Second Boxed Set

        Includes

        Tying You Down

        Playing with You

        Crazy for You

      

        

      
        Riding Tall the Third Boxed Set

        Includes

        Hot for You

        Made for You

        Held by You

        Belong to You

      

        

      
        Rough and Ready Boxed Set One

        Includes

        Silk and Spurs

        Lace and Lassos

        Champagne and Chaps

      

        

      
        Rough and Ready Boxed Set Two

        Includes

        Satin and Saddles

        Roses and Rodeo

        Lingerie and Lariats

      

        

      
        Armed and Dangerous the Collection

        Includes

        Zack

        Luke

        Clay

        Kade

      

        

      
        ~Paranormal Romance~

      

        

      
        “Dark Sorcery” Series

        The Forbidden

        The Seduced

        The Wicked

        One Breath (novella)

        The Shadows

        The Dark

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Cheyenne

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Cheyenne McCray]
        

      

      Cheyenne McCray is an award-winning, New York Times and USA Today best-selling author who grew up on a ranch in southeastern Arizona and has written over one hundred published novels and novellas. Chey also writes cozy mysteries as Deb Ries. She delights in creating stories of suspense, love, and redemption with characters and worlds her readers can get lost in. Chey and her husband live with their two dogs in Arizona where she enjoys crazy quilting, reading, and, of course, writing.

      

      Find out more about Chey, how to contact her, and her books at https://cheyennemccray.com.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Sign up for Cheyenne’s Newsletter

        to keep up with Chey and her latest novels

        http://cheyennemccray.com/newsletter

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

        [image: Amazon icon] Amazon

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by Cheyenne McCray LLC

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual business establishments, events, locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

    

  

cover.jpeg
i

o
STSELLINGREFTOR
= S






images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





