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      Dust billowed out behind the ranch hands’ horses as they rode up to the fence. Justin McLeod jogged toward the gate to open it for his men who were coming in from work for lunch. Laughter and good-natured banter could be heard over the sound of horse hooves striking earth.

      Justin couldn’t help a grin at how the men fell all over themselves to watch their language when they spotted Kaycee, Justin’s stepdaughter.

      Kaycee stood on the bottom rail of the fence, looking wistful as she watched the men come in. The Arizona spring breeze teased loose hair that had escaped her long braid. Her gaze remained fixed on the horses as they trotted closer. The girl loved horses more than anything, but after her accident with Thunder five months ago, she hadn’t been able to get back on one. Not even on Sunshine, her spirited but sweet Appaloosa mare.

      “Heya, Kaycee.” Bear, Justin’s younger brother, strode up from inside the barn as he called out to the twelve-year-old. “Didn’t see you here.”

      She looked over her shoulder and smiled. “Hi, Bear. I just got home from a walk with Rock.” She glanced at Rock, the German shepherd that was now watching the cowboys coming in.

      Justin still couldn’t get used to the idea that Kaycee was here to stay and this was her home now. Her mother, Carrie—Justin’s ex-wife—had passed away from brain cancer earlier in the year, and Justin was Kaycee’s only remaining family. Truth was, he’d always loved the girl as his own, and he felt blessed to have her back in his life. But it was a shame her momma had died so young.

      Bear reached Kaycee and stood beside her, one foot on the bottom rail and resting his arms on the top rail, as Justin opened the gate and let the men and their horses through.

      “What are you doing here?” Kaycee asked Bear over the sound of the men and horses.

      Justin closed the gate and latched it as Bear nodded in the direction of the barn. “Checking in on Gracie and making sure the infection is clearing up in that wicked cut on her flank.”

      “Do you like being a vet?” Kaycee shifted her feet on the fence. “I think that would be an awesome job.”

      Bear gave a slow nod. “Best career ever.”

      “Next to being a cowboy.” Justin pushed his Stetson up with one finger. “Nothing beats riding the range and rounding up a few hundred head of cattle.”

      Bear smiled. “Been awhile since I’ve been on a roundup.”

      Kaycee sighed. “I might never find out.”

      Bear nudged Kaycee with his elbow. “I heard about a new horse therapist in King Creek. Might be good to stop by and see her. She works with kids and horses.”

      A nervous look crossed Kaycee’s features. “I don’t know if I can get on a horse again.”

      Justin crossed his arms over his chest and looked from Bear to Kaycee. “Sounds worth checking into, kiddo. You’ve always loved horses and you’re a dang fine rider. I’m sure Sunshine misses your rides.”

      Kaycee rubbed her collarbone, which she’d broken after the bad fall from Justin’s horse, Thunder. “I don’t know, Dad. I’m not sure I can.”

      “The therapist’s name is Miranda Hawthorne.” Bear dug his wallet from his back pocket and pulled out a business card. He handed the card to Justin before tucking his wallet away. “I picked up her card from the feed and tack store on Main. Old Hoss Jones told me about her. Guess she helped out one of his son’s boys.”

      Justin studied the card. “Address is out by Maxine’s ranch.”

      Bear nodded. “Seems she bought a couple of acres from Maxine and set up shop.”

      Justin glanced at Kaycee. “What do you think?”

      Her throat worked. “I don’t know, Dad,” she said again.

      He rested his hand on her shoulder. “No pressure, Kaycee. We’ll talk about it later.” She got down from the fence and he added, “Got homework?”

      “Too much.” She pushed her long braid over her shoulder. “My math teacher hates me and gave me extra homework for being ten seconds late for class.”

      Justin tugged her braid. “Next time get there ten seconds early.”

      Kaycee grumbled. “I wasn’t the only one late, but I was the only one who got homework. Just because I came in last. Mr. Norton really does hate me.”

      “I’ll let you in on a secret,” Bear said. “Mr. Norton hated me, too.”

      Kaycee’s eyes widened. “I knew he was old, but I didn’t know he’s that old.”

      Justin laughed and Bear grinned. “He’s ancient.”

      “I can’t believe he’d hate you,” Kaycee said. “You’re so nice.” Her lips twisted into a mischievous grin as she jerked her thumb at Justin. “Dad, on the other hand, I could understand.”

      “Hey.” Justin gave her his best disapproving dad look. “Best behave, young lady.”

      Kaycee laughed. “I fed and brushed down Candy before I went for a walk, Dad.”

      “Good.” Justin smiled at her. At least she wasn’t afraid of horses, other than Thunder, and took care of her mare. “Now get washed up for lunch.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Like I need my dad to tell me to get washed up.” She started for the house, then turned and walked backward a few steps. “See ya, Bear.”

      “Later, Kaycee.” Bear waved, then brought his attention back to Justin when Kaycee turned away. “Think she’ll see the horse therapist?” he asked when the girl was out of earshot.

      Justin thought about it as he tucked the business card into his wallet and slid it into his back pocket. “It might take some convincing, but I’ll work on her. Gently.”

      “Good.” Bear tugged his hat lower on his brow. “I’ve got to get back to the clinic. Have a few appointments this afternoon. With Mrs. Clementson coming in at one, I’d better not be late.”

      “She’s as old as Norton and just as mean,” Justin said. “I didn’t know she was still around.”

      “Yep.” Bear smiled. “Her cat is a sweetheart, though, so there’s that saving grace.”

      “Poor cat.”

      Bear laughed. “Nah. The woman dotes on Princess.”

      Justin fell into step with Bear, Rock at his heels. “Then I guess Mrs. Clementson can’t be all that bad.”

      Bear opened the door and climbed into his truck. “See you, bro.”

      Justin gave his brother a nod before turning toward the house and heading to the back door that led into the big kitchen where all the men gathered for lunch. Hopefully there would be something left to eat. Rock loped ahead of him and slipped in through the doggy door.

      The scrape of chair legs against the floor told him he was too late before he even went inside. When he pushed the door open, his men were already getting up from the table and thanking the cook, Shari, before heading his way.

      “Good chow, boss,” Henry said as he passed. “Too bad there’s none left for you.”

      John’s laugh boomed out. “That’s ’cause Henry ate your share.”

      “That’s what they think.” Kaycee came up from behind the men, holding a plate piled high with food. “Shari and I saved you some.”

      “Aw, shucks,” Davie said from behind Kaycee. “Thought we got it all.”

      The men chuckled, slapped western hats on their heads, and headed out the back door.

      “Thanks, ladies.” Justin took the plate Kaycee offered and sat down on a bench seat at the big wooden table.

      “You’re welcome,” Shari said. “Next time you just might miss out.”

      Justin smiled at the cook as she placed silverware and a napkin beside him. “Yes’m, Miss Shari.”

      “Humph.” Shari didn’t like any of the men to be late to a meal, including the boss.

      Kaycee plopped down across the table from Justin with her own half-eaten plate of food. “I barely made it in time.” She lowered her voice as she pointed to the plate with her fork. “For cornbread and beans, these aren’t bad.”

      Justin dug into his beans and took a big bite. After he chewed and swallowed, he grabbed a bottle from the middle of the table. “Needs hot sauce.”

      Justin enjoyed talking with Kaycee. The almost-teen was easy to have a conversation with and she didn’t mind being seen talking to her dad. The girl had never known her biological father, who’d been killed in a mining accident before she was born.

      “I like living here.” Kaycee held a piece of cornbread in her hand. “I missed it after Mom moved us to Toledo.” She looked solemn as she added, “I missed you, too, Dad.”

      Hearing her call him “Dad” warmed his heart. “I missed you, honey.” Kaycee had lived with him from the time she was four until shortly after her tenth birthday. It had torn him up after his ex had taken off with the girl and refused to give him visitation. He hadn’t wanted to put the girl through a legal challenge, so he’d backed off, but had still called Kaycee regularly. Since Carrie had never let him adopt her, he’d had no claim. But now he was working on the adoption.

      “I miss Mom, though.” Kaycee pushed beans around on her plate. “I just wish she’d never moved us and that she was still here.”

      Justin nodded, not knowing what to say. Sometimes it was better just to listen.

      Kaycee perked up. “I saw two roadrunners and a cactus wren this morning when I went for a walk with Rock. All the wildflowers that are blooming now are beautiful.”

      “You watch out for rattlesnakes?” Justin felt safer knowing Rock was with Kaycee when she went for walks in the desert. The dog would alert Kaycee to potential danger, and even get between Kaycee and that danger.

      Kaycee nodded. “I’m careful.”

      “Good girl.”

      Justin had waited for Kaycee to start acting out because she’d lost her mother and had been taken from what she was used to for the two years she’d been gone. So far, she hadn’t. He taken her to a child therapist for nearly six months, until she decided she didn’t want to go anymore.

      Kaycee set her fork on her plate. “The guys talked about the King Creek Rodeo before you came in.”

      Justin wrapped his hand around his water glass. “It’s coming up in a few months.”

      Kaycee hesitated a moment. “I got really good at barrel racing before Mom moved us to Toledo.”

      Justin nodded. “And you were doing a fine job training after you moved back.”

      Kaycee blew out an audible breath. “Do you think a horse therapist can help me ride again?”

      “It’s worth a shot.” Justin studied the girl. “The fact that you’re thinking about it is a big step forward. I think that means you’re ready to work on it.”

      “I want to compete in the rodeo.” Kaycee met his gaze. “But every time I think about riding, I get this cold feeling in my chest and my collarbone hurts.”

      He gave Kaycee a gentle smile. “I’ll give her a call and we’ll take it a day at a time. Sound good to you?”

      Kaycee nodded slowly. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

      After they finished lunch, Justin went into his study and pulled the business card out of his wallet. He sat in the leather chair behind his desk and tugged his cell out of the phone holster on his belt.

      He studied the card a moment before dialing the number.

      “This is Miranda,” a woman said after the second ring. She had a sexy, slightly husky sound to her voice, a voice that could give a man fantasies.

      Justin had never been turned on by just a woman’s voice before. Hell, for all he knew she was in her seventies and looked like a scrawny bird. That tempered his fantasies at once.

      “This is Justin McLeod.” He glanced at the card that was still between his fingers. “My daughter was thrown from a horse a few months ago and has been terrified to ride again. I hear you can help kids like her.”

      “Yes.” A smile was in the woman’s voice. “I’d be happy to meet with her. What’s your daughter’s name?”

      “Kaycee.” Justin tapped the card on his desktop. “She’s twelve, nearly thirteen.”

      “I have an opening Tuesday afternoon at four-thirty.” A horse neighed in the background as Miranda spoke. “Will that give you time to get her here after she comes home from school?”

      “Plenty,” Justin said. “I see from your address you’re out by Maxine Taylor.”

      “I’m in a mobile home not too far off the road until my house is built,” Miranda said. “You can’t miss it.”

      “We’ll see you Tuesday.” Justin leaned back in his chair. “Thank you.”

      “See you then,” Miranda said before she ended the call.

      Justin holstered his phone and slid the card back into his wallet. His girl was that much closer to being able to ride again.
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      Miranda Hawthorne pocketed her phone as she strode toward the portable corral where she helped kids and adults with disabilities learn how to ride or help them shed their fears, whatever the cause. After her house was built, she’d have a permanent set-up. The only thing she’d managed to have finished so far was the barn.

      “One step at a time,” she told herself. She’d never been a patient person when it came to her personal life.

      That wasn’t entirely true. She’d been patient with her fiancé, Craig, trying to help him through his alcohol addiction. Even after he started hitting her, she’d tried to get him through it.

      When she came to her senses, when she realized she’d done all she could do, and that she didn’t owe it to him to take his abuse, she’d left.

      And here she was. King Creek, Arizona, a place where she hoped Craig would never find her.

      She missed Craig—or rather she missed the man he’d been before, the one she’d known since they were kids. She’d always believed alcohol only made a person more of what they already were inside, and she hadn’t been able to understand how the man she loved could have a switch flipped like it had, where he went from kind to belligerent and abusive.

      It was why she had taken the abuse at first. Something had been wrong, and she’d wanted to help him.

      But she didn’t deserve that kind of treatment and it wasn’t up to her to fix him.

      Now, if only the final court document would just make it to her, she’d feel like the whole things was over and done with. She’d managed to get him to sign the papers and they were being processed, but she didn’t feel like her life was completely severed from his, like everything was in limbo until she saw the papers that told her she could move on.

      Miranda slid her hands into her back pockets as she watched her pair of chestnut Morgans trot around the corral. She’d named them Star and Socks, names that a kid would like that invoked thoughts of the horses being gentle and sweet.

      Which they were. Two of the sweetest mares she’d ever known. Star was a little more spirited, so Miranda let her kids work their way up from Socks to Star.

      As she watched the horses, her thoughts turned to Justin McLeod. His reputation preceded him. She’d heard about him in town. One of her newest acquaintances, a woman named Jennifer, used to date Justin McLeod and said he was a womanizer.

      Too bad. He’s sounded entirely sexy over the phone. But a womanizer was the last thing she needed.

      She sighed. She didn’t know why her thoughts had turned in that direction. She didn’t need a man at all. Not to mention she needed the finality of her divorce papers before she could even think of a relationship.

      Socks and Star trotted up to her as she let herself into the corral. “Hello, beauties.” She stroked their foreheads, first one and then the other. “You girls look frisky today.”

      Star snorted and Socks tossed her head. Miranda smiled and tugged a couple of carrots out of her back pocket.

      “Here you go, lovies.” She held out one in each hand and felt the velvety softness of their muzzles against her palms as they each took a carrot.

      Miranda stood between them and rubbed Star’s neck as she crunched her carrot. After rubbing Star behind her ears, she turned to Socks and gave her equal attention.

      She glanced at her watch. Roseanne would be here with her mom soon. Roseanne had been one of her clients since she’d moved to King Creek several months ago. She was a sweet girl with Down syndrome, and she’d slowly made progress over the months and enjoyed being on a horse.

      Roseanne would not be able to ride a horse alone, but she loved being led around the corral and adored Socks and Star. She wanted her own horse, but her mother wasn’t up for that kind of responsibility. She preferred to bring Roseanne to Miranda, and Miranda enjoyed the time with her client.

      She smiled to herself. She liked her life in King Creek and loved Arizona. The wildflowers were gorgeous this spring and many of the cacti were in bloom, too. A slightly cool breeze played with tendrils of hair at her nape, beneath her ponytail.

      Her phone vibrated in her pocket and she drew it out and checked the screen.

      Cold washed over her as she saw the name on the screen.

      Craig.

      How had he gotten her number? She hadn’t taken his name out of her contacts in case he did reach her someday, but she had hoped he never would.

      But there he was. Calling her.

      She swallowed past the tightness in her chest and stared at his name until the vibrations stopped and the call went to voicemail.

      A few moments later, a message popped up on her screen. She had a message.

      She shook her head and pocketed her phone. She had no interest in hearing a message from Craig. He’d gotten incredibly possessive and jealous to the point that he was following her around town, going through her laptop, demanding to check her emails and social media messages.

      It had been all she could do to get out of town without him finding her. She had made her parents promise to not give Craig any information about her, including her whereabouts and her new phone number.

      Did Mom or Dad tell Craig?

      They hadn’t understood why she hadn’t stayed with him. She couldn’t get herself to tell them about him hitting her. They’d all known Craig for so long, and their families were friends.

      Even though they hadn’t understood, they had finally promised not to tell him anything about her life now. So how did he find her number?

      Miranda clenched her jaw. Damn it. She didn’t need him calling her and didn’t need feeling stressed every time the phone rang, hoping it wasn’t him. Sooner or later she’d have to talk to him, but right now she preferred not to deal with it.

      She would, soon enough. And hopefully stop any future calls from the one man she had removed from her life and didn’t intend to let back in.
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      Miranda waited for her newest client out by the corral. Today she would meet Kaycee—and the bad boy cowboy everyone had warned her about, Justin McLeod. She had no problem putting him in his place if need be.

      The sound of a powerful motor caught her attention and she looked in the direction of the highway, which ran along her property, a quarter mile from where she was having her home built.

      A blue truck slowed and stopped at the entrance from the highway then turned onto her dirt road. She watched the vehicle approach until the owner parked it in front of the barn. A man and a young lady climbed out of the truck.

      Miranda walked toward the pair and smiled at the girl, who she assumed was Kaycee. The man—holy crap was he hot—she nodded to, but then focused on the girl.

      The girl smiled back, but it was a nervous smile. Miranda extended her hand and the girl took it. “Hi, I’m Miranda. You must be Kaycee.”

      Kaycee had a firm grip for a young lady. “Pleased to meet you.”

      Miranda released Kaycee’s hand and she turned toward the man. “Are you Justin McLeod?”

      “Yes’m.” Justin had a smile so sensual that it did funny things to her insides. Definitely someone to stay clear of, especially after all that she’d heard. “Pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      Miranda took the hand Justin offered and had to force a smile instead of melting right in front of him and his daughter. Damn, but he was beyond sexy.

      She released his hand as fast as was polite, then focused on Kaycee. “Come meet Star and Socks.”

      Kaycee fell into step beside Miranda while Justin followed to the corral. She picked up a clipboard she’d left on a fifty-gallon barrel by the corral and handed it to Justin. “Please fill this out while I introduce Kaycee to the horses.”

      Justin accepted the clipboard. “Will do.”

      Miranda turned toward Kaycee who watched the mares trot up to the fence.

      “They’re beautiful.” Kaycee glanced at Miranda. “Are they Morgans?”

      “Yes.” Miranda nodded. “I’ve had them since they were fillies.”

      “Can I pet them?” Kaycee asked.

      “Absolutely.” Miranda was pleased to see the girl wasn’t afraid of horses.

      Kaycee stroked Star’s forehead and the marking that had given her the name. “You must be Star. You are so gorgeous.”

      The horse made a soft sound of approval

      Kaycee turned to the other mare and looked her over, her gaze taking in the horse’s four white sock markings. She stroked the mare’s forehead. “I see you are Socks. You’re just as gorgeous as Star.”

      Socks bobbed her head and Kaycee grinned.

      Miranda kept her focus on Kaycee, but she couldn’t help but feel Justin behind her. His powerful presence made it impossible to completely ignore him.

      “Would you like to go into the corral with the girls?” Miranda asked.

      Kaycee hesitated, fear flicking over her features. “I can’t ride. I—I can’t get on a horse. Not now.”

      Miranda smiled gently. “You don’t have to. You can just go in and get to know them better.”

      “Okay.” Kaycee took a deep breath. “I can do that.”

      Miranda opened the gate and Kaycee walked in.

      Outside the corral the girl had seemed calm and fairly at ease with the horses. Now she looked terrified, as if Miranda would force her to ride one of the mares.

      “It’s okay,” Miranda said quietly. “We’re just going to pet the girls. Nothing else.”

      Kaycee nodded. She raised her hand, which trembled a little, and started to stroke Star’s neck. “I can tell you’re a good girl,” she said to the horse. “You’re sweet.”

      Star snorted. Behind her, Socks lipped Kaycee’s braid.

      Kaycee startled, then laughed, a slightly nervous laugh as she turned to Socks. “As long as you don’t pull,” she said with a smile.

      Both horses loved attention, and Miranda caught Star by her harnesses and stroked the mare’s sleek side as Kaycee spoke softly to Socks, telling her what a beautiful girl she was.

      “Do you have a horse of your own?” Miranda asked.

      “An Appaloosa.” Kaycee glanced over her shoulder. “Her name is Sunshine.”

      Miranda smiled. “I’d love to meet Sunshine.”

      “She’s a great horse.” Kaycee sounded sad as she added, “I miss riding her.”

      “Would you like to lead Socks around the corral?” Miranda asked.

      Kaycee was quiet a moment. “Yes,” she finally said.

      Miranda took a lead that hung from the fence and snapped it to Socks’ bridal. “She’s gentle.”

      Kaycee took the lead from Miranda and guided Socks away from Miranda and Star. She walked beside the mare, who kept up a slow and easy pace. Since they were six months old, Miranda had trained both horses to pay attention to the needs of her clients. The two were intuitive.

      Miranda held Star’s bridle as she watched Kaycee walk with Socks. “You’re doing great,” Miranda said, loud enough for the girl to hear.

      Kaycee didn’t respond but looked a little more relaxed as she guided Socks around the ring. Truth was Socks didn’t need guiding because she knew exactly what to do. But it was good that Kaycee felt comfortable enough with the horse.

      “She’s doing great.” Justin’s deep voice came from behind Miranda, startling her.

      She’d actually forgotten he was there, no small feat considering how he had affected her.

      Miranda glanced over her shoulder. Damn, but he was good looking. Too much so.

      “She’ll be on a horse soon, Mr. McLeod.” Miranda offered him a smile. “Not today, and maybe not even next time, but soon.”

      “It’s Justin.” He smiled in return. “It will be good to see her in the saddle again. She always did love horses.”

      Miranda turned her attention back to Kaycee but couldn’t block out Justin’s effect on her.

      She couldn’t remember ever being so attracted to a man. Whatever he had going for him, he had it in spades.

      Kaycee continued to talk to Socks as they moved around the corral.

      “She has a way with animals, I’d bet,” Miranda said loud enough for Justin to hear.

      “She does.” Justin seemed closer than before, but she didn’t dare look at him. “It’s been tough for her since the accident. She won’t go near my horse, Thunder, the one that threw her, and she’d always loved him. He’s a good horse, just spirited.”

      Miranda looked over her shoulder and looked into Justin’s bottle-green eyes. Mistake. “Why did he throw her?” she managed to get out.

      “A neighbor’s dog chased a rabbit too close to Thunder’s hind legs. It startled him and he ended up throwing Kaycee.” Justin shook his head. “He’d never done anything like that before, or I wouldn’t have let her ride him. Just a bad incident.”

      Miranda focused on Kaycee again. “She was injured?”

      “Broke her collarbone,” Justin said. “To be honest, even with the injury, it surprised me that she refused to get back on a horse after she fully recovered.”

      “She’s still young.” Miranda studied Kaycee’s expression and posture, and she looked relaxed and comfortable. “That was a traumatic event. Every child reacts differently to trauma.”

      Miranda wished Justin would move from behind her. Every nerve ending she had seemed to tingle just from him being so close. She wanted to tell him to move, but that was silly. What would she say? “Please move because you’re too hot to ignore?”

      She blew out her breath and moved into the corral with Star. “How would you like to walk Star now?” she asked as Kaycee approached.

      “Sure.” Kaycee came to a stop with Socks, in front of Miranda and Star.

      Miranda took the lead and removed it from Socks’ bridle, then snapped it onto Star’s. Kaycee grasped the lead and guided Star onto the path she’d been walking with the other mare.

      Miranda moved away from Justin toward the gate, bringing Socks along with her. She leaned back against a fencepost as she watched Kaycee with Star. She prayed Justin would stay right where he was.

      No such luck. He moved closer again. “Where would you like me to put the clipboard? I filled out her medical history, what I know of it.”

      She turned toward him. “You don’t know all of her medical history?”

      He shook his head. “Kaycee is my stepdaughter and she just moved back with me after her mom passed several months ago. I’m in the process of adopting her, and right now I have legal guardian rights. Her medical records are being transferred to her doctor here, and then I’ll know more.”

      Miranda studied the man in front of her. “She lived with you at some time?”

      Justin gave a slow nod. “She and her mama lived here for several years.” He looked frustrated as he added, “I missed her like hell when Carrie moved them away.”

      It sounded like the situation involved a longer story. “Kaycee must miss her mother.”

      “She does,” Justin said. “But she’s settled in here again. She loves the ranch and says she missed it the two years they were gone.”

      “I’ll bet she did.” Miranda watched Kaycee round the corral again with Star.

      “How long have you been doing this?” Justin asked.

      His voice, so close, sent a thrill down her spine.

      Damn it.

      “Eight years.” Miranda shifted her position, moving to her right so that she wasn’t so close to him. “After I graduated from college, I started my practice outside a mid-sized Texas town, where I grew up. Decided to move here, and am still settling in.”

      “We’re far enough away from Phoenix that it’s still like a small town here.” Justin’s voice was nearer now and she nearly groaned aloud. “But close enough that you’ll probably get plenty of business with folks coming out here.”

      “It’s going well.” Which was the truth. She’d been surprised at how many clients she now had in such a short time.

      “What all do you do for kids?” he asked.

      “I help kids and adults with disabilities get comfortable around horses, and if they are capable, I teach them to ride.” She adjusted her position against the fencepost. “What I do is based on the client’s needs and what he or she is capable of, either physically or emotionally, or both.”

      “You must enjoy what you do,” he said.

      She pushed away from the fencepost and turned to him. “It has to be one of the most rewarding careers in the world.”

      “That says a lot right there.” Justin smiled. “And I just got through telling Kaycee that being a cowboy was the best career. I might have to rethink it.”

      Miranda couldn’t help but respond to his smile. God, he was driving her crazy. “I’m sure being a cowboy has its own rewards.”

      “Yep.” He looked at Kaycee, and Miranda followed his gaze.

      Kaycee came closer with Star, a smile on her pretty face.

      “I think that’s enough for one day.” Miranda strode toward Kaycee and the mare. “You’ve done great.”

      “Star and Socks are wonderful horses.” Kaycee handed Star’s lead to Miranda. “I really liked walking them.”

      Miranda smiled at Kaycee. “What do you say to coming back next Tuesday?”

      The girl nodded. “I’d love to see them again.”

      “I’ll talk to your dad and we’ll set it up.”

      Miranda walked with Kaycee to the gate and let them both out before shutting the gate firmly behind them. Miranda reached into her back pocket and brought out two horse cookies that she’d purchased from an online specialty store. “Would you like to feed them while I talk with your dad?”

      Kaycee took the treats that Miranda held out. “Yes.”

      Miranda and Justin moved off to the side. “Same time next Tuesday?” she asked.

      He looked thoughtful for a moment. “Yeah, I think that will work just fine.”

      “Good.” She picked up the clipboard and flipped through it. “I think there’s enough here for now. When you get her records, let me know if there’s anything else that you feel needs to be added.”

      “Will do.” He hesitated. “Ms. Hawthorne, I hope you don’t mind if I ask you a question.”

      “Call me Miranda.” She tilted her head to the side. “Depends on the question.”

      He cleared his throat. “I was wondering if you’d like to have a drink with me later this week at Mickey’s Bar and Grill.”

      Miranda tried not to look surprised. He’d taken her completely off guard.

      “I don’t date the parents of clients,” she said slowly, trying to keep her tone neutral while wanting to say, “Yes, absolutely.” And of course, there was always the late divorce document.

      He gave her a lopsided grin. “Then don’t call it a date. Call it a drink with a parent of one of your clients.”

      She tried not to smile as she shook her head. “Nope. But thank you for asking.”

      He shrugged. “Had to try.”

      Kaycee walked up and Miranda extended her hand to Justin. “Thank you for bringing Kaycee to the ranch. It’s been nice meeting and spending time with her.”

      She didn’t add, “And you.”

      “It’s a pleasure.” He took her hand and held it firmly again before releasing it.

      She had to hold back a sigh. She was so attracted to him that it was killing her to hold it inside.

      Kaycee hugged her and gave her a big smile. “Thanks, Miranda.”

      The girl’s smile was enough to warm Miranda through. What a great kid, she thought.

      They said their goodbyes and Justin touched the brim of his cowboy hat and gave her a wink before turning away with Kaycee. He settled his hand on the girl’s shoulders and they walked to his truck, Kaycee chatting and Justin responding with a laugh.

      Miranda watched her new client and the girl’s beyond sexy dad. She found herself staring at his Wrangler-clad ass, unable to take her gaze off his incredible backside. Hell, everything about him screamed sex. It had been so long since she’d had any, that she was certain that was the reason why she found him so enticing.

      Justin McLeod was nothing but trouble, as far as she was concerned. He’d grabbed her attention from the beginning, and she wanted him so badly she could taste it.

      The part about not dating clients’ parents hadn’t been part of her rules until now. For one, she’d never been in that position before, and two, it was probably a good idea.

      When it came to Justin, it was a real good idea to keep her distance in whatever way she could.

      Still, she couldn’t help but think about his rugged good looks—the way his afternoon stubble roughened his jaw, the cleft in his chin, and the clear coolness of his green eyes. He was broad-shouldered and long and lean, perfectly toned for a cowboy. He wore his western hat low on his brows, but pushed it up a bit while he talked with her, making it easier for her to see his beautiful eyes.

      And when he’d walked away from her, she hadn’t been able to take her gaze off that incredible ass.

      A groan rose up in her throat. How the hell was she going to manage to keep her cool around the man, not to mention keep her distance from him? Maybe he’d send someone else with Kaycee the next time. One could hope.

      She wasn’t sure that if he asked again, she’d be able to tell him no.

      Her phone vibrated in her pocket and she absently looked at the screen. Craig.

      Miranda clenched the phone in her fist. It had to be the twentieth time he’d called since last week, and she’d ignored it every time. She was going to have to deal with him sooner or later, so she might as well do it now.

      She pressed the answer icon and brought the phone to her ear. “Hello?” She didn’t want him to know she knew exactly who had been calling.

      “Miranda?” Craig’s voice. “I’ve been trying to reach you for a while.”

      “I’ve been busy.” She kept her tone distant. “What can I do for you?”

      “What can you do for me?” He sounded hurt. “I’m not a client or a salesperson.”

      She sighed. “I know. But I’m busy and I don’t know why you’re calling.”

      “I need to see you.” A sense of urgency came through the connection. “It’s important.”

      “We’re through, Craig.” She stared at Superstition Mountains in the distance, wishing she was hiking there now, hearing nothing but the peace of the place, not listening to her ex. “There’s no reason to see each other or for you to call me.”

      “Damn it, Miranda.” Craig’s words had a harder edge now. “You’re my fiancée and you should be here with me.”

      Miranda let out a harsh laugh. “I haven’t been your fiancée for nearly a year, so don’t even go there. Let me make this clear. We are finished and I don’t want you to call me again.”

      “Please, Miranda.” Now he’d turned to begging. “Don’t do this. I need you.”

      “No.” She gripped her phone tighter. “Do not call me again.” She softened her tone. “Take care, Craig.”

      She disconnected the call and completely shut down her phone. If he called her a hundred times, she wouldn’t even feel the phone vibrate. She needed the break from technology anyway.

      The Superstitions rose up from their isolated location in the valley. A beautiful monument to nature.

      Hiking was a real good idea. She didn’t have any clients for the rest of the afternoon and she needed to get away.

      Her thoughts turned from her frustration with Craig to meeting Justin McLeod. Holy hell, she’d never wanted anyone like she wanted him. The feelings had come out of nowhere and she had no idea how to deal with them. And on top of it, he’d asked her out. At least she’d managed to shut him down.

      But she hadn’t wanted to. She’d wanted to say “Yes” in the worst way.

      She closed her eyes for a moment. It had been way too long since she’d had a healthy relationship. She’d been with Craig for a long time, and before he became an addict, it had been a good relationship. But they’d both changed, unfortunately Craig for the worst. She would never allow herself to be in that position again.

      Miranda headed for her temporary home. It was a nice mobile home, but she wanted her own house as soon as possible. One that didn’t have wheels and that she could settle in permanently.

      She glanced at the spot where ground would be broken in the next week. It would take several months for her home to be complete, but it would be worth the wait. She loved the floorplan and it would be in the perfect spot for her permanent new home.

      Time to take a break and head for the hills.
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      It didn’t take long for Miranda to change into comfy worn jeans, a long-sleeved T-shirt, and sturdy walking shoes. It was warm in the valley, but it would be cool once she got into the mountains. She packed a lunch and stuffed it, her jacket, a small purse, and her phone into a backpack. She grabbed her keys and headed out the door to her bright orange jeep. She brought her phone for emergency’s sake but kept the power off.

      The twenty-minute drive went by quickly as she sang to one of her favorite soundtracks that played over the expensive stereo speakers she’d insisted on. She loved good music and hearing it via quality speakers. Her mood improved drastically on the drive.

      Peace. Quiet. Alone time.

      She parked at the head of a popular trail for those on horseback as well as those on foot. Sometimes she brought Star or Socks, but today she needed the physical workout of walking on her own two feet. Since it was Tuesday, she didn’t have to worry about weekend warriors, and should have a peaceful walk.

      It was a moderate trail, so she got a good workout without feeling like she was dying. The spring sunlight flickered through the tree cover, causing shadows to dance on the trail. Her long-sleeved T-shirt barely kept the cool air from chilling her too much, but the workout from her hike did help warm her. She didn’t meet anyone on the trail, which made the feeling of being alone in nature even better. She kept hydrated with bottled water that she’d stuck in the outside holder on her backpack.

      The end of the trail broke through the tree cover, and she stood on a rock in the sunshine. She smiled as she looked at the valley from her perch. In the distance, she could make out ranches and homes, but it was all far enough away that she felt at peace and alone. She thought she might even see where she lived but wasn’t sure.

      Miranda plopped down on a good-sized rock and slung her backpack off her shoulders and settled it on the ground between her feet. She pushed her sleeves up to her elbows then dug out her lunch. She munched on a ham, cheese, and pickle sandwich, and homemade sweet potato chips, followed by homemade oatmeal chocolate chip cookies. Even the bread was freshly made—she loved making her own.

      On the hike, she’d managed to push all thoughts of men from her mind. They were nothing but trouble, and she didn’t need one in her life. She was a long way off from having a relationship with any man.

      Who needs men, anyway?

      Unfortunately, she had a terrible time trying to get a certain cowboy off her mind.

      The clip-clop of approaching horse hooves cut through the silence. She sighed. So much for being out alone in nature. She did love horses, though, and she always enjoyed meeting them.

      The sound came from the opposite side of the trail, which puzzled her. She’d never encountered anyone off the trail. She looked down the slope and saw the top of a cowboy hat, and flashes of a black horse coming closer. The horse’s powerful muscles bunched as it eased up the rise.

      Miranda remained relaxed on her seat on the rock, her hands braced to either side of her, the sun warm on her face. She smiled at the sight of the magnificent beast as it climbed onto the trail as easily as if it was on an easy stroll.

      The cowboy on the horse’s back caught her attention after the horse. She couldn’t see his face due to his straw western hat, but something about him seemed familiar—which was surprising since she didn’t know many men around here.

      He brought the horse to a stop and pushed his hat brim up with one finger.

      Justin McLeod.

      Her face grew warm as his lips curved into a deadly sexy grin and he eyed her like he’d just found a gift in front of him.

      “Well, hello, Miranda.” Justin’s voice was enough to send a second flush in her cheeks. “Fancy meeting you up here.”

      She swallowed. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you followed me.”

      He gave a low chuckle. “What would you say if I did?”

      She pushed herself so that she was sitting straighter. “That I’m not into stalkers.”

      Justin laughed, louder this time. “And I’m not into stalking. Glad we got that out of the way.”

      She couldn’t help a smile at the sound of his laughter.

      He swung off his horse, lightly landing on his booted feet a few steps in front of her. His powerful presence filled the space around them. “Do you hike here often?”

      “I hike different trails.” She shrugged. “It’s nice to get away from civilization. Peace, quiet, and no people.”

      He grinned. “Except for me.”

      She gave a dramatic sigh. “Yep.”

      He settled on a large rock a few feet from her and looked out upon the valley. “Beautiful view from here.”

      She nodded. “I love it. There’s nothing like this where I lived in Texas.”

      “I grew up here.” Justin’s gaze remained fixed on the view, and she couldn’t help but stare at his handsome profile. “I can’t imagine ever leaving this country. It’s a part of me.”

      “I think I understand.” Miranda tipped her head to the side. “I’ve grown to love it in the short time I’ve lived here.”

      He turned to face her. “When did you buy that piece of property from Maxine? Can’t have been too long. I was out by Maxine’s maybe three months ago.”

      “Just over six weeks.” Miranda swung her legs. The rock she sat on was high enough her feet didn’t touch the ground. “I had a barn built as soon as I moved onto the property for the horses. The construction country is breaking ground in a few days for my home.”

      “You move fast,” he said.

      She nodded. “When I make up my mind, watch out.”

      The corner of his mouth turned up into a grin. “I’ll do just that.”

      A flush stole over her at the look in his intense gaze. He’d said it in a way that made her offhand comment have more meaning. Like she’d meant when she made up her mind about him.

      As if she hadn’t already.

      She brushed aside the feelings he stirred inside her, of wanting to be close to him. Wanting to get to know him better.

      “What are you doing up here?” she asked.

      “I let Thunder have his head and he decided to come up here,” Justin said.

      “Do you do that often?” She looked at Thunder. He was a gorgeous stallion, perfectly proportioned and powerfully built. “Let your horse pick where you’re going to go?”

      He shrugged. “Every now and then, when I can tell he’s feeling restless. Going for a ride isn’t always enough for him. He likes adventure. Kinda like his owner.”

      She studied Justin now. “What kind of adventure do you like?”

      He shifted on the rock. “I like to travel, go whitewater rafting, and camping.”

      Miranda brought her feet onto her rock and wrapped her arms around her knees. “Where do you like to travel.”

      “Hell, anywhere.” He smiled. “I’ve been all over Mexico and South America. I’d like to travel to Europe next. Always wanted to spend time in Spain and Italy.”

      “I take it you’re fluent in Spanish?” she asked. “Living so close to Mexico and with all of your traveling in the South?”

      He nodded. “Grew up with a lot of Spanish-speaking friends, took Spanish courses in college, and immersed myself in the language in my travels. How about you?”

      “It was part of my degree program,” she said to Justin in Spanish. “It helps me with my Hispanic clients, too.”

      Justin had the kind of smile that made her insides tingle. He responded in the same language. “I can take you parasailing in Mexico. You’d like it.”

      She laughed and switched back to English. “Sailing yes, parasailing, no.”

      He flashed her a grin. “So that’s a yes to going sailing with me?”

      “What?” She shook her head as she realized what she’d said. “No. I mean I just meant that I’d sail, but not parasail.”

      “Wasn’t how it sounded to me.” He was still grinning.

      “Well, it wasn’t what I meant.” She needed to take control of the conversation and change the subject. “Where do you raft?”

      “Mostly Arizona, the Grand Canyon, Upper Salt River Canyon, and the Verde River.” He took off his western hat and pushed his fingers through his hair. “I’m ready to go again. Been a spell since the last time.”

      “I’ve never been.” She hugged her knees to her chest. “Whitewater rafting sounds exciting and terrifying all at the same time.”

      “It’s a high like you’ve never felt before.” Justin had a gleam in his eyes. “Raw, wild…you and Mother Nature. Can’t beat it.” He held her gaze. “I’ll take you sometime.”

      She held up her hands. “I’m not so sure about that.”

      He grinned. “Me or the whitewater rafting?”

      “Both.” The answer came out faster than her thoughts could keep up. “Well, definitely not you. We’ve talked about that already. Whitewater rafting is an altogether different subject.”

      “Is it?” He raised a brow. “I’m kinda thinking you’d enjoy a weekend up in the Grand Canyon with me.”

      “Think again.” She gave her best scoffing tone as she replied. “Not on your life.”

      “Why not?” He looked genuinely interested. “Other than the parent of a client thing.”

      “Like that’s not enough?” She shook her head. “Your reputation proceeds you around town.”

      He smirked. “So, you’ve been talking about me.”

      Her cheeks burned. “No. Just heard about you.”

      “I don’t suppose you’re hearing things from Jennifer White?” he said.

      The heat in her face didn’t let up. “What if it was.”

      He shook his head, but still smiled. “I broke up with her a few months ago thanks to her activities when she wasn’t around me. She’s been spreading around rumors ever since. I didn’t realize she was the vindictive type until I told her I wanted to end it. It’s been interesting just how far she’ll go.”

      Miranda thought about it. Jennifer had seemed a little vindictive. Maybe she shouldn’t have been so fast to judge Justin. She usually didn’t pay attention to rumors, but she’d heard about Justin more than once.

      “Then there’s Nancy the hairdresser,” Miranda counted on her fingers. “And Katie, who owns the fudge shop.”

      Justin suddenly looked chagrinned. “I might deserve the comments from Katie, but not Nancy. She just didn’t want to let go.”

      “Is that because you play the field?” Miranda asked.

      He shook his head and looked a little more serious. “They just weren’t the right women for me. We dated and it didn’t work out, and that’s that. You don’t expect me to stay with a woman when I don’t think she’s the one I want to spend the rest of my life with, do you?”

      “Fair question.” Miranda bit the inside of her lip. “No, I don’t suppose I do.”

      “You don’t know if you don’t try.” His expression remained serious. “You have to step out and explore, and if it’s not right, you move onto the next thing that interests you. Or the next person. It’s just the way things work.”

      She slowly nodded. “I guess you’re right. I didn’t think of it that way.”

      “Don’t be so quick to judge, Miranda.” He focused on her. “Find out for yourself if I’m as bad as they say.”

      This time the heat was in the pit of her stomach. She wanted to find out so badly she could taste it. “I told you, I don’t date parents of clients.”

      “It’s not like you’re seeing a client, which I could see as a problem,” he said.

      “What if things didn’t work out between us?” Miranda cocked her head. “What about my sessions with Kaycee? We have to think of her, first.”

      Justin moved so that his boots were planted on the ground and he leaned forward, his arms on his thighs as he held her gaze. “I always think about Kaycee. I can promise you this, if things didn’t work out between us, we could just be friends. I have no problem with that. Do you?”

      “No, I wouldn’t.” She cleared her throat. “I mean, if I did make an exception to my policy.”

      “I have a good feeling about you, Miranda. You’re sexy, intelligent, down-to-earth, and caring.” He maintained his focus. “I’ve learned a lot over my past relationships, and I don’t think you’re the gossipy, rumoring type, and definitely not vindictive.

      “I’m not,” she said quietly. “But I’m the cautious type. I’ve had bad experiences, and I don’t take dating lightly.”

      Truth was she didn’t have a lot of experience with other men since she’d been with Craig off and on since she was young, until he proposed to her when she graduated college. Her ex-fiancé was her only truly bad experience, but it had been bad enough. It was true, however, that she didn’t take dating lightly.

      “I used to.” The honesty in his words was endearing in a way. “But I’m older now. Wiser I hope, too. I’m ready for the real thing, and you don’t know if you don’t try.”

      She looked down at her hands before looking back at him. “I’m coming off a bad experience, Justin. It’s been almost six months, but it’s not something that you can get over easily.” She should probably tell him about the final divorce document she was waiting for, but she couldn’t get herself to talk about the whole thing.

      “Do you want to tell me about it?” Justin asked, surprising her.

      “No.” She met his gaze again. “I just want you to know.”

      He gave a slow nod. “Why don’t we find out. If it doesn’t work out, no harm. We’ll consider ourselves friends, okay?”

      She took a deep breath as she considered his words.

      “Why don’t we go into Scottsdale, to a nice Italian restaurant I know? We’ll be away from the gossipy small town we know affectionately as King Creek.” He smiled. “A night out, where we get a chance to know each other better.”

      Her nerve endings started to tingle as she seriously considered his invitation. Her mouth kept running away before she thoroughly thought out her response. “All right.” She nodded slowly. “But if either one of us decides to stick to friends, we’re good with that.” What could it hurt to dip her toe in the water?

      “Yes.” He gave her another sexy grin. “I have a feeling it won’t be a problem. We’ll have fun finding out though.”

      She responded to his smile with one of her own. “I think it just might be fun, too.”

      “Thursday night?” he asked. “After dinner we could do the artwalk, which is Thursday nights in Old Town Scottsdale.”

      “Yes.” The tingling in her body traveled from head to toe. “I’d like that. What’s the dress?”

      “Nice casual.” He straightened.

      She took a deep breath to tell him about her divorce, but he said, “Are you ready to head back to your vehicle? I can give you a ride on Thunder.”

      “I’d like that.” She slid off the rock and got to her feet and slung her backpack onto her shoulders. “He’s a magnificent animal.” Talking about Thunder seemed safer than talking about anything else right now.

      “He is.” Justin patted the side of the horse’s neck before he swung up into the saddle. He reached his arm out to her. “Come on up.”

      With his help, she mounted the horse and settled into the saddle behind him. The feeling was far more intimate than she’d considered.

      She swallowed, then looked down. “It’s a lot farther from the ground than it is with Star and Socks,” she said.

      He laughed. “Thunder is seventeen hands, so he’s a good sight taller than your mares.”

      “They’re closer to fifteen hands, so yeah, that’s a bit of a difference.” She didn’t know what to hold onto—the saddle or Justin. Wrapping her arms around his waist seemed a bit much and might look like she was too interested in him.

      “Hold onto me,” he said, breaking into her thoughts.

      “Okay.” She slid her arms around his waist.

      Oh, my God was his body solid and muscular. He felt so warm that her long-sleeved T-shirt seemed almost hot despite the chill in the air. And his scent—he smelled incredible. She wanted to bury her face against his jacket and keep breathing him in.

      “How do you think Kaycee did today?” Miranda asked.

      “Great.” Justin ducked beneath a low-hanging branch. “I think with your help she’ll be back on a horse before we know it.”

      “We’ll go slow.” Miranda adjusted her arms around Justin. “It’s good she’s not afraid of horses—most horses—and she was comfortable enough to go into the corral and spend time with Socks and Star. It’s a great sign.”

      “I appreciate you working with her.” Justin’s body shifted against hers as the trail steepened before it declined.

      “I enjoy my job,” Miranda said. “Kaycee is a sweet girl—it’s kids like her that make it so rewarding.”

      Justin turned his head enough that he could see her. “I can tell how much it means to you.”

      Miranda was so tempted to press her cheek against Justin’s back and totally relax into him.

      It felt way too good being so close to him, as far as she was concerned. What had she done, telling Justin she’d go out with him? She took a deep breath and slowly let it out. She needed to stop overthinking things.

      Live for the moment.

      Everything will be okay.

      “You’d like rafting down the Salt River.” Justin’s deep voice was almost mesmerizing. “It’s through a 2,000-foot granite canyon, and you can’t beat the blooming cactus and wildflowers in the spring. It’s an exciting ride through the whitewater, but it’s enjoyable in a lot of other ways.”

      “Sounds like it.” She looked around her at the beautiful scenery. “Being out in nature like this is one of the best feelings there is.”

      “We’ll make a trip of it.” He said it like a promise. “A three-day rafting trip is good.”

      “Overnight?” Miranda thought about it. “It sounds fun. But I’m not committing to anything.”

      He laughed—his laugh was deep and throaty and soooo sexy.

      Miranda couldn’t help it. She let herself sink against him, her cheek to his jacket. God, it felt good. She hadn’t been this close to a man in a very long time, and she hadn’t even been on any kind of date since she left Craig. This was new territory.

      The trip back down the trail went much too fast—she was enjoying riding with Justin more than she wanted to admit. When they reached her Jeep, she dismounted with Justin’s help, and then he swung off his mount.

      She dug out her keys and unlocked her vehicle, then tossed her backpack inside. She turned back to Justin and found him much closer than she’d expected. For some reason, she hadn’t realized how tall he was until there was only inches between them.

      Her gaze traveled up his muscular chest to his broad shoulders and on to his tanned face and stopped at his mouth. An entirely kissable mouth—firm lips tipped into a sexy grin. She moved her gaze from his mouth to his eyes and saw his amusement in their depths.

      “See something you like?”

      Yes, she most certainly did.

      “I’d better get home.” She looked at the patches of blue through the tree cover. “Sun’s getting low in the sky and I need to put up Star and Socks and feed them.”

      He raised his hand to reach for her face and she flinched.

      A frown creased his features as she forced herself to still. “I’m not going to hurt you, Miranda. I’d never do that.”

      “I know.” Her throat worked as she swallowed. “You just caught me off guard.”

      He stroked the side of her face with his knuckles, his expression concerned. “The bad relationship you mentioned—did he hit you?”

      Miranda looked down, unable to meet Justin’s gaze. The fact she’d stayed with Craig after he started hitting her now humiliated her. At the time she’d been trying to help him through it, but she should have left after the first time he hit her. Not months and many punches later.

      Justin cupped her chin, forcing her to look at him.

      “Yes,” she finally said. “But that and him—it’s a long way behind me, and I’d really rather forget it.”

      Anger tightened his features. The fact that her ex had hit her pissed Justin off to a degree that it surprised her. It really shouldn’t have, but it did.

      “As long as you don’t forget that I’m not him,” Justin said in a tight voice. “I’d never hurt you. Ever.”

      “I know.” She smiled gently. “One of the things I can do is read people, and I already know that about you. Someday I’ll tell you about Craig and how I ended up in that situation. But that’s a story for a later time.”

      “Craig.” Justin narrowed his brows. “He’d better hope he never crosses my path. A man who hurts a woman is no man at all.”

      “I’m going home now.” Miranda rested her hand on his arm. “I’m glad we ran into each other here.”

      Some of the heat left his expression. He sucked in a breath and slowly let it out, like he was pulling himself back together. “I’m looking forward to Thursday already.”

      “Me, too.” She smiled. “What time are you picking me up?”

      “Six-thirty work for you?”

      She nodded. “Perfect.” She reached up and kissed his cheek before turning back to her Jeep. He watched her climb in, start the vehicle, and back away. She waved to him and he raised his hand before she pulled away and headed back down the mountain.

      So many thoughts ran through her mind that she could barely keep up. She was going on a date with Justin McLeod, a man who lit her on fire with just a look. She could still smell his intoxicating scent, could still feel his body against hers as he rocked in his seat in front of her on Thunder’s back. Could still feel her arms wrapped around his hard body.

      Wow. Just W.O.W.

      A smile curved her lips. He seemed like the kind of man she’d like to get to know better, the kind of man she’d enjoy spending time with. Come this Thursday, she’d find out if he was.
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      Justin watched Miranda leave and couldn’t help a broad smile. He’d been sure he’d be able to convince her to go out with him, and sure enough he had. A good bit of luck finding her on the hiking trail.

      Miranda was so damned gorgeous, with crystal blue eyes that he could look at all day long. All that thick, brown hair that he wanted to slide his fingers through, and curves so sexy he wanted to run his hands over every inch of her. And to think he’d have her all to himself day after tomorrow.

      Of course, he wouldn’t pressure her, more than he already had just to get a date with her. But he wanted her in so many ways it made him hard just thinking about it.

      A thought crossed his mind that sent heat through him. Her ex had hit her. He had half a mind to head to Texas just to beat the shit out of the man who’d done it. He pushed that thought to the back of his mind for now.

      He and Thunder headed back to the ranch, Justin whistling as the sure-footed Quarter Horse navigated the way down steep hills and through brush, trees, and cacti.

      When he reached the ranch, he put away Thunder’s saddle and blanket before brushing down the big horse. He spoke to the Quarter Horse in a low voice all the while. Every now and then the horse would snort or bob his head, like he was agreeing or disagreeing.

      After he’d put Thunder in his stall and fed him, Justin strode to his home. Shari only cooked breakfast and lunch, so Justin needed to get dinner made for Kaycee and himself. Shari did a good job keeping the pantry, refrigerator, and freezer stocked, so they at least usually had the basics around.

      Warm smells of garlic met him as he opened up the back door. He smiled as he saw Kaycee at the stove. She was young, but her mother had taught her to cook and she did a fine job.

      “Hi, Dad.” Kaycee looked over her shoulder before turning back to the stove. “I’m making biscuits and hamburger gravy.”

      “Smells like Heaven.” He tossed his Stetson onto the hat rack and went to the sink to wash up. “I do love your biscuits.”

      “Good, ’cause I’m making lots.” Kaycee smiled at him. “It’ll be ready in about half an hour.”

      He dried his hands on a towel. “Need anything before I head off to take a shower?”

      She shook her head. “Nah. I got it.”

      He tugged the end of her braid then left the kitchen for the master bedroom. Within twenty minutes, he’d showered and changed, and was back in the kitchen. He could have showered a lot quicker, but the warm water had felt great on his tired muscles.

      While Kaycee finished up dinner, Justin set the small kitchen nook table near the window and poured a couple of glasses of iced tea. They settled in to eat, Justin piling his plate with two fluffy biscuits, each cut in half, and lots of hamburger gravy over it all.

      “How’d you like the therapist?” Justin cut into a biscuit and took a bite.

      “I liked Miranda.” Kaycee took a drink of her iced tea. “Her Morgans are so sweet.”

      “I liked her and her horses, too.” Justin smiled at the thought of the beautiful brunette. He’d always had a thing for brunettes. “I rode Thunder up into the Superstitions this afternoon and came across Miranda.”

      Kaycee looked up from her biscuits. “Was she riding one of her horses?”

      Justin shook his head. “She was hiking on one of the trails.” He took a big bite of biscuit and gravy.

      Kaycee studied him. “Do you want to date her?”

      The question caught Justin off guard and he stopped in mid-chew. Was he that obvious?

      He finished chewing and swallowed. “Already ahead of you.” He flashed a grin. “Taking her out to a place in Scottsdale this Thursday.”

      “Wow.” Kaycee raised her brows. “You work fast, Dad.”

      He laughed. “We had a good conversation when I ran into her. She’s a nice lady.”

      Kaycee drank her iced tea then set down the glass. “Where are you taking her?”

      “Roma Mia.” Justin cut into a biscuit. “It’s a small Italian place. I’ll take you there someday.”

      Kaycee looked thoughtful as she ate. She wiped her mouth with a paper napkin. “Do you think I’ll be able to ride again?” She appeared tense as she spoke. “I want to, but then I get a knot in my belly.”

      “Yes, I do think you will.” Just spoke quietly. “Give it time, and you’ll do just fine.”

      Kaycee sighed. “I hope you’re right.”

      “You have Miranda to help you,” he said, “And you know you have me.”

      “I know.” Kaycee gave Justin a little smile. “Thank you.”

      No measure existed for the pride Justin felt for his daughter. She might not have been his by birth, but she was in every other way. She was a good kid, actually a young lady now, and he wanted to be the best possible dad he could. Whatever it took, he’d be there for her.
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      Miranda studied her reflection. She didn’t want to look too anxious to impress Justin, but she wanted to look good. He’d said nice casual, so she’d picked out a simple blue sheath dress that matched her eyes and reached the tops of her knees. Not too long, and not too short. It had three-quarter lace sleeves and a princess-cut neckline. Simple silver knot earrings and a matching knotted silver bracelet were her only adornments.

      The doorbell rang five minutes early, and she looked out the peephole to see Justin on her doorstep. Him being early was just fine with her. She was ready and she liked a man who wasn’t late.

      She opened the door and couldn’t help but smile as she tipped her head back to look into his eyes.

      “You’re gorgeous.” He sounded and looked almost mesmerized and it made her want to blush and laugh at the same time. It was an odd reaction, but she’d never had a man look at her like Justin was right now.

      “You look pretty good yourself.” She smiled as she looked over the green western shirt covering his broad shoulders and tapered torso, and the dark blue wranglers that no doubt framed his ass perfectly. He wore nice brown boots and a braided belt with a silver buckle. He was so damned sexy, she wanted to invite him in and keep him in.

      She picked her small black purse off of a little table by the front door and plucked a sweater off a coat hook. It was early spring, so the nights could get a little chilly. “I’m ready if you are.”

      He stepped back to let her onto the footpad and she closed the door behind her and locked it. He rested his hand on her waist, and his touch warmed her through. He helped her into his truck before striding around to the driver’s side and climbing in.

      “Have you traveled to the Phoenix area much?” he asked as he drove from her dirt road and onto the main road.

      “Some.” Miranda held her purse tightly in her lap then forced herself to relax her grip. “I’ve been to Mesa and Scottsdale, but that’s about it so far. I’m not crazy about the traffic.”

      “I avoid the city as much as possible.” Justin turned onto the highway. “But every now and then I’ll go. There are so many restaurants in the Valley that you could go to a different one every day of the year for at least a decade.”

      Miranda laughed. “You’ve been to the Italian place?”

      “Yep.” He glanced at her. “I figured I’d take you some place I know is good before we start trying out places we’ve never been to.”

      He was talking like this was the first of many dinners they’d have together. The thought was nice rather than her feeling like he was moving too fast. She felt comfortable with him and found she liked him a lot, despite barely knowing the man.

      He glanced from the road to her. “How’d you end up in King Creek when you left Texas?”

      “I decided I wanted to move to Arizona.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I didn’t want to be in a big town, but I wanted to have access to anything I might need if it was necessary. I looked at the small towns outside the Phoenix metro area and ran across King Creek. I looked it up, did some searching, and couldn’t find anyone who offers the kind of service I do, so I figured I’d check it out. I made a trip out here, fell in love with it, and put a down payment on a piece of property. A month later I arrived with my horses in tow, and here I am.”

      “And here you are.” He smiled. “Glad you made it to our neck of the valley.”

      “I am too.” She looked out into the night that was illuminated ahead by city lights. “I can’t imagine going back to Texas.”

      She turned to him. “What about you? Born and raised in King Creek?”

      “Yep.” He glanced at her and back to the road. “It was a good deal farther from Phoenix when I was growing up. The city keeps spreading and I’m afraid one day it will gobble us up like it’s doing with every other part of the valley.”

      “I hope you’re wrong.” She frowned at the thought. “It’s so beautiful out there. It would be a shame for the city to take it over.”

      “If it does, it’ll be awhile,” he said. “But in a decade or two, who knows.”

      She shook her head. “That would be terrible.”

      “I wholeheartedly agree.” He offered her a smile. “What kind of house are you building?”

      “Old Pueblo style.” She watched him as he drove, the green glow of the dashboard lights illuminating his strong features. “The contractor told me it’ll finished in six months.”

      “That’s a nice little mobile home you’re staying in,” Justin said.

      She shrugged. “Nice enough for a temporary house. But that’s the problem, it feels temporary, too. I want to feel settled, and like I’m home. Does that make sense?”

      “Yes, it does.” He looked thoughtful. “I think one reason why Kaycee has settled in so well since she’s been back is that she now has a permanent home. In Toledo, Carrie moved them from apartment to apartment around the city, so Kaycee never had the chance to feel settled or develop friendships. Here she has a home she knows she’s not going to have to leave for another. She’s able to make friends and get involved in afterschool activities, something she didn’t have before.”

      They continued to chat on the forty-minute drive to Old Town Scottsdale. Justin took an exit that led them onto a major street, bright with streetlights. It didn’t take long before he was pulling into the parking lot of a small restaurant with the sign, Roma Mia.

      He parked, then made it around to her side of the truck to help her out, then escorted her into the restaurant. The hostess seated them after Justin asked for a small corner table in a quieter part of the busy place.

      When they were settled in with their menus, and the hostess was putting in their request for a bottle of red wine, Miranda smiled at Justin. “Did you pick this place away from King Creek so that we wouldn’t run into people you know?”

      He gave her a cute little grin. “Last thing I want is to have to share you with anyone, and there are too many people in my hometown who’d pull up a chair just to yack our ears off.”

      “Small towns can be funny that way.” She laughed and turned her gaze to the menu. “What would you recommend?”

      “I’ve had the gnocchi, lasagna, and fettuccini,” he said. “I think anything on their menu would be good.”

      “Hmmm.” She slid her gaze over all of the offerings. “So much to choose from.” She finally decided on the eggplant parmigiana.

      The server arrived with their bottle of wine. She poured a glass for each of them and took their orders before retreating.

      She raised her wine glass. “Cheers.”

      He clinked his glass to hers before adding, “To tonight with a beautiful woman and a great evening ahead.”

      She smiled and met his glass with hers. “To tonight.”

      The wine was rich and rolled over her tongue, warming her to her belly. She found herself glad she wasn’t driving, because she would happily enjoy more than one glass of this wine. Since he’d bought a bottle, she didn’t mind indulging in a second glass.

      Talking with Justin was natural and enjoyable. She couldn’t get enough of his smile or his sexy grin or looking into his eyes. She wondered if she was enjoying herself more than she should, then wondered how could spending the evening with a sexy cowboy be having too much fun?

      Dinner arrived and it smelled absolutely wonderful. Rich red sauce over tender eggplant—yummy.

      Justin had gone for the raviolis this time and said they were the best he could remember having.

      “I have to say you have good taste.” She picked up her wine glass. “Delicious food and a wonderful atmosphere.”

      “Of course I have good taste.” He picked up his own wine glass. “I asked you out for dinner, after all.”

      She smiled and sipped what was left of her second glass of wine.

      He recommended the tiramisu, and after she had her first bite, she understood why. “Amazing.” She looked at the plate they were sharing. “Better watch out, ’cause I could eat the rest of this thing before you can really dig in.”

      Justin laughed. “Not a chance.”

      In between bites he said, “Old Town Scottsdale has a lot of art galleries. I mentioned Thursdays they have an artwalk and we can browse. Are you still up for it?”

      She touched her mouth with a napkin before lowering it. “It sounds like fun.”

      When they had finished the dessert and she drank the last of her wine, Justin paid the bill and escorted her from the restaurant. He’d parked on the street, not too far from the artwalk. They strolled until they reached Main, music filtering through the air.

      The trolley was running, and horse-drawn carriages filled with passengers traveled past them on the street.

      It turned out they had arrived on a “Gold Palette” night, and the area was alive with entertainment, complimentary wine tasting and chocolate. The biggest celebration, the anniversary of the forty-fifth season, happened to be this night.

      Miranda had a wonderful time visiting the art galleries, tasting various wines—which she did not spit out—and eating fabulous chocolates. Justin appeared to be enjoying himself, just as much as she was. He showed her one gallery that showcased art in the Remington style by his distant cousin’s wife, Ella McBride. Miranda absolutely loved her work.

      By the time the evening ended and the artwalk concluded, Miranda felt warm and fuzzy from the alcohol and relaxed. She and Justin walked arm and arm back to his truck. Once he’d helped her in and he made it into his own seat and shut the door, he turned to her.

      “I really hate for this night to end so early,” he said.

      “I agree.” She hesitated. “I’d invite you to my place, but I don’t want to send the wrong message.”

      “You don’t have to worry about me.” He gave her a soft smile. “My momma raised me right and I wouldn’t ask anything of you. It’s our first date, after all.”

      He made her feel so good. He was far too perfect.

      “It’ll be after ten by the time we get back, and I have two clients tomorrow.” She really wanted more than the night to end, but she needed it to. “I’m afraid I’m going to need to crawl into bed when I get home.”

      She added to herself, In bed alone.

      He took one of her hands and kissed her knuckles, causing heat and tingles to rush throughout her. He lowered her hand. “I’ll whisk Cinderella back home and we’ll just have to pick out another night to enjoy each other’s company.”

      She smiled. “I’d like that.”

      They didn’t talk a lot on the forty-minute drive home. But he took her hand and it was comfortable just holding hands. If it wasn’t for the console, she’d lean her head against his shoulder. Instead, she settled in for the drive and enjoyed the dry heat of his palm and his fingers interlocked with hers.

      Should she tell him about Craig and the fact her divorce wasn’t final until she received the paperwork? Things had been so nice it was a shame to bring up anything negative.

      “How about Mickey’s Bar and Grill next week?” he asked as they reached King Creek. “They have a great happy hour on Wednesdays. I could pick you up around four if that works for you.”

      “My last client is at two,” she said. “So, Wednesday works.”

      “Great.” His smile made her sigh.

      She was like that melt-in-your-mouth chocolate she’d had in one of the galleries, followed by the warm feeling of a good red wine chasing it down.

      The evening had been perfect.

      When they reached her place, Justin walked her to the front door. He faced her, an intense look on his features. She caught her breath and held it as he raised his hand and slid it into her hair.

      He moved slow and easy, a sensual movement that drew her to him even as he lowered his head. He waited a moment, his breath warming her lips.

      She gave a soft sigh and he pressed his mouth to hers. She wrapped her arms around his neck and fully gave herself up to the moment. He slid his tongue between her parted lips and a small moan escaped her that she hadn’t intended. She couldn’t help herself as he gripped her hair in his hand and intensified their kiss.

      The kiss was amazing, and so long her head spun with it. Or maybe it was the wine. Or both. Whatever it was, she didn’t want it to stop. She wanted to invite him in and kiss him all night long…and far more than that.

      When he finally broke the kiss, he separated from her by only a couple of inches. They both were breathing heavily and the spell between them was heavy and filled with need.

      “I had an amazing time,” she said softly. “Thank you.”

      “Next Wednesday can’t come fast enough.” His words came out in a low rumble. “I’d ask you out every night of the week if it was possible.”

      She smiled. “Good night, cowboy.”

      He brushed his lips over hers, causing her to shiver.

      “Goodnight,” he said against her lips.

      She barely held in a moan as he raised his head. He waited for her to unlock the door and get safely inside before he left. She watched him from the slim window beside the door and raised her hand to say goodbye again but doubted he could see her.

      Miranda walked in a daze to her bedroom, wishing Justin was here with her. His fingers brushing over her neckline to unfasten her dress. She undid the catch and let her dress slide down her arms and waist to her feet. She let her bra drop to the floor, imagining him being the one to release it, then pushed her panties over her hips and letting them land with the rest of her clothing.

      She shivered in delight and desire. Instead of pulling on her nightdress, she slid between the cool sheets, naked and alive with need, wishing Justin was there with her.
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      Justin stood outside one of the corrals while he stared at his phone. He’d already plugged in and saved Miranda’s phone number yet hadn’t talked with her since their date on Thursday, three days ago. He should have called her earlier, but he’d been almost afraid to.

      Damned if he knew why. Maybe it was because of the way he felt about her already, and it scared the hell out of him. That made no sense at all.

      He’d never known a woman like Miranda. She was not only beautiful and intelligent, but there was a sense of strength from within her that he felt whenever he came near her. She had a vibrant personality and he wanted to get closer to her than he’d ever been with another woman. Sure, he wanted to take her to bed, but he felt the need to have more from her than that. It was the kind of connection he’d never imagined having with any woman.

      He kept staring at his phone. He should have called her Friday and Saturday. Here it was, Sunday, and he hadn’t yet.

      Ah, hell.

      He inhaled then let out a long breath, then pressed her number on his phone. He brought the phone to his ear.

      Her voice was pure music when she answered the phone with, “Hi, Justin.”

      “Hey.” Justin watched Thunder trot around the corral. He had a lot of energy and Justin needed to take him out today. “How’re you doing?”

      “All’s well here in Wonderland.” Miranda sounded sweet and not mad at all that he hadn’t called her. “How’s Kaycee?”

      He glanced at the barn, where the girl was brushing down Sunshine. “She’s been spending more time with her Appaloosa, but still isn’t ready to ride.”

      “That’s great she’s working with her horse.” Miranda had a smile in her voice. “She’s thinking about riding again, and that’s good.”

      “Yeah.” Justin turned his gaze back on Thunder as he spoke. “Once she’s in the saddle, she’ll forget why she couldn’t get on in the first place.”

      “Something like that.” The sound of horses neighing on Miranda’s end of the conversation let him know she was outside, too. “I enjoyed Thursday. Dinner was nice and I loved the artwalk.” She didn’t ask why he hadn’t called.

      He figured he might as well not make excuses. Fear wasn’t a good one. Made him sound like a wuss.

      “I had a great time.” Justin thought about how her dress had hugged her curves in all the best places, and just how long and beautiful her legs were. “You looked absolutely gorgeous. Like you have every time I’ve seen you. Doesn’t matter what you’re wearing or what you’re doing, you are beautiful.”

      He hadn’t planned on saying that. Made him sound like he was laying it on thick, which wasn’t what he’d intended.

      “Thank you.” She spoke warmly, not at all like she thought it was overkill. “You know how to make a girl blush.”

      He laughed. “You do have a cute blush.”

      “You say the sweetest things.” Amusement was in her voice.

      He ran his hand along the top rail of the corral. “What are you doing today?”

      “The barn needed a good cleaning out, and I’m about to finish.” She let out a breath loud enough to hear. “To be honest, I think I need a nice long bubble bath when I’m done.”

      The thought of Miranda’s beautiful body clad only in bubbles made him harder than a fence post and he had to shift positions. “Need any help? With the barn or the bubble bath or both.”

      Miranda laughed. He loved her laugh.

      “Sure, cowboy.” Her answer surprised him. “But letting you join me in a bubble bath might break the hold on my willpower, so I guess we’ll have to hold off.”

      He grinned. “Who needs willpower when it comes to bubbles?”

      She let out what sounded like a little groan. “I do. When it comes to you, I really do.”

      He liked the sound of that. “I feel the same way, Miranda. You’re not alone.”

      “I had a feeling.” A moment of silence. “Maybe we’d better get on a safer topic.”

      “Maybe you’re right.” He turned and leaned his back against the fence. “Picturing you in nothing but bubbles is making things…hard…right now.”

      She laughed. “Stop it.”

      “Sorry.” He couldn’t stop grinning when he talked with her. “Can’t help myself when it comes to you.” He paused. “Tuesday is too long to see you again during Kaycee’s appointment, and Wednesday is too far away to wait for a date with you. What do you say about shooting pool at Mickey’s Bar tomorrow night? He has a special on pool and beer on Mondays.”

      “I don’t know.” She hesitated. “Maybe that’s moving a little too fast.”

      “It’s just pool, Miranda,” he said. “And beer.”

      A moment of quiet again and then, “Sure. I’d like that.”

      The elation that shot through him was more powerful than he could have imagined. Seeing Miranda sooner than he expected was like getting a gift that he’d be able to open early.

      “By the way,” she said. “I’m gonna kick your sexy butt at pool.”

      “Sexy butt, huh?” He laughed. “I’d like to see that.”

      “You will.” The promise in her voice made him hard again, like she’d just promised to do more than just shoot pool with him.

      Damn, this woman was driving him out of his flipping mind.

      “Looking forward to it,” he said and meant it.

      “I’d better get this barn finished so I can get to my bubble bath,” she said.

      “Sure you don’t need help?” He wanted to more than anything but kept to a teasing tone. “With both.”

      The smile in her voice told him she didn’t mind the thought. “I’ve got it. Maybe next time.”

      “You’re on.” He tipped his head and looked up at the blue sky. “See you Monday night, Miranda. Five p.m. okay with you?”

      “I’ll see you then,” she said then added, “Bye,” before disconnecting.

      He felt like he’d just won a jackpot. He pocketed his phone and whistled to Thunder. The horse trotted toward him, neighing and tossing his head, telling Justin he was ready for a good long ride.

      Justin slipped into the corral and shut the gate behind him. He clipped a lead to Thunder’s bridle.

      “I’m done with Sunshine, Dad.” Kaycee’s voice came from the direction of the barn.

      He looked toward her. “Homework now?”

      She nodded and gave a dramatic sigh. “I’ll never be done.”

      “I’m taking Thunder for a ride.” He paused at the gate, waiting for Kaycee to pass in case being too close to the stallion would make her more nervous than having the corral between her and him. “I’ll be back in time for dinner.”

      “See you later.” She turned and headed for the house, kicking up dirt with her boots as she went. Something was bugging her—he’d have to see if he could find out what it was when he got back from his ride.

      He patted Thunder on his flank before taking him out of the corral, closing the gate behind him, and heading for the barn. His thoughts returned to Miranda and he was glad to be getting out with his horse.

      Dwelling on that woman was going to drive him out of his mind. He needed her like crazy in so many ways. One of which involved sex and lots of it.

      The other ways…he was afraid to look too deeply into that right now. Just might scare the hell right out of him.

      

      After he got back from his ride with Thunder and had taken care of him and the other horses for the evening, Justin headed for the house. Kaycee sat at the kitchen table, doing her homework.

      She looked up. “Hi, Dad.”

      “Hey, kiddo.” He slid into the seat across from her. “How’s it going?”

      She shrugged and set down her pen. “It’s okay.” Still looked like she was dwelling on something, chewing it over in her mind.

      “Something’s bugging you,” he said. “Wanna talk about it?”

      Kaycee frowned and didn’t respond for a moment. “I’m not sure I want to.”

      Justin folded his arms on the table. “You know you can talk to me.”

      “Yeah…” She looked away then back at him. “If you and Miranda end up getting together, are you still going to have room for me?”

      He hadn’t expected that. “Of course. You’re my daughter and my Number One priority. You’ll always have me.”

      “Are you sure?” Kaycee didn’t look convinced. “I don’t want to be in your way.”

      Justin put his hands over hers. “Honey, you will never be in the way. Don’t you worry about that. Nothing will change between you and me.”

      “Okay.” Kaycee let out a long breath. “I guess there’s plenty of room here. It’s a big house.”

      “And we are getting way ahead of ourselves.” He squeezed Kaycee’s hands before letting her go. “Miranda and I have only been on one date. We just met her last week.”

      “True.” Kaycee gave a little smile. “When are you seeing her again?”

      “Tomorrow.” He straightened in his seat. “Pool at Mickey’s.”

      “That’s cool,” Kaycee said, but without enthusiasm.

      Justin stood and kissed the top of her head. “I love you, kiddo.” He stepped back. “What would you like for dinner?”

      She considered his question. “Comfort food sounds good.”

      “Meatloaf and mashed potatoes?”

      “Yeah.” She smiled at him. “One more thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I love you, too, Dad.”

      He couldn’t imagine any sweeter words.
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      Justin pulled up to Miranda’s place a couple of minutes early. He sat in his truck for a moment. He had to make sure he didn’t push things too far, too fast with her. Last thing he wanted to do was scare her away or make her regret anything.

      He climbed out, shut the door behind him, and strode up to the mobile home. It was nice for a home with wheels. He could understand why Miranda wanted something more permanent. It was the way he felt about things, too. Never could settle for anything less than what he wanted in life. It was why he’d had so few long-term relationships over the years. If he didn’t see potential, he moved on. No use spending time with a woman he couldn’t see himself sharing the rest of his life with. He wondered if that sounded harsh, but it was more fact than emotion.

      Now Miranda, she was a woman he could picture in his life permanently. He imagined her in his kitchen, with him snuggled up on the couch, and definitely waking up to her every single morning for the rest of his life.

      He dragged his hand down his face. Maybe he’d been a bachelor too long. He needed to stop obsessing over her. She could turn out to be a mistake, but everything in his gut told him she wasn’t even close to being one. She was anything but.

      When she opened the door to his knock, her smile took his breath away.

      “I don’t think I could ever tell you enough how beautiful you are.” He reached up and caressed her face. “Every time I see you, I can’t think straight.”

      She smiled. “Keep talking that way and I might drag you inside and not let you out of my house.”

      He laughed. “Sounds like a plan to me.”

      Miranda grabbed a sweater and slipped it on over her button-up blouse before tucking her phone in one pocket and her ID in another. She wore snug jeans that hugged her figure and her hair fell over her shoulders in a long dark wave.

      She hugged her sweater close and he rested his arm around her shoulders as they walked to his truck. It felt so comfortable and natural, not like it was only their second date.

      As they drove to Mickey’s, they didn’t miss a beat. It was like they’d been together last night instead of several days ago.

      “Before I forget,” Justin said as he guided the truck into town. “My brother Carter and his wife, Kit, invited us to dinner next Tuesday. Would you like to go?”

      Miranda hesitated, but only a moment. “Sure, I’d love to.”

      He gave what looked like a relieved grin. “I’ll let them know.”

      Mickey’s was a small country bar and grill that catered to locals. It was rare an out-of-towner would come through the doors, but it happened. They walked up onto the long wood-planked porch and in through the swinging glass and wood doors. Everything was rustic, and well, old, but comfortable.

      When they entered, the music pounding from the jukebox banged Justin’s eardrums. The usual Monday pool night crowd appeared to be there.

      Justin grasped Miranda’s hand and led her to the bar. He turned to her. “Hungry? Mickey has decent bar food.”

      “I can go for decent.” She slid onto a barstool, and he took the one beside her.

      Mickey, a former pro bodybuilder, looked like he was in his early fifties, but had to be in his late sixties. He kept in shape and didn’t need a bouncer—he did a fine job alone kicking troublemakers out on their asses. Justin wouldn’t even want to cross the big man, who stood at six-six and looked like he was still a pro in the ring.

      “Hey, Mickey.” Justin gave a nod to the man. “How’re you doing?”

      “Good, real good.” Mickey’s face cracked into a smile. “That little girl of yours must be growing up fast.”

      Justin nodded. “Too fast.” He turned to Miranda. “Meet Mickey, who you no doubt figured is the owner.”

      He looked at Mickey. “Miranda bought some property from Maxine. She’s working with kids and horses.”

      “Hi.” Miranda extended her hand.

      Mickey took it. “A pleasure, ma’am.” He released her and braced his palms on the bar top. “You two drinking, eating, or talking?”

      “All of the above.” Miranda smiled. “What do you recommend on your menu today? I’m starving.”

      Mickey plopped a couple of menus on the bar and slid one to Justin and the other to Miranda. “Short ribs are great tonight, which means you can’t beat the short rib nachos.”

      “My favorite.” Justin looked at Miranda. “I can never get enough of those. Big plate, plenty to share.”

      “Sold.” Miranda left her menu closed. “I’d like something domestic and cold to drink along with it.”

      Justin held up two fingers. “Make it two.”

      “You got it.” Mickey pushed away from the bar and headed into the back.

      “Good guy.” Justin turned his stool to face Miranda. “I’d just hate to get on the wrong side of him.”

      “I can see why.” Miranda glanced at the doorway he’d ducked into before looking at Justin. “He’s built like a Mack truck.”

      “He was a pro bodybuilder but retired about twenty years ago.” Justin shook his head. “I don’t think he ever slowed down on working out.”

      Miranda slid off her sweater as she let her gaze drift around the bar, over the pictures that covered the walls, of Mickey and famous guests, rodeo stars, and pictures taken during local rodeo events.

      She rested her sweater on her lap. “Who are those people in the pictures?” She gestured to the framed photos. “I take it they’re well-known folks?”

      He pointed toward the first one. “That’s Mickey with Kade Fields.”

      “The hottest country music star out there,” Miranda said.

      Justin nodded. “Then there’s Dierks Bentley, Carrie Underwood, Toby Keith, and Brad Paisley.” He gestured to another set. “Rodeo stars there, like world champion bull rider, Creed McBride, from Prescott, and a bunch of other cowboys and cowgirls.”

      Miranda nodded. “Looks like Mickey knows a lot of famous people.”

      “From what he says, he met his share during his pro wrestling days.”

      She settled her gaze on the pool tables. “So that’s where I’m kicking your ass.” She glanced at his seat. “And yes, it’s definitely a nice one.”

      He sure liked how she checked him out.

      “Drink up.” Mickey arrived with their beers, then turned to the next customer.

      Miranda sipped from her beer mug then set it down. “Nice and cold, just the way I like it.”

      Justin took a swig of his own beer. “How long have you been shooting pool?”

      “Since college.” She pushed a chunk of her long dark hair behind her ear. “I’m out of practice, but I still think I can take you.”

      “I’ve been playing since I was a kid.” He laughed. “Let’s make a wager.”

      She gripped the handle of her mug. “How much?”

      “Not how much, but what.”

      “Oh?” She raised a brow. “What do you have in mind?”

      He needed to come up with something that would keep her close to him. “Since I’m winning, we’ll be going fishing for rainbow trout up in Black Canyon Lake on the Mogollon Rim this Saturday.”

      “My, aren’t we cocky?” Miranda laughed. “I’ve never been fishing, so that would be an interesting challenge. Not so sure about fish guts.”

      “I’ll take care of gutting the fish.” Justin adjusted his position on the barstool and rested one elbow on the bar as he faced Miranda. “I’ll teach you all you need to know about baiting and hooking.”

      She grimaced. “Worms on a hook.”

      “Maybe PowerBait, depending on just how squeamish you are. ”

      “I’m not squeamish.” She shook her head. “But the thought of hooking a worm isn’t appealing.”

      He grinned. “Then PowerBait it is to start, earthworms later.”

      “My turn.” She looked thoughtful. “If—when—I win, you have to wear a pink T-shirt to pool night next Monday.”

      “Oh, hell no.” Justin shook his head. “No pink.”

      Miranda laughed. “It’s that or Hello Kitty.”

      No way was he losing this bet—he was taking her fishing. He dragged his hand down his face as he considered the stakes. “Okay, you’re on. We leave this Saturday at six a.m.”

      “We’ll see about that.” She tilted her head to the side. “You’ll look adorable in pink or wearing Hello Kitty.”

      “Adorable? Not even close.” Justin groaned at the thought. “I’m not losing this bet.”

      Mickey showed up with a huge pile of nachos that made Miranda’s eyes go wide. “Holy crap,” she said.

      Justin grinned as Mickey set the platter down and gave them each a small plate. “Dig in.”

      Miranda did and made a sound of pleasure. “This is freaking amazing.”

      Justin had to agree. He never got tired of Mickey’s short rib nachos.

      When they finished eating, Justin ordered another beer for each of them. After they had beers in hand, they walked over to the pool tables, Justin carrying Miranda’s sweater. He set it and their beers on a nearby high-top.

      They lined up quarters on one of the tables as they waited for a couple to finish their game. Justin had known the pair for years, and cracked jokes with Hector as they played. Jenny grinned at Justin with appreciation for distracting Hector whenever it was his turn.

      Belatedly, Justin hoped Hector wouldn’t turn the tables on him. Last thing he wanted to do was wear pink to play pool next Monday. Hell, Miranda might get him a pink T-shirt with Hello Kitty on it and he’d have to go into hiding. Kaycee loved Hello Kitty when she was young and would probably get a kick out of it. One thing was for sure—no one would ever let him live it down.

      Jenny won and Hector took a position beside the pool table. “Paybacks are a bitch as they say, amigo.”

      Justin groaned. Me and my big mouth.

      He introduced Jenny and Hector to Miranda.

      Miranda greeted the pair then chalked her cue. “I’m going to enjoy this.”

      “Ladies first.” Justin blew out his breath as he racked up the balls. Here goes.

      “Eight-Ball.” Miranda had a nice stance and grip. She aimed and made the break straight-on left-handed and sank the five ball. Her stroke and follow-through were excellent, and he had to admit probably better than his own.

      “Solids” She lined up her cue on the red ball. “Three, right corner pocket.” She sank the three, then proceeded to make a bank shot, pocketing the seven ball. She failed on a jump shot, missing the two ball.

      Miranda groaned and stepped back from the table. “Have at it, Justin.”

      Justin shook his head. She was damned good.

      He moved to the table and immediately Hector started in on him.

      “Can’t beat your pretty brunette,” Hector said. “Might as well give up.”

      No way was Justin wearing pink or Hello Kitty.

      He did his best to ignore Hector, who wasn’t finished. “Your form sucks. What did you bet?”

      Justin looked at Miranda, silently pleading she wouldn’t mention the shirt.

      She just grinned and shrugged.

      Growing up, Justin had plenty experience ignoring his four brothers and two sisters, so he eventually tuned out Hector, who hadn’t stopped needling him.

      Justin called his shot then curved the cue ball, striking and pocketing the ten. He called a corner shot, hugged the rail, and dropped in the fifteen. He set his jaw and managed to make a bank shot to sink the eleven, which put him ahead.

      Feeling more confident, he aimed at the cue ball, took his shot, and glanced off the fourteen.

      “Damn,” he muttered. He’d hoped to clean the table and not give Miranda another chance to beat him.

      Miranda bent over the table, her fine ass right in front of him. He imagined coming up from behind her and—

      She made a jump shot and dropped the one into the pocket.

      Justin groaned, both from her making the shot and him getting distracted with a fantasy in the middle of playing pool.

      Hector cheered on Miranda, tossing Justin a grin every time Miranda made a shot.

      She had one ball left on the table when she slipped and sent the cue ball into a pocket and scratched.

      Miranda let out a huff of breath. She was far more competitive than he’d realized. He figured he might have just met his match in more than one way.

      “You’ll look adorable in a pink Hello Kitty shirt,” she said with a grin as she passed him, getting in her own jibe.

      Hell no. The comment only served to make him more focused and helped him block out Hector who had started up again.

      Justin sank all his balls, one after another. He would win, damnit. Finally, he lined up on the eight ball and had to take a few deep, even breaths as both Hector and Miranda heckled him.

      He steadied his aim, tensed his jaw, and narrowed his brows. It was a complicated cut shot that he’d had problems with in the past, but this time he had to make it.

      Steady. Easy goes it.

      He blocked out images of pink Hello Kitty shirts and focused on the ball.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      Justin took the shot. Hector jeered, Jenny shouted, and Miranda yelled, “No” as he watched the ball…

      The eight-ball angled, hugged the rim, then dropped into a side pocket.

      Justin let out a deep breath. No pink in his future, unless Miranda was wearing it.
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      Miranda barely held back a laugh. If Justin only knew she had purposely scratched on her last shot. She wanted to go fishing with him this weekend more than she wanted to win and see him in pink. At least not yet. First, she wanted him all to herself.

      She watched him bump fists with Hector and give Jenny a quick hug before he made it to her. He slid his arms to her waist and settled his hands on her hips. His expression was both relieved and cocky. One of these days she’d take that cocky look right off his face and beat his butt at pool.

      “You were worried.” She tilted her head and looked into his eyes as she raised her voice to be heard over the music. “I came this close to beating you. If I hadn’t scratched…”

      He smiled down at her as he drew her closer. “I admit you had me visualizing pink. That’s one bet I didn’t want to lose.”

      “Next time,” she said.

      He shook his head. “You might kick my ass next time.”

      She smirked. “Chicken.”

      “Hell, yes.” He laughed. “I saw you play. You’re a little pool shark.”

      “Ha.” She pressed her body against his. “Guess I’m stuck going fishing with you this Saturday.”

      He studied her face, his gaze becoming more intent. “Did you scratch on purpose?”

      She raised her brows. “Why would I do that?”

      His expression grew cocky again. “Because you want to go fishing with me.”

      Miranda shrugged. “Guess you’ll never know if I did.”

      “Mmmm-hmmm.” Justin pressed his nose against her hair and audibly inhaled. “You smell so good.”

      She looped her arms around his neck. “Double or nothing?”

      “What?” He raised his head and looked into her eyes. “Nope. I’m taking my win and leaving with it and you.”

      He brushed his lips against her before smiling. “Ready for another drink?”

      “Would you read too much into it if I suggest we kick back and have a drink at my place?” She placed one hand on his chest. “It would be nice to talk without yelling over the music.”

      Maybe then she could tell him…everything.

      He cocked his head to the side. “It’s always going to be up to you, Miranda. We can go to your place and no matter what, you have the final say.”

      She couldn’t get enough of staring into his beautiful eyes. “Let’s go plan our fishing trip.”

      Justin paid the tab, helped her into her sweater, and they walked out of the bar hand-in-hand. She liked the gentle strength of his grip and could almost imagine how it would feel having him hold her close in the most intimate ways.

      Miranda’s belly flipped. Soon, she and Justin would be alone at her place. She didn’t plan on letting it go too far, but what if she gave in to this incredible desire for him? She’d never felt anything so strong in her life as the feelings he was bringing out in her.

      He helped her into his truck and shut the door. Her phone vibrated in her pocket. While Justin strode around the truck, she pulled out the cell, checking to make sure it wasn’t her parents. Her mom had called earlier in the day and mentioned her dad had come down with the flu. At their age, the flu could be dangerous.

      When she saw Craig’s name on the screen, her skin prickled with heat. She sent the call to voicemail and started to pocket the phone as Justin climbed into the truck. He settled into his seat and frowned when he looked at her.

      He watched her pocket her phone. “You okay?”

      “Of course.” She gave him a bright smile but didn’t feel it inside.

      “I care about you, Miranda.” He continued to study her. “Don’t bullshit me.”

      She closed her eyes for a moment before meeting his eyes again. “Craig, my ex, has started calling lately and won’t take no for an answer.” She blew out her breath. “I check my phone to make sure it’s not my parents, otherwise I’d ignore it. They’re older, so I worry about them.”

      A muscle ticked in Justin’s jaw. “Is he the one who hit you?”

      Miranda looked away, unable to meet Justin’s gaze. The shame of allowing Craig to hit her made her skin hot. She should have left him the first time he did it, rather than trying to help him get better over the next several months. She hadn’t deserved any of what he’d done to her.

      She felt Justin’s light touch on her arm before he spoke. “Are you all right?”

      Her throat worked as she swallowed, and she looked back at him. “I am. It just throws me off when I see his name. But really, I’m okay.”

      Justin drew her close as he could with the console between them. He pressed his lips to her hair. “If you need to talk, I’m always here for you.”

      She nodded and let herself sink into the sensation of his hug. It filled all the empty gaps inside her, and she started to feel whole again.

      When he drew away from her, the smile she gave him was genuine. “Thank you, Justin. Being with you makes everything better. A lot better.”

      He kissed her softly. “I’m going to take you home, stick you in the tub, and make you take a bubble bath.”

      Miranda laughed. “I don’t take bubble baths with an audience.”

      He grinned. “Then I’ll join you.”

      “We’ll see.” She smiled at him. “Maybe one of these days.”

      “I’ll take it as a promise.” He released her and started up his truck. After checking his mirrors, he backed out of the parking space outside of Mickey’s and headed for her place.

      Justin held her hand on the drive, giving her a sense of comfort she’d never felt before. No one had understood her need to leave Craig. They never would have believed he’d hit her, and she hadn’t wanted people to look at him differently, like she did now. She missed the old Craig, but that version of the man she’d known was long gone, and this Craig, the one she didn’t know or understand, was no longer in her life.

      She still had a difficult time reconciling the two in her mind. How could someone change so drastically?

      Justin guided his truck off the highway, onto the dirt road that led up to her home. It was amazing calling this wonderful place “home,” and it was equally amazing that she’d met someone like Justin.

      She wondered if she’d accepted him far too easily in her life, but it just seemed right and everything inside her wanted to see where things went.

      He pulled up beside her Jeep and parked. She took off her seatbelt and waited for him to open her door, and he helped her down from the truck that was high off the ground. He grasped her hand and they strolled to the front door.

      Tingles raced across her skin and she felt familiar butterflies dancing in her belly as he took the key from her and opened the door. He held it wide and stepped back so that she could walk in before him.

      Her home was simple, with comfortable furniture that she had brought with her from her apartment. She’d never lived in a mobile home before and it wasn’t so bad, but she would be plenty glad when her home was built.

      Miranda hung her sweater up on the coat rack and Justin put his hat on the hook next to it. She looked over her shoulder as he followed her into the small kitchen area. “I have beer, or if you want something stronger there’s whiskey or vodka.”

      “Beer is fine.” Justin leaned his hip against the counter as she ducked into the fridge and pulled out two cold cans.

      She handed him one and pulled the tab on her own before taking a long swallow. She had always enjoyed a good beer. “Tortilla chips?”

      He lowered his can after taking a swallow. “Anything sounds good right now. Beating you at pool made me hungry again.”

      Miranda laughed. “I’ll break out some salsa for the chips.” She handed him a large bag of blue corn tortilla chips and poured salsa into a bowl.

      They carried the items to the living room and deposited the chips and salsa on the coffee table. Justin waited for her to sit, and she plopped down on the couch. He sat a few inches from her, and his heat immediately enveloped her.

      She shifted so that she could look at him and raised her can. “To fishing this Saturday.”

      “To fishing.” Justin bumped his can against hers and they drank to their toast.

      She lowered her drink. “So, what do I need to do to get ready?”

      “I’ll take care of the gear and tackle.” Justin rested his can on his knee. “How’d you like to put together lunch?”

      She nodded. “I’ll even bring breakfast and a thermos of coffee since we’re leaving early.”

      “We could make it an overnighter,” Justin said. “Pitch a tent, cook our catch on the grill for dinner and in the morning fry up some sausages for breakfast.”

      Miranda hesitated. “Isn’t that pushing things a little too fast?”

      “Only if you feel like it is.” He gave her a gentle smile. “If you’d rather not, we’ll just save an overnight trip for another time.”

      She considered it for a long moment. God, did she want to. She wanted it like crazy, but it was too soon. “I think we’d better slow down. Fishing this weekend and then we’ll see what happens next.”

      He covered her free hand with his and smiled. “I think that sounds like a plan.”

      The warmth of his hand made her want more of his heat. Her throat worked as she swallowed. “What time are you picking me up?”

      “Five a.m. work for you?”

      “Yes.” She smiled. “I’m glad you didn’t say four.”

      “That’ll be next time.” He took another swig of his beer and set his can on the coffee table. “I’m looking forward to our trip.”

      “So am I.” She set her own can on the table, placed her elbow on the back of the couch, and rested her head in her palm. “I like you, Justin. A little too much.”

      He gave her a sexy grin. “No such thing as too much when it comes to you liking me.”

      “Maybe.” She loved looking into his eyes. All of him was so gorgeous from the top of his head all the way to his boots. His shoulders were so broad she wanted to snuggle up close and let him hold her, drawing her against his hard chest, making her feel safe and wanted. “But just maybe you’re dangerous too.”

      He held her gaze and she couldn’t read his expression. “I’d never hurt you, Miranda.”

      “Not intentionally.” She gave him a soft smile. “But if things didn’t work out, I think I’d walk away with a sore heart.”

      Justin took her free hand, brought it to his lips, and kissed her knuckles. He returned her smile. “That’s the last thing on earth I want to do.”

      Good intentions and all that, Miranda thought, but just let her smile linger.

      Justin lowered her hand and rested it on his knee. “How do you like living in King Creek?”

      “I love it here.” She also loved the feel of Justin’s hand around hers. “I like the people I’ve met, I enjoy living in a small town, and the scenery is beautiful. It’s great having a place where I can keep Socks and Star, where they can help others. And the clients I have are wonderful.”

      Justin linked their fingers. “Do you have a lot of clients?”

      “I don’t have room for many more,” Miranda said. “I’ve been overwhelmed by the early success I’m having.”

      “You must enjoy what you do.”

      Miranda nodded. “What could be more rewarding than helping others achieve their goals, or banish fears, or find something new and exciting in their lives? I get to help kids as well as adults with disabilities. I’ve seen so much growth in my clients in a relatively short time.”

      “I’m looking forward to seeing Kaycee back on a horse,” Jason said. “She took to it so quickly when she was young. She was fearless.”

      “I have a feeling that one of the reasons why she has such a fear now is the loss of her mom.” Miranda shifted on the couch. “That loss has likely made her feel more vulnerable.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that.” Justin looked thoughtful. “It makes sense.”

      “It’s obvious she loves horses and wants to ride again.” Miranda thought about the girl who clearly had a tremendous spirit. “I don’t think it will be long, but we’ll take it as slow as she needs to go.”

      “Thank you for helping Kaycee.” Justin squeezed her hand. “This means a lot to her.”

      “That’s why I love my job.” Miranda liked the way Justin was looking at her, like he wanted to draw her into his strong arms. She could picture more than that. It was so easy to imagine herself in bed with him, his hard, naked muscled form over her smaller, softer body.

      “How long have you been ranching?” She needed to force away from the images and hoped that her desire wasn’t written all over her face.

      “All my life.” He adjusted himself on the couch, getting closer to her. “I was born and raised on a ranch, and after college worked on the family ranch. I scrimped and saved and made some good financial decisions and eventually was able to afford to buy my own place and a few head of cattle.”

      “Sounds like you worked your butt off,” Miranda said.

      “A lot of blood, sweat, and tears involved, along with some good luck,” he said. “I’m sure you know how that feels since you have your own successful business.”

      She nodded. “Yeah, it does take a lot to build a business and make it successful.”

      “I feel fortunate.” Justin’s expression was sincere. “My operation has grown considerably, and I have a few ranch hands who work for me. I have to say I’m blessed.”

      Miranda smiled. “Ditto.”

      “You mentioned your parents,” Justin said. “Is your family very big?”

      “Not at all.” Miranda shook her head. “Just Mom, Dad, and me.”

      “You must miss them.”

      “I do.” Miranda could hear the wistfulness in her tone. “I need to be here, though. I’ll go back to visit, and maybe I can get them to consider moving here. Right now, they say they’re not going anywhere. They want me to go back.”

      “Do you think you ever will?” Justin captured her gaze. “Go back to Texas?”

      “Never.” She frowned. “Nothing is there for me and I can visit my mom and dad. They did mention coming out to spend some time here soon.” She turned her frown into a smile. “I’d like you to meet them when they do make it.”

      “I’d like that,” he said.

      “What about your family?” Miranda thought about it. “Seems to me I heard the McLeod family is fairly big.”

      “I have four brothers and two sisters.” The corner of Justin’s mouth curved into a grin. “Carter, Bear, Colt, and Brady. My sisters are Haylee and Jill. Then there’s Mom, Dad, Grandma, and Grandpa. Carter is my only married sibling and I have a great sister-in-law. So yeah, you could say we have a decent-sized family.”

      “Must be fun to have a big family like that.”

      “More often than not it is.” He rested his free hand on her knee. “I’d like you to meet them sometime soon.”

      “A little overwhelming, maybe?” Miranda imagined herself surrounded by four other big men as well as his two sisters, parents, and grandparents. “But it also sounds fun.”

      “We’ll make a date of it soon.” He shifted and caught her off guard as he slid his arm around her back and managed to ease her on his lap in a smooth movement. “But right now, it’s just you and me.”

      A thrill went through her belly, as well as a dose of fear. She couldn’t move, could barely think as she met his gaze. It was impossible to look away. His expression grew intense as he stared at her. He lowered his head slowly.

      Her lips parted, her breath catching in her throat.

      He pressed his mouth to hers and she moaned softly as he took possession. He kissed her softly, his lips roaming over hers and claiming her sighs for his own.

      Passion grew within her and she nipped his lower lip. He groaned and his kiss grew more intense as he lightly bit her lip in return. An animal passion took over as they answered each other with a power that only increased.

      Miranda’s nipples tightened and pushed against her silky bra. Her shirt slid over the taut nubs, her breasts heavy and full.

      The hard ridge of his erection rubbed against her ass, stirring feelings in her that made her want to feel him inside her so badly she could barely stand it.

      She shifted in his lap and straddled him. This time he growled as she kissed him harder while rubbing herself over his steel-like length. He grasped her hips, his big hands gripping her butt cheeks.

      Miranda broke the kiss and arched her back, her breasts now pressing against his mouth. He groaned and caught her nipple between his teeth, lightly biting down enough to make her gasp and rock her body.

      Justin moved his hands to her breasts, cupping them. “Damn, but I love your breasts.” Her mounds were large and filled his big hands. “I’ve got to see them. I want to taste them.”

      She moved her hands to her blouse buttons. She needed his mouth on her, too. He reached around her at the same time and unfastened her bra.

      Butterflies bounced around in her belly, feeding her passion. She slid the blouse from her arms and onto the floor. He pulled off her bra and tossed it aside so that she was bared to him. The cool air tightened her nipples even more, the feel of her nakedness enhancing her need.

      He captured one nipple and she moaned as he sucked and nipped it. She tipped her head back and her long hair brushed her naked flesh, the feeling erotic as it combined with what he was doing to her.

      He moved his mouth to her other nipple and bit down on it gently, but enough to make her cry out. He sucked it, flicked his tongue over it, then nipped at it again.

      “Justin.” His name came from her in another moan. Then it was a cry as he pulled her nipple tightly into his mouth. “Justin.”

      Her nipple slid from his mouth as he raised his head. She whimpered and he slid his fingers into her hair. He drew her down so that he could kiss her again.

      She answered his passion with her own and she fisted his shirt, trying to control herself. Her silky hair flowed down like a soft curtain over their faces.

      He cupped her breasts and rubbed his thumb over her nipples as they kissed. She couldn’t get enough. She wanted him so badly she didn’t know why she’d wanted to wait to be with him.

      She raised her head and looked at him. Her rough breathing matched his as they looked at each other.

      “Miranda.” His Adam’s apple bobbed as he spoke. “I’m so close to taking you to bed that I can barely hold back.”

      She wanted to tell him not to hold back on anything. She wanted to tell him to take her to bed and make love to her all night long, until the sun came up. She wanted to sit with him at her little kitchen table and have breakfast with him.

      Too soon.

      And definitely not before she told him.

      Her throat worked as she swallowed. “Not such a good idea right now.” She stared into his eyes. “We’ve gone far enough.”

      He cupped the back of her head and brought her down for a kiss, but it was gentle this time. Achingly slow, but it made her want to tell him she was wrong and where her bedroom was.

      He broke the kiss and smiled at her. “We’ll finish this soon, and it won’t be the last time.”

      She nodded. “I know.”

      He shifted and slid her off his lap. She was overly conscious of her bare breasts, but he leaned forward and picked her blouse up off the floor and helped her slide it on. He buttoned the blouse all the way to her throat.

      She laughed. “Isn’t that a little far?”

      “Not tonight, it isn’t.” He slid his arm around her shoulders and hugged her to him.

      She curled up next to him and rested her head against his chest, his heart beating loudly beneath her ear. His breathing slowed, as did his heart, and her own did as well.

      They snuggled together for a long moment, a sexually charged silence between them.

      “You are so beautiful, Miranda.” He moved and helped her so that they were facing each other. “Inside and out. Everything I see about you makes me want you more.”

      Her heart beat a little faster again. “I want you, too. You already know I do.”

      He gave a slow nod. “I’d better get home.”

      “Yes.” She blew out a slow breath. “I’ve had a great time tonight.”

      “Me, too.” He smiled and disentangled himself from her and stood, then helped her to her feet. “I’ll see you tomorrow for Kaycee’s appointment.”

      She nodded as she tipped her head back to meet his gaze. “It’ll be hard not letting her know we’re dating.”

      He laughed. “Kaycee guessed before I had a chance to tell her. She’s a smart girl, and I think she’s okay with it.”

      Miranda shook her head. “I should have known.”

      Justin started toward the door, Miranda at his side. He took his hat and jacket off the coat rack and put them on.

      “Goodbye, Miranda.” He gave her a soft, sweet kiss before opening the door and leaving.

      She wanted to watch him, but it was too cold, the temperature having dropped after the sun went down. She closed the door and locked it, then pressed her head against the door.

      Her breasts still ached, and she could almost feel his hands on them, his thumbs rubbing her nipples.

      What a man, and he wanted her as much as she wanted him. Thank goodness for his strength, or she might have let him take her to her bedroom.

      It was good they’d have a chaperone tomorrow night. The next time she was alone with Justin, she wondered if they’d be strong enough to walk away.
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      Justin couldn’t stop thinking about how soft and sweet Miranda had been in his arms. How she’d responded when he’d kissed her…the way she’d arched her back and whimpered when he’d sucked her nipples…how she’d squirmed in his arms, like she couldn’t get enough. Someday—

      “Dad.” Kaycee’s voice broke into his thoughts. “Are you ready to go?”

      He had to rearrange everything in his head to focus on his daughter, who had just come from the barn. He tweaked her braid. “You bet.”

      They climbed into his truck and Kaycee flipped on the radio. A Carrie Underwood tune came on.

      “Are you thinking about Miranda?” Kaycee said as he pulled onto the highway.

      He cut his gaze to her. “What makes you say that?”

      She shrugged. “The way you look. Kinda goofy.”

      He laughed. “Goofy?”

      She rolled her eyes as she nodded. “Very.”

      “Are you ready for your appointment?” He figured it was best to just move past her question.

      “I don’t know.” Kaycee sounded thoughtful. “I want to ride again, but I feel like it’ll never happen.”

      He glanced from the road to her. “I want whatever it is that you want, Kaycee.” He turned his attention back to the road.” You’ve always loved to ride.”

      “I’ve never been scared before.” She sighed. “But when I get close to a horse and start thinking about it, my chest gets tight-feeling and my stomach hurts.”

      Justin tried not to frown. He didn’t like that his little girl felt scared. “You don’t have to do this. If you need more time, it’s up to you.”

      “I’ll be okay.” She looked at him as he glanced at her. “I like Socks and Star, and it was nice spending time with them.”

      “Good.” He smiled. “I’m glad you’re not scared to be around horses.”

      “Only Thunder.” Her voice sounded small. “I like him and I don’t like being scared. I know he’s a good horse. I just can’t stop thinking about what happened.”

      Justin reached over and put his hand on her arm. “It’s understandable. He’s a big horse and I probably shouldn’t have let you ride him.”

      She was quiet a moment as they drove down the highway to Miranda’s. “I—I want to ride him again someday.”

      Justin cut his gaze to Kaycee.

      “I’ve read about conquering fears.” She raised her chin. “Someday I’ll conquer mine.”

      He gripped the steering wheel. “I’m proud of you for facing your fears. As for Thunder, we’ll cross that bridge when it comes.”

      “How was your date with Miranda last night?” Kaycee asked.

      Justin grew warm thinking about her. “It was nice.”

      “Is it going to be weird with you liking her?” Kaycee asked. “I mean weird at my session.”

      “Nope.” Jayson gave her a firm reply. “Today is about you.”

      “When are you seeing her again?”

      “I’m not sure about during the week,” he said. “But this weekend I’m taking her fishing.”

      “Are you going to Black Canyon Lack, where we went a couple of weeks ago?” Kaycee asked. “That was fun.”

      “Yes, we are.” He smiled at his daughter. “Would you like to go with us?”

      Kaycee shook her head, her braid flopping over her shoulder. “Brit asked me to spend the night. Can I?”

      Justin gave a slow nod. “I think that’ll be fine. I’ll talk to her mom.” He’d planned on asking his mom if she’d like to take Kaycee for the day. His mom loved Kaycee like crazy.

      “Thanks.” Kaycee looked out the window as they pulled into Miranda’s driveway. “There’s Socks and Star. Miranda is out there, too.”

      His gut stirred at the sight of Miranda’s backside. Damn but she had a sexy figure, and the way her jeans hugged her ass—

      He gritted his teeth. He had to get his mind off of Miranda and focus on why they were here.

      Justin parked his truck next to Miranda’s Jeep. Kaycee hopped down and trotted toward Miranda. Justin climbed out and shut the door. He sauntered to where his daughter was already talking with Miranda.

      No matter how he tried, he couldn’t stop thinking about the way her hair smelled, the softness of her body. He shoved his hands in his front pockets as he tried to pull himself back together. He wasn’t doing a very good job of separating Miranda the therapist from Miranda the woman, the one who’d straddled his lap and had been half naked in his arms last night.

      When he reached them, Miranda glanced at him and gave him a quick smile. “Hi, Justin.”

      He nodded and touched the brim of his hat. “’Morning, Miranda.”

      She turned away and went back to talking with Kaycee. “Are you ready to walk the girls?”

      Kaycee nodded. “I’d like that.” She hesitated. “I don’t think I’m ready to ride one of them yet.”

      “You don’t have to.” Miranda rested her hand on Kaycee’s shoulder. “Come on. Let’s go say hi. I have some treats for you to feed them.”

      “Okay.” Kaycee reached the corral and only hesitated a moment before walking in after Miranda opened the gate.

      Miranda took a lead rope off the gate and approached Star while Kaycee petted her. Miranda snapped the lead to the bridle. “Are you ready to walk her?”

      “Yes.” Kaycee took the lead and started off with the horse. Miranda watched Kaycee walk away before turning back to face Justin.

      He couldn’t help but grin at her sexy smile. “Get much sleep last night?”

      “Surprisingly, yes.” She stayed a couple of feet away from him. “I had a great time.” She turned back to watch Kaycee.

      “Are you free Friday night?” He braced his arms on the top rail of the corral. “There’s a good band playing at the Hitching Post.”

      “I don’t know.” She glanced away from watching Kaycee. “I have to get up awfully early Saturday morning.”

      He winked at her. “I promise I’ll have you home in bed by ten.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Alone?”

      He couldn’t help but grin. “Won’t be easy, but I promise to leave you at your doorstep. Won’t even come inside.”

      “Let’s keep that topic on the table.” She smiled, then shifted her gaze back to observe Kaycee, who was coming back around.

      Justin had to restrain himself to keep from distracting Miranda as she worked with Kaycee. Miranda added another step today, having Kaycee saddle one of the horses after promises that the girl wouldn’t have to ride. She’d said it would move her closer to the goal, but they would take whatever time Kaycee needed before she was in the saddle.

      Kaycee clearly enjoyed her time with Miranda, and she loved the horses. At the end of the session, Kaycee even seemed reluctant to finish. She unsaddled Socks, brushed down both horses, then fed them the treats Miranda handed her.

      When Kaycee left the ring, she smiled at Justin. It warmed his heart to see his daughter smile like that, just as big as could be.

      “Next Tuesday for Kaycee’s next appointment?” Miranda asked. “Same time?”

      “That’ll work.” He looked at Kaycee. “Sound good to you?”

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      “Ready to go home?” He settled his arm around his daughter’s shoulders. “It’s my turn to cook. I’ll fire up the grill and make a couple of burgers.”

      “Okay, Dad.” Kaycee turned and waved at Miranda. “Bye.”

      Miranda smiled and returned the wave. “See you next Tuesday, Kaycee.”

      Justin wanted to say, “See you Friday,” but he figured he’d wait til he’d call her, probably tomorrow, if not tonight. She hadn’t said yes, but he hoped she would.

      He touched the brim of his hat and smiled at Miranda before he turned and walked back to his truck with Kaycee.

      On the way home, Kaycee seemed a lot brighter and happier, chatting away about the horses and saddling Socks, then later when she’d taken the saddle off and brushed down both horses.

      “I bet they get good and spoiled,” Kaycee said. “If all her clients brush them down.”

      “No doubt about it, they look happy,” Justin said. And so did Kaycee.

      They made it home and took care of chores before heading to the house. Justin’s mind didn’t stray far from Miranda. The way he thought about her bordered on obsession. He wanted to be with her so badly he couldn’t get his mind off her. He’d never been this way with a woman—it was brand new territory for him.

      He liked women. Hell, he liked women a lot. But he’d never thought about them the way he couldn’t stop thinking about Miranda.

      Justin joined his ranch hands who were in the middle of branding new stock he’d just purchased at a livestock auction. The work kept him busy, and mostly kept his mind of off the one woman who was going to drive him crazy if he didn’t stop thinking about her.

      When they finished, Justin and his men headed into the house for dinner. Shari had a good hot meal of beans and cornbread, then the men left, a couple of them going into King Creek, while the others headed for the bunkhouse.

      Justin relaxed in his study as Kaycee went to her room to do homework. He sat back in his padded leather chair, put his boots on his desk, and called Miranda.

      “Hi, Justin.” She sounded breathy as she answered her phone. He loved her voice.

      “Hey.” He pictured her like she’d been last night. “You looked gorgeous today.”

      She laughed. “Grubby and in jeans and a T-shirt.”

      “If that’s grubby, I’ve never seen anyone look so good.” He smiled to himself. “For some reason I keep picturing you without your shirt on.”

      “Justin,” she said in a mock serious tone. “Behave.”

      “Not when it comes to you, sweetheart.”

      “I have to admit I wanted to kiss you like crazy today.” Her tone was softer now. “I want to kiss you now.”

      Imagining her kissing him right this moment, and thoughts of her kisses last night caused an uncomfortable tightness in his jeans. “Better watch it, or I’m coming right over there.”

      She gave another soft laugh. “Can’t say I’d complain.”

      He pushed his fingers through his hair. “Saturday seems an awful long way off. What do you think about my suggestion for Friday?”

      “It’s true, Saturday does seem a long way off.” Images of her smiling went through his mind. “But maybe we should pace ourselves and skip Friday.”

      He shifted in his chair. “When it comes to you, I don’t know if pacing is possible.”

      She gave a little sigh. “I don’t know what I’m going to do with you.”

      “Anything you want,” he said.

      “Hmmm…” She sounded thoughtful. “I can think of lots of things. None of which involves slowing down.”

      “That’s what I want to hear.” He grinned. “Kaycee is spending Saturday and Sunday with a friend, so I don’t have to be home Saturday night if you change your mind about camping overnight instead of just spending the day fishing.”

      A moment’s silence. “Let me think about it. To be honest, I want to say yes, but like I was saying, I worry about rushing into things too fast.”

      He swung his legs down and leaned forward, his elbows on his desk. “I want you to say yes, but I won’t push you.”

      “I know.” She spoke hesitantly. “Let me think on it.”

      “You can tell me Saturday morning,” he said. “It won’t take long to get prepared for an overnight trip if you decide to.”

      “Okay,” she said. “Deal.”

      A knock came at the door of his study. It could only be Kaycee, and she wouldn’t knock if she didn’t need help with something.

      “Kaycee needs me,” he said. “I’ve got to go, sweetheart.”

      “Goodnight,” she said.

      “Sweet dreams.” He disconnected the call and raised his voice. “Come in.”

      The door creaked open and Kaycee peaked around the door. “Can you help me with my history assignment? You’re so good with history stuff.”

      “Sure thing, kiddo.” He beckoned her to come to him. He loved history.

      She placed a thick history book in front of him, the assignment a world happening that was twenty years old but seemed far more recent to him.

      He settled in to help his daughter with her homework. Nothing could be better than having his daughter come to him when she needed him.

      Although having Miranda at his side permanently would rank pretty high up there.

      The thought of a future with Miranda took Justin off guard, and he had to change his focus. Too fast, too soon. Maybe Miranda was right.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      After their conversation Tuesday night, Justin hadn’t pushed Miranda about Saturday, and she appreciated it. They’d talked Wednesday and Thursday nights, too, and all he’d done was talk about the best way to catch rainbow trout and the kind of wildlife they might see. Snow would be melting now in the mountains and the lakes rising. They’d make it after the lake was restocked, so there should be plenty of fish to catch.

      Here it was, Friday morning, and she hadn’t made up her mind about an overnight camping trip with Justin.

      She wanted to…

      But it was too soon…

      Wasn’t it?

      Of course she’d have to tell him about every single thing that had been holding her back.

      She was still in her PJs and she carried her mug of hot coffee to her small kitchen table near a window that looked out on the desert surrounding her temporary home. She sat in front of the bagel with cream cheese she’d placed there a few moments before putting creamer and sweetener in her coffee.

      Miranda placed her elbows on the table, her coffee mug in her hands, as she stared out the little window. She worked it all over in her mind again. She was thirty-two years old, a grown woman with an open mind. Justin had only been in her life a couple of weeks, but it seemed like she’d known him far longer than that.

      Spending time with him in the mountains would be a kind of test. Would she enjoy herself? She knew she would. Just being with Justin made her happier than she’d been in ages.

      What was wrong with spending more time with a man who made her happy? Made her feel special even? She could never imagine him hurting her in any way.

      But then she’d never thought Craig would or could hurt her.

      Was she a bad judge of character? Or had some kind of switch flipped inside of Craig’s head?

      Her throat worked as she swallowed. Damn. She shouldn’t let one man ruin things for her. Just because things had turned out terribly with Craig didn’t mean they would with Justin.

      She closed her eyes and thought about Justin. His smile, the way he laughed, how he teased her, and his touch and kisses that were pure magic.

      Miranda smiled and reached for her phone on the other side of the small table. She would call Justin and tell him yes.

      As she picked up her phone it started to ring. Craig’s name and number flashed on the screen.

      Miranda’s heart pounded and her throat grew dry as she stared at his name. He’d called her every day since the last time she’d spoken with him, and she hadn’t answered. If she ignored it, would he eventually go away? He was obsessed with her, and she didn’t think anything would change that.

      So how should she handle it? How should she handle him?

      Her finger hovered over the button that would send his call to voicemail, but then she clicked the answer button instead.

      She brought the phone to her ear. “Craig, stop calling me.”

      Silence. Then, “Baby, please—”

      “No.” Miranda kept her voice firm. “This has got to stop. I have a new life and I want you to leave me alone.”

      “I’m not giving up on you.” His voice was firm, hard. “I’m not giving up on us, babe.”

      “There’s no us.” It was everything she could do not to yell at him. “Stop calling me.”

      “Miranda,” this time there was a warning note in his voice that chilled her, “I’m going to find you and bring you home.”

      The horror of that thought caused ice to creep through her body. “Go away.” The words came out shaky even though she tried to be strong. “Don’t ever call me again.”

      “Miranda—”

      She disconnected the call. He immediately called again, but she went into her phone settings to do something she should have thought to do weeks ago.

      She blocked him. He wouldn’t be able to get through to her again. Not only that, but she hadn’t let anyone know where she had gone except for her parents, and she had made them swear they wouldn’t tell Craig where she was. They had promised, albeit reluctantly. They still thought she belonged with Craig, not knowing that he had been hitting her. She’d hidden the bruises or made excuses for them that they had easily swallowed. They couldn’t possibly have imagined what Craig had become.

      The iciness covering her wouldn’t melt for a long time. She sat at the table with her hands clenched into fists.

      Deep breath in. Long breath out.

      Over and over.

      She had a new life, a new career, and a new man…if a piece of paper didn’t hold things back. She wouldn’t let Craig ruin something that could be the best thing that ever happened to her.

      Miranda let out another long breath and picked up her phone. She went to her “favorites,” where she had saved Justin’s number. It was crazy to have already listed him there, but silly as it was, she had done it.

      “Good morning, sweetheart.” Justin’s warm, smooth voice calmed her, filled her with warmth, and made her smile. She heard the sound of cows and the yips of cowboys in the background.

      This time she didn’t have a problem telling Justin what she wanted. “I have an answer for you.”

      “Yes?” He sounded both hopeful and teasing.

      “Yes.” Her heart pounded faster as she pushed the word out before she could possibly change her mind. “We can make it an overnight trip.”

      “Hell, yeah.” He had a grin in his voice. “I’ll pack up the tent and a few more supplies with the fishing tackle.”

      “Anything I need to get?” She couldn’t help smiling. “I can run to the store and get stuff like marshmallows, chocolate, and graham crackers for s’mores.”

      He laughed. “I tell you what. You get those and I’ll take care of the rest.”

      “You’ve got it.” A sense of giddiness took over. She’d actually said yes, and she was going to go camping with Justin. “I can hear you’re busy over there, and I’d better get ready for my next client.”

      “See you in the morning,” he said. “Five a.m.”

      “I’ll be ready.” She disconnected the call.

      The giddiness only increased. She focused on the feeling, not wanting to think about anything that might distract her from her happiness of the moment. She hummed to herself as she set about taking a shower then dressing in jeans, a T-shirt, and boots.

      She hummed to herself as she headed out to the mailbox, feeling happier and more light-hearted than she’d felt in a long time. She’d forgotten to check it yesterday. She opened her mailbox and peered inside.

      No such luck.

      Even an empty mailbox didn’t ruin her morning. She was sure the papers would be here soon.
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      The sun was rising when Justin knocked at Miranda’s door. He’d called her earlier to tell her he’d be an hour late and he’d explain why when he got there. A sense of excitement for the trip tickled her skin. She’d never been fishing, and she was looking forward to the new experience at Justin’s hands.

      “I’m ready,” she said when she opened the door to see him standing there with a grin on his face, his hands stuffed into his jacket pockets.

      Justin looked so damned sexy he made her think of all kinds of things that involved being alone, just the two of them.

      He slid his hands out of his pockets and reached for her. He brought her into his arms and gave her the sweetest kiss.

      She felt a little out of breath and off-balance when he released her, and she smiled up at him.

      “Where’s your gear?” he asked with a teasing smile, clearly knowing he’d affected her with that kiss.

      “Just a sec.” She tugged on a jacket—she wore a big shirt over a T-shirt so that she’d be able to keep her arms warm if she needed to. She grabbed a duffel by the door that held her clothes, and a tote with the things she’d bought at the grocery store.

      He took them from her. “Let’s head on out.”

      She locked the door and followed him to his truck. He helped her into the passenger side, then stowed her items in the back seat of the king cab. He jogged around, climbed into the driver’s seat and shut the door behind him.

      He gripped the steering wheel. “Ready for our big adventure?”

      She smiled and nodded. “As I’ll ever be.”

      “Almost couldn’t leave this morning,” he said when they were on the road. “One of my mares decided to start foaling after I went to bed last night. Went out to the barn at three a.m. when I heard a ruckus and found her in trouble. Fortunately, my brother, Bear, is a vet and lives on a nearby ranch. When he had everything under control, I cleaned up and came on over.”

      “Is the mare okay?” Miranda asked.

      “She’s a little worn out, but she’ll be just fine,” Justin said. “She has the prettiest little filly now.”

      Justin explained how the foal had been breech and how Bear had gotten the baby turned around and helped deliver her.

      “I was concerned it would take longer than it did,” Justin said. “I hated to see the mare in that kind of distress. She’s the sweetest thing this side of a lollypop.”

      Miranda couldn’t help a laugh. “All sugar. That’s pretty sweet.”

      He smiled. “You bet.”

      “You must be tired.” She tucked a strand of hair that hadn’t made it into her braid behind her ear.

      “All part of running a ranch.” He shrugged. “You never know what might come up, so you go with it.”

      “I had an uneventful night.” She glanced out at the sunrise. “Look how pretty the morning is starting out.”

      “Beautiful,” he said, and when she glanced at him, he was focused on her, not the sky.

      Heat warmed her as he moved his gaze back to the road. He made her feel like the most beautiful woman in the world the way he looked at her. Everything he did caused her to feel special, like no one ever had done before.

      “Bear wants to meet you,” Justin said. “You’d like my brother, good guy. Hell, all four of my brothers are good guys. We had our differences growing up, but I like to think we all turned out well.”

      “If they’re anything like you, I have to agree.” Miranda wanted to meet his family in some ways, while in others she felt somewhat intimidated. There were a lot of them and only one of her. “I’d like to meet him, too.”

      “I know the rest of the family would feel the same way,” he said. “Mom already does. Kaycee mentioned you when Mom drove her home from school one day this week.”

      “How’s Kaycee handling our dating?” Miranda wasn’t sure about an almost-teenage girls with a daddy who was seeing someone. “Has she said anything?”

      “She was concerned at first,” he said. “She was afraid I wouldn’t have time for her. After I made it clear to her how important she is to me, she’s been fine with it.”

      “Do you have daddy-daughter time with her?” Miranda asked.

      “Yep.” Justin nodded. “It’s important to both of us.”

      Miranda adjusted her seatbelt as she shifted in her seat. “What kinds of things do you and Kaycee do together?”

      “A couple of weeks ago, we spent the day fishing at the same lake we’re going to today,” he said. “Other times we’ll do things like catch a movie, go out to dinner, play mini-golf in Phoenix, and watch football on my big-screen TV. That girl loves a good football game. Her favorite team is the Arizona Cardinals.”

      “Football is my favorite sport,” Miranda said, “but I prefer the Dallas Cowboys. Both teams did well last year.”

      “This fall the three of us will have to make a date of it and watch some football.” Justin flashed a quick smile. “Especially when our teams play against each other.”

      He was already thinking months ahead, as if he knew they’d still be dating. Miranda liked the feeling it gave her, but it morphed into a kind of fear. What if things didn’t work out? What if they did, but Kaycee started to hate her. What if—”

      Stop it, Miranda told herself. Just take it slow and enjoy yourself.

      As if agreeing to an overnight trip was taking it slow.

      “I take it Kaycee enjoys fishing?”

      “Yep.” Justin glanced at Miranda. “She’s a good little fisherman.”

      His pride for Kaycee radiated from him. She was a lucky young woman to have a dad who clearly cared as much for her as Justin did.

      “I know now that your brother, Bear, is a vet,” Miranda said. “What do your other brothers do?”

      “They’re ranchers, same as me.” He glanced in his mirrors before he changed lanes. “I’m the middle son out of the boys of the family. My two sisters are the youngest out of the seven of us. They’re around ten years younger than me.”

      “You all must have been a handful growing up.” Miranda smiled at the thought of a young, rough-and-tumble Justin. “Your poor mom.”

      Justin laughed. “We were always into one thing or another. Mom’s made of tough stuff—had to be to put up with all of us.”

      Miranda tipped her head to the side. “What do your sisters do?”

      “Haylee just graduated from Arizona State with a bachelor’s in art and a teaching certificate and will start teaching art at King Creek Middle School this fall. She’s a pistol.” Justin smiled. “Jill is an accountant in town and is the most black-and-white of the seven of us.”

      “Seven.” Miranda couldn’t imagine living in a family like Justin’s. “Sheesh, that’s a lot.”

      Justin guided the truck into the right lane after passing a semi. “You mentioned it’s just you and your parents. Any other relatives around the country?”

      Miranda shrugged. “No one my parents keep in touch with. I think we have some distant relatives in Maine, but I’m not positive. Mom and Dad are the kind of people who mostly keep to themselves and only have a very few friends. I’m afraid they’d be lost without each other.” Miranda sighed. “I’m hoping they’ll love King Creek when they come to visit and move here, too.”

      “You must miss them,” Justin said quietly.

      “Yeah, I do.” Miranda stared out the window at the blurred scenery before looking back to Justin. “I felt guilty about moving away from them, but it was something I needed to do. And now I love it here and can’t imagine moving back.”

      No, she could never move back. She didn’t want to and even if she did, she couldn’t with Craig and his family there. They wouldn’t forgive her for leaving their son. Like her parents, they would never have believed that Craig had abused her.

      She didn’t say anything for a long moment, then turned to him and smiled. “So, that’s my story and I’m sticking to it.”

      He laughed. “I’ve got plenty of family to go around, so I’m happy to share.”

      The thought of being surrounded by good people like Justin made her smile even more.

      She enjoyed being with him so much that she was afraid it might end with her having a broken heart.

      Miranda pushed that aside and concentrated on now. Her experiences with Craig and the fallout with his family had made her feel off-balance, like she’d never regain her footing. But with Justin around, just maybe she could.

      Those thoughts and feelings made it even harder to tell Justin that the document that made it clear her divorce was final still hadn’t shown up in the mail. Maybe the county hadn’t processed her change of address in time and the mail hadn’t been forwarded. She’d have to call.

      She and Justin might end up having an intimate night, so it was time to tell him. If he changed his mind, at least they could have a pleasant day together. She didn’t think he would turn around and take her back home. He might put things off, though.

      Miranda opened her mouth to tell him, but nothing would come out about Craig.

      Instead, she found herself saying, “Have you lived in King Creek all your life?”

      “Yep.” He nodded. “Born and raised on the family ranch.”

      Miranda raised her brows. “You were actually born on the ranch?”

      “Mom had a midwife for all seven of us,” he said. “She wanted us to be born right there, surrounded by family and love, and not in a sterile hospital.”

      “She’s a much braver woman than me.” Miranda shook her head at the thought. “I want a hospital with an epidural to avoid the pain.” She glanced at Justin. “I’m a total wimp when it comes to pain.”

      Justin laughed. “So, you want children?”

      “Oh, yes.” She thought about having little girls and boys in her life. “I don’t want seven kids, but I’d like three or four. I want my children to grow up with brothers and sisters. Definitely not an only child.”

      “All of the above,” Justin said. “Not as big as my family, but good-sized.” He laughed. “Mom said I’d better get busy before I get too old.”

      “How old are you?” Miranda asked.

      “Thirty-five.” Justin appeared thoughtful. “Guess I am getting on up there.”

      “I’m thirty-two,” Miranda said. “My parents haven’t pushed me. I think they’re afraid of having grandchildren around. They’re not the grandparent types.”

      Justin glanced in his rearview mirror. “My mom and dad love being grandparents to Kaycee. My brother, Carter, and his wife, Kit, are in the process of adopting a child, so Kaycee is going to have a young cousin soon. Mom is on pins and needles, wanting to know if it’s a girl or boy so she can start buying baby clothes. My grandma is already knitting a baby blanket for her second great-grandchild.” Justin smiled. “She made a bigger blanket for Kaycee, the moment she came into our lives, when she was five.”

      “That’s wonderful.” Miranda couldn’t help but wish her parents were interested in grandchildren. Maybe their lack of interest would change when she had children of her own.

      

      The three-hour drive passed in no time at all. They talked and laughed the entire way, from the highway to the freeway, to the road that took them to the Mogollon Rim and toward Black Canyon Lake.

      Miranda felt lighter than she had in so long. A sensation of being free from a load she didn’t know she was carrying seemed to give her wings.

      “The scenery is gorgeous.” She watched the ponderosa pines, white furs, aspen, and bigtooth maple pass by as they climbed higher on the Rim. When they reached the road to Black Canyon Lake, the going was slower, and she caught sight of more wildlife. She watched a squirrel scamper up an aspen and what Justin called a red-faced warbler on a maple branch. She spotted an elk through the trees and a cottontail disappearing into the brush.

      She lowered the window and breathed in the fresh scent of the forest. Pine, rich earth, clean air.

      “First thing we need to do is set up camp.” Justin drove along a bumpy road, past a sign that said Black Canyon Rim Campground, and a marker stating the campground was three miles from the lake. “I made reservations earlier this week, just in case you said yes.”

      “What if I’d said no?” She gave him a teasing look.

      He grinned at her. “It was worth the fee regardless.”

      They passed other campers and day trippers already set up. Justin eventually found the location he’d reserved, which was currently clear of other campers, but he said that would change as the day passed. “It’s a busy place. I’d prefer to find our own spot away from anyone else,” he said. “But that’s not always available to do.”

      He parked on the side of a camping spot with a firepit surrounded by large rocks and plenty of space to pitch a tent on the flat, sandy ground beneath ponderosa pines.

      She helped Justin set up the tent, enjoying the cool air on her face and the air whooshing through the pines, sounding almost like a flowing river.

      They gathered wood and stacked it near the firepit. “We’re in the Heber Wild Horse territory,” Justin said as they finished gathering wood. “Sometimes you can see wild horses running near the lake.”

      “Ooh.” Miranda smiled at the thought. “I’d love to see that.”

      “We’ll keep our eyes out.”

      Justin pulled sleeping bags and pillows from the back of the king cab and butterflies tickled her belly as she ducked inside the tent and helped him stow their things. They didn’t make a single bed but did put the two sleeping bags on a foam topper to put some space between them and the ground.

      When they had arranged everything, he slid his fingers into her hair. “No pressure tonight, Miranda. That’s why I kept our sleeping bags separate. It’s all up to you.”

      Tingles raced up and down her arms. “Thank you,” she said in a low voice that came out husky with need.

      To cover up the desire already building inside her, she eased onto her haunches. “I’m ready for that fishing experience you promised me.”

      “Then I won’t make the lady wait a moment longer.” He drew her toward him and gave her a long, slow kiss that made her feel liquid and warm. He broke the kiss. “We’ll take lunch with us. Are you hungry?”

      “Starving.” She was definitely starving for him, but right now she’d settle for some food.

      They drove the three miles to Black Canyon Lake and found a good spot on the shore to fish from, near a pile of driftwood and a couple of large rocks. He carried the cooler with their lunch and set it on the ground, next to the blanket Miranda laid out.

      Justin returned to the truck and came back with fishing tackle and two ball caps. “Put this on,” he said. “You need protection from the sun.”

      “Thanks.” Miranda accepted the cap and adjusted the size before she tugged it down, and he pulled on his own.

      She looked out onto the lake that was surrounded by trees at the edge of a rocky shore. They were just below a rim of wildflowers and grass, and the sun shone from the beautifully blue sky. The breeze was cool, and she was grateful for the shirt she wore over her T-shirt.

      Justin gave her a smoked turkey and cheddar on sourdough sandwich, which tasted amazingly good out on the edge of the lake. He had baggies of homemade chocolate chip cookies that Kaycee had baked that were amazing. He also had one thermos filled with iced tea and another with lemonade.

      When they were done with lunch, Justin picked up the parts of the fishing pole she’d be using and showed her everything. He put together the rod, attached the reel, and demonstrated how to make sure she didn’t over-tighten it. He threaded the fishing line through the guides, attached a bobber, sinkers, and tied a hook on the end of the line.

      He dug a small yellow bottle out of the tackle box. “This is good for trout fishing.” He brought it out and showed her the bright orange balls they’d use as bait. “It’s scented to help attract trout.”

      He showed her how to cast the line then reel it in. When it was her turn to try her hand at casting, she caught the line in the branches of a tree behind them.

      “Oops,” she said, and he laughed.

      He patiently cut the line, rethreaded it, added a new hook and sinkers, and let her bait the hook. After a few tries, she managed to get her hook in the water, far enough from shore to hopefully catch something. He set the reel then helped her find a place to sit down and wait.

      The waiting for something to happen had Miranda on the edge of the rock she sat on. “How will I know if I catch something?”

      He had his own fishing pole set up and he easily cast his hook. He set up his pole on the beach, then helped her. “You’ll feel the fish nibble at it, but don’t tug on the line. Wait for the fish to pull.” He explained how to set the hook and reel in the fish.

      She nodded, hoping she got it all and dying to catch her first fish.

      The bobber on Justin’s line went underwater and he grabbed his pole. It bowed and he grinned. “Got you, little sucker.” He glanced at Miranda. “Watch what I do.” The line spun out of the reel before he started to bring it in. He showed her how to handle the rod as he brought in the fish.

      When he had it all the way in, he pulled the fish up out of the water and it flipped in the air. The sunlight shimmered in a rainbow on its scales. He landed then grasped the fish and unhooked it before attaching the fish to a stringer and putting it back into the water. He did it all in less than a minute, from landing the fish, unhooking it, then putting it on the stringer in the water.

      Miranda was so engrossed in watching Justin that a tug on her line caught her off guard. “I think I got one.” She held onto her pole, feeling a hard tug and her pole bowed.

      “That’s great.” Justin coached her on the whole process again until she landed the fish. He pulled out his phone and had her hold up the flopping critter and took a picture of her and her first fish. After he took the picture, he took the hook out and put the fish on the stringer with the one he’d caught.

      Miranda hadn’t had so much fun in ages. She’d never dreamed she could have such a great time doing something like fishing. She’d heard plenty of fish stories, but never really “got” why people thought it was so much fun, until now.

      It was late in the afternoon when they’d both caught their limit.

      “You’re cleaning them, right?” Miranda asked as grabbed a cooler out of the back of the truck.

      “Nah, that’s your job,” he said.

      Her jaw dropped and her eyes widened.

      He grinned. “Just teasing, honey. I’ll take care of it.”

      She blew out her breath. “Don’t scare me like that.”

      He laughed. “Why? It’s so much fun.”

      She playfully knocked his ball cap off. “Better watch it, buddy.”

      He grinned as he picked up the cap and smacked it on his thigh to knock off the dirt. “Some other time I’ll bring my boat and we can go out onto the lake,” he said. “It’s a whole different experience than fishing off the shore.”

      “I’d like that.” Miranda smiled at the easy conversation between them, and that he already planned to take her out on the lake in the future.

      After Justin cleaned the fish and packed them on ice in the cooler, they headed back to the campground and Justin parked in their space. They had neighbors now, like he said there would be. Plenty of room separated them that they weren’t too close.

      The moment her gaze settled on the tent, her belly flipped. Would she enjoy doing more than just sleeping next to him? Of course, she would—that was a dumb question. The better question was, should she?

      She climbed out of the truck when Justin opened her door, then waited for him to tell her what to do next. It was her camping experience, so she had no idea.

      He got the fire going in the ring of stones, then pulled out some cornmeal from the box of groceries he’d brought with them. After prepping it, he wrapped a whole onion with butter in aluminum foil and placed it in the coals now that the fire had died down. He also made biscuits that he placed in a cast iron frying pan and cooked them on the grill and cooked their cornmeal-breaded fish in another cast iron pan on the same grill.

      By the time Justin had finished preparing dinner, Miranda stomach rumbled.

      Justin flashed her a grin. “I take it you’re ready to eat.”

      “Am I ever.” She took the paper plate loaded with food he offered to her and sat in a canvas camp chair waited until he had served himself before starting to eat her own dinner. They drank Cokes with their meal, and Miranda relished every bite she ate.

      “Amazing.” Miranda sighed when she finished and patted her belly. “One of my new favorite meals.”

      When they’d finished cleaning up, Miranda got out the fixin’s for s’mores and they sat in their camp chairs and toasted marshmallows over the fire.

      He wiped his hands on a wet nap after eating three of the treats. “Best s’mores I’ve ever had.”

      “Yep. The best.” She nodded in agreement—she’d had two of the suckers. She cleaned the stickiness from her fingers, through the wet nap in the bag with their other garbage then relaxed in her seat.

      She enjoyed the warmth radiating from the fire. Flames danced and flickered as she watched. It crackled and hissed as it died down. Justin had a bucket of water ready to put out the fire when they decided to go to bed.

      For a long time, they sat in silence and watched the fire. She wondered what Justin was thinking. She believed him when he said he wouldn’t push her, and she appreciated that. But she wanted more, that much she had admitted to herself.

      Was now the time to tell him? Everything was so nice, so right. Telling Justin was the hardest thing she’d ever had to do.

      The comfort of the evening relaxed her fully. She started to nod off, lulled by the fire.

      “Why don’t we get you into your sleeping bag,” Justin said softly, bringing her out of her sleepy trance.”

      “Bed does sound good.” She smiled at him. As he put out the fire and soaked the coals, she added to herself, It sounds great in more ways than one.

      But he’d said they could sleep separately, so that’s what they’d have to do since she’d never gotten around to what she’d needed to say.
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      Miranda found herself wide awake by the time she crawled into the tent, not a single remnant of sleepiness remaining. She rested on one of the sleeping bags on her haunches and watched as Justin eased into the reasonably spacious tent and hung the LED lantern from a hook at the top and he dimmed it. It lit up the place comfortably.

      “This has more room in it than I expected.” She gestured to a side of the tent and gave him a teasing look. “I don’t suppose it’s soundproof?”

      Justin laughed and zipped down the tent flap, closing them inside. “Not even a little.”

      Butterflies tickled her belly and she lightly bit her lower lip as her gaze met his. “I want to be close to you when we sleep. Can we zip them together?”

      Sure, that was it. That was all she wanted tonight.

      “Not a problem at all.” He gave her a sexy little grin. “A single bed coming right up.”

      She watched him as he unzipped the two sleeping bags, then zipped them together to make one large bag.

      “I don’t suppose you could help me undress?” She said the words low, her voice husky. Why was she doing this? She wanted him so badly, she couldn’t think straight. “I need help in this small space.”

      Hunger flared in his gaze and he eased closer to her. “I think I can manage that.”

      Her heart beat faster as he slowly raised his hands.

      “You need help with your hair.” He grasped her braid and pulled off the band holding it together. He unwound the strands, then ran his fingers through her hair so that it fell in long, luxurious strands around her shoulders. “There. Perfect.”

      Stop this now, she told herself.

      But there was no going back. She was too far gone.

      He cupped her face in his hands and lowered his mouth to hers. He kissed her long, slow, deep. Desire curled in her belly and she ached for him. He broke the kiss but held her gaze as he slid his palms down then back up her arms, feeling her through the overshirt.

      His touch set her on fire. Her breathing came slow and ragged as he reached for the buttons on her overshirt. He unbuttoned it, his big hands brushing her breasts, causing her nipples to tighten.

      She swallowed as he finished unbuttoning her shirt and pushed it from her shoulders. Her skin tingled as his fingers slid down her arms with the shirt, leaving her in her T-shirt and bra. She didn’t help him, instead letting him take his time undressing her.

      Miranda had never experienced such a slow and sensual moment like this. He palmed her breasts and she gasped as he skimmed her nipples through her T-shirt with his thumbs, circling them and causing them to tighten even more.

      He stared at her breasts as he stroked them, then eased his palms down her sides and over her belly. He gripped the hem of her T-shirt and pulled it up, keeping his movements slow. His knuckles skimmed her bra as he pushed the shirt up. He pulled the T-shirt over her head. Instead of taking it completely off, he stopped so that her upper arms where held back and she could barely move them.

      “That’s to keep you still while I take my time.”

      She breathed faster as he pulled her bra down, releasing her breasts. The bra kept them pushed up and he stared at them, as if admiring them. He reached up and dimmed the light even more, so that she had to blink in the near darkness.

      He cupped both her breasts as he lowered his head and skimmed his tongue over first one nipple, then the other.

      She whimpered, wanting to cry out but unable to thanks to the proximity of their neighbors and the relative thinness of the tent walls. She tried to move her arms, wanting to grasp his hair and hold him to her as he licked and sucked her nipples.

      “Justin.” His name came out in a hoarse whisper. “I want to touch you.”

      “Nope.” He gave a low laugh. “I aim to enjoy myself.”

      She groaned. “Please.”

      “Please what?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.” She couldn’t think. “I need you.”

      “You’ll have me.” He laughed again. “Hold on, honey.”

      “I can’t hold on.” She shivered. “You have my arms trapped.”

      “That’s right, I do.” He teased her with his words. “I guess you’ll just have to wait for me to finish.”

      She was so ready for him, but he drove her crazy with more attention to her breasts. She had to clench her teeth to keep from moaning too loud and crying out with every lick, every suck, every torturous thing his warm mouth did to her.

      He reached for the button on her jeans and flicked it open. The way she was sitting, he wouldn’t be able to take her jeans off, and she wondered what he would do next. She got her answer as he grasped her T-shirt and pulled it the rest of the way off, freeing her arms.

      Justin unfastened her bra and slid if off her arms, completely baring her from the waist up.

      “So beautiful.” He skimmed the back of his hand over her nipples.

      “You’re driving me crazy.” She tried to say something else, but then found she couldn’t get anything out as he pinched her nipples between his thumbs and forefingers. She gasped at the light pain that morphed into intense pleasure.

      He pushed her back, so that she lay on top of the sleeping bags, with the thin foam mattress beneath them.

      Her entire body felt alive and she craved his touch.

      Justin unzipped her jeans, then tugged them over her hips. She tried to help him, but he shook his head. “Nope. I’m enjoying this.”

      She was, too. Everything he did to her was amazing. The only thing that drove her crazy, other than his touch, was the fact she couldn’t do more than whimper.

      He removed her jeans, skimming his knuckles along her legs, before he tossed her jeans in a corner of the tent, near her shirt and bra. When she only wore panties, he gave her a predatory grin.

      “You’re mine, sweetheart.” He said it like his words were fact and not only for the moment. As if she always would be.

      Crazy thinking, she told herself.

      “Oh, you might not agree right now,” he said, softer now. “But you are.”

      He tugged her panties down as his words bent her brain.

      Justin braced his hands to either side of her shoulders as he knelt between her bare legs. His jeans scraped the insides of her thighs and her belly as he shifted over her. “You are more than I could have dreamed.” He lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her long, his lips lingering over hers even as he drew away.

      He kissed a path from her lips to her ear and nibbled at her earlobe, causing her to shiver. He moved his lips to the curve of her throat, pausing in the dip between her neck and shoulder.

      She wanted to let out sounds of pleasure as he progressed, but all she could do was moan softly. At least she hoped she managed not to be heard by their neighbors. She didn’t know how much longer she would last, though. Could she keep it up? She felt herself slipping into the incredible pleasure, wondering if she might forget the place and time as she fell into the sensations.

      He darted out his tongue as he moved down, tasting her skin as he made his way up the curve of her breast. He paused to suckle her nipple and a louder moan escaped her throat before she could stop it. She squirmed as he kissed a path from one nipple, down her breast to the valley between, and slid his lips up to capture her other nipple. He sucked hard enough to make her gasp from the slight pain to exquisite pleasure.

      She writhed as he made his way down, pausing to trace a path around her belly button with his tongue. Her heart rate ramped up as he made his way down further, scooting his body so that his broad shoulders pressed her thighs apart.

      Would her heart explode the way it pounded as he place soft kisses over her mound to the soft flesh below? He kissed the juncture of her thigh before moving to the opposite side and kissing it, too. He always made sure to give equal treatment to every part of her body he kissed, which she appreciated at the same time she wanted him to concentrate on one area in particular.

      “Please.” She let out the word in one low moan and couldn’t help but beg again. “Please, Justin.”

      “Hmmm?” He nuzzled her curls, drawing in an audible breath. He made a low growling sound, which made a thrill roll through her. “What do you want, Miranda?”

      “I need you,” she whimpered.

      “You have me.” A note of teasing was in his voice.

      “You know what I mean.” She almost grumbled the words, but it came out in another moan.

      “Say it.” He stated it in a gentle demand. “Tell me what you want.”

      Miranda never told a man what she’d wanted. Never said the words out loud before. “I want you to lick me.”

      Justin let out a rumbling purr. “Good girl.”

      He lowered his head and flicked his tongue over her taut nub.

      She cried out, completely forgetting to be quiet. She slapped her hand over her mouth, then nearly let out another sound equally as loud when he began licking and sucking in earnest.

      Miranda’s mind whirled, her skin flushing with heat as she felt an orgasm coming on. She held back, wanting the feelings to go on, not wanting to climax too fast. She enjoyed the sensations too much to rush it.

      She squirmed, biting her tongue behind her hand to keep her moans and cries from tearing from her. The orgasm was going to be a big one and she had to keep herself from screaming.

      What he did amazed her at the same time it drove her crazy.

      He slid his fingers inside her, moving them at the same time he licked and sucked her. She needed more, more, more. She needed him so much she could hardly handle it.

      Closer to the peak. Closer. She couldn’t hold herself back anymore. She reached the pinnacle and toppled over.

      Miranda bit her hand hard, screaming from her throat, but not letting it out. Her mind whirled, the orgasm sending explosions that rocked her body. Justin continued, her body jerking and rocking with every swipe of his tongue. Tears wet her eyes as he continued, and she nearly cried from relief when he stopped. It was strange, not wanting the pleasure to end at the same time it was nearly more than she could bear.

      A fine sheen of perspiration coated her skin and her mind still spun. She gradually came back to herself to see Justin above her, his hands braced to either side of her head, a sensual grin on his gorgeous face. “Ready for more?”

      She couldn’t think straight. “I don’t think I can handle it.”

      “Let’s find out.” He lowered himself and started all over again.

      Miranda twisted and turned as he pressed his face against her, as if trying to escape the sensual assault. It was too much to bear, yet she wanted it more than anything. He gripped her hips in his big hands, holding her still until she climaxed again, so intensely sparks popped in her mind.

      She bit the inside of her cheek so hard she was amazed she didn’t taste blood. More tears wet her eyes. “Stop, stop, stop.” She whimpered as she begged him, trying to keep her voice low. How much more of this could she handle?

      Justin rose from between her thighs. “You are so damned beautiful when you come.”

      Warmth flowed through her at the satisfaction in his gaze.

      He rested on his haunches as he shrugged out of his shirt. His muscles flexed in the low lighting. Damn, he was so defined, so sexy. From the cocky grin on his face to his taut abs. Likely every bit of his body was fine-tuned from hard work on his ranch.

      She pushed herself to a sitting position, feeling so lightheaded she swayed a bit. He never looked away from her as he shifted so that he could remove his shoes and socks. He pulled his wallet from his pocket and set it aside before shucking off his jeans. The outline of his hard ridge was mesmerizing before he removed his boxer briefs.

      Holy crap, he’s big.

      She moved closer to him and pushed his hands away as she went for her prize. He sucked in his breath as she grasped his length in her hand and slid her fingers up and down the soft skin that covered such hardness.

      

      Justin’s gut tightened as moved onto his knees. Miranda slid to her belly and raised herself just enough lips brushed the tip of his erection, sending tremors throughout him. He groaned and speared her silky hair with his fingers and gripped her head as she slid her mouth over him.

      Her hot and warm mouth was heaven. He fell into the rhythmic motions as she slowly bobbed her up head, making small sounds of pleasure as she sucked him. damn. He felt like she’d looked as he’d brought her to orgasm. Completely off this planet and in a world of his own. A world filled with pleasure and desire that was almost too much to bear.

      Now he knew why she’d begged him not to go on. He wasn’t sure he could hold back as hard as he knew he would come.

      He held her head and stopped her. “I need to be inside you, Miranda.”

      Her eyes were heavy-lidded and sultry as she looked up at him. She slid on the sleeping bag and rested on her back, her legs parted. “What are you waiting for, cowboy?”

      Damn, but she looked so sexy lying there, watching him.

      He felt almost feverish as he grabbed the wallet he’d set aside and pulled out a condom. After he’d covered himself, he moved between her thighs and knelt as he took her in. She was so incredibly beautiful from her small nose and parted lips to her full breasts and slender form. He leaned forward and traced one of her large nipples and she caught her breath. Her breasts rose and fell with her quickened breathing.

      She stared up at him. “You are beautiful, Justin.”

      He gave a slow grin. “That’s my line, gorgeous.”

      She smiled and held out her arms, and he gratefully went into them. He held himself just high enough above her that he wasn’t pressing his full weight against her.

      He positioned himself at her entrance and sank into her warmth.

      Her eyes widened and a small gasp escaped her. She clung to his biceps as of holding onto him for dear life. He closed his eyes for a moment, reveling in her heat and the way she fit him.

      “Please.” She wriggled beneath him, the sensation of her movements setting off reverberations through him. “I can’t wait.”

      Justin opened his eyes and saw the pleading in her gaze. He eased in and out of her wetness and she let out a small moan. He kept a slow pace, clenching his jaw from the strength of his restraint.

      Hard and fast would mean this moment would end too soon, and he wanted to be inside her as long as he could. “You feel perfect.” The words came out of him on a groan, not steady like he’d intended.

      He increased his pace, unable to hold back like he’d wanted to.

      She raised her hips, meeting his every thrust. His breathing quickened and his restraint became more and more difficult to hold onto.

      “Justin.” It sounded like she could barely get his name out. “I’m so close.”

      He moved faster, watching her, waiting to see the beauty of her orgasm.

      She met his gaze as her lips parted. He could see how close she was in the way she looked at him.

      And then she bit her lower lip as she climaxed, holding in what he knew would have been a scream. What he would have given to hear her yell out his name in that moment. Her channel gripped him, throbbing around him.

      His own climax slammed into him and his eyes nearly crossed from the power of it. A shout almost escaped him as he came. He clenched his teeth tight enough his jaw ached as he pulsed inside her.

      For a long moment, he remained still as he held himself above her, waiting for the pulsing to stop. His mind swam and he wanted to fall into a satisfied heap on the sleeping bag.

      With what little strength he felt like he had, he slid from within her. He paused long enough to remove the condom and set it aside.

      He shifted and took her into his arms as he rested on the sleeping bag. A sheen of perspiration covered her skin as well as his. They’d managed to heat up the tent—if it had windows they would have been fogged.

      Her gaze locked with his before he lowered his head and brushed her lips with his own. She snuggled against him and he enjoyed how she seemed to fully give herself to him.

      Yes, this was a woman to keep in his life forever. In that moment, he knew it was exactly what he intended to do.
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      Miranda opened her eyes and blinked from the muted sunlight sliding in through the tent’s small window flap. She smiled as she snuggled in deeper into the sleeping bag, feeling warm and thoroughly pleasured.

      Her smile faded a little as she realized no male form was close to her. She rolled over to see that Justin wasn’t in the tent. She sat up and yawned as she stretched her arms. Her body felt so good.

      Yet, her frown lingered. Would it be awkward facing Justin after their night of pleasure?

      Another thought nudged her brain and her belly twisted. Should she have gone to bed with him when she didn’t have that final piece of paper? Or was it just a technicality that didn’t matter?

      It might matter to him, and she should have told him. She’d tried any number of times, but she should have told him before they went to bed together.

      Really, it was just a piece of paper.

      But she should have made sure it was okay with him.

      She bit her lower lip. Damn.

      A shadow darkened the other side of the closed tent opening. The sound of the zipper sliding up accompanied a male voice, “Rise and shine, sweetheart.”

      He ducked in his head and grinned. “Now there’s a sight to make the morning perfect.”

      Miranda’s face warmed as she realized she was sitting up with the sleeping bag at her waist, her entire torso bared for him to see.

      “Good morning.” Her smile came easily at his warm and welcome greeting. She heard a sizzling sound and caught the smell of bacon, and was that biscuits? Oh, and best of all, coffee. “Something smells amazing.”

      “Breakfast is just about ready.” He gave a nod in the direction of the campfire. “Come on out.” He let his gaze drift over her, and hunger flared in his gaze. “You might want to get dressed.”

      She laughed. “Yeah, might be a good idea.”

      He grinned, then ducked out of the tent and zipped the flap closed.

      Miranda dug out clean jeans, T-shirt, panties, bra, and socks. A mixture of emotions tugged at her as she pulled on her clothes. There was no changing what she’d done. She just had to figure out how to tell him or pray that the document would be in her mailbox when she got home.

      She unzipped the flap and crawled out into the early morning sunshine. She zipped up the opening before getting to her feet and sliding her hands into the back pockets of her jeans.

      Justin picked up a spatula as she sauntered in his direction. Eight pieces of bacon sizzled on a griddle in front of him and pan biscuits browned nicely in a well-used cast iron frying pan above the low flames. An old camp coffeepot sat over the flames, too.

      He glanced at her and smiled. “How many slices of bacon do you want?”

      “Three.”

      “One biscuit or two?”

      Her tummy rumbled. “One for now.”

      “How do you like your coffee?”

      She shrugged. “Black is fine.”

      He slid the spatula under three strips of bacon, then slipped them onto a plate. He added the other five strips to a second plate.

      Miranda perched on a large rock situated around the fire. She wrapped her arms around her knees as she watched his easy movements, his strength clear in the flex of his muscles. She liked watching him but warmed when he caught her at it.

      “See something you like?” Amusement was clear in his tone.

      “Absolutely.” A delicious thrill tickled her belly as she thought of last night. Maybe she should change the subject. “When are we going home?”

      He popped a biscuit out of the cast iron pan and caught it with a plate. “I figure we can break camp after breakfast, and after we’re packed up, we can head back to King Creek.”

      Despite the fact this was originally a one-day trip, disappointment filled her at the thought of leaving. She’d loved this time with Justin, and she hated for it to end. In her fantasies she saw them on many more trips like this one. She shouldn’t get her hopes up or wish for too much, but there she was, doing just that.

      He handed her a plate with a mug of coffee before grabbing his own breakfast. He settled on a big rock close to the one she had parked on.

      His Adam’s apple bobbed as he drank from his mug. “Nothing like campfire coffee.”

      She sipped hers. “Not bad.”

      He bit into a biscuit and she took a bite of her own. A little tough at the bottom, but the rest was tender and flaky. “This biscuit is great, Justin.”

      “Thanks.” He gestured toward her plate. “The bacon is from my cousin’s hog farm.”

      She picked up a piece of bacon and bit into it and savored the wood-smoked flavor. “Yummy.”

      For a moment, she concentrated on the sounds around them—birds chirping in the trees, the wind blowing through the forest. She breathed in scents of rich earth and pine. “The outdoors makes the breakfast taste even better.”

      “Fresh air will do that.” He nodded. “Ready for dinner at Carter and Kit’s place Tuesday?”

      She paused in mid-motion as she opened her mouth for another bite of her biscuit. She’d forgotten about the dinner. “Uh, yeah.”

      “Prime rib.” Justin grinned. “You’re in for a treat when it comes to Kit’s cooking. She’s sure to make one fancy thing or another. She used to be a gourmet chef somewhere in California—L.A., I think.”

      “I can make spaghetti, meatloaf, and homemade mac and cheese.” Miranda shook her head but smiled. “Also, homemade bread, sweet potato chips and cookies. That’s about the extent of my culinary skills.”

      “Between the two of us, we could be in trouble.” Justin laughed. “I’m not much of a cook myself. Kaycee is far better than I am.”

      “I’m great at ordering pizza.” Miranda picked up her coffee. “I can heat up a can of beans with the best of them.”

      He grinned. “We were made for each other.”

      Miranda laughed before taking another bite of her biscuit.

      

      After breakfast, Justin cleaned up the cookware enough to pack it up to take home for a good cleaning, then made sure the fire was out and no live embers remained in the fire pit.

      He studied Miranda as she helped him. He liked how he kept catching her watching him. Hell, he could barely keep his eyes off her, much less his hands.

      She’d been so sweet in his arms last night. He couldn’t wait to enjoy that incredibly hot body again, then hold her close.

      Now, she caught him looking at her. She smiled before looking away. “I’m going to pack up my things in the tent.”

      He wanted to join her and keep her there. But in a campground with neighbors, in the middle of the morning, and in a tent, probably wasn’t the best idea. The sounds they did make last night probably had caused some of the looks he’d had this morning from folks nearby.

      Justin loaded everything in the truck that was ready, then made his way into the tent.

      Miranda sat on her haunches, her closed duffle bag beside her thigh. She rested her hand on it. “I was just about to roll up the sleeping bags.”

      “I’ll get ‘em.” He unzipped the pair before zipping them each individually and rolling them up and binding them with bungee cords.

      When he finished with the sleeping bags, he jammed the few things he’d removed back into his own duffel, then looked at Miranda. “Ready?”

      She nodded.

      He cupped her cheek with one hand, and she leaned into his palm. “This has been an amazing trip, Miranda.”

      She smiled. “It has.”

      He kissed her softly, then drew back. “Just wait til we take a trip up north for whitewater rafting.”

      “I’m game,” she said.

      He couldn’t help but grin. “One of the many things I love about you.”

      Did he just say love? Hell, it was just a figure of speech.

      Her cheeks reddened as if she was reacting to what he’d just said, reading more meaning into it than he’d intended. Nah, she wouldn’t jump to conclusions like that. But, she did look awfully cute when she blushed.

      He brushed his lips over hers. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      “Ready and willing.” She moved to the tent flap on her hands and knees, her gorgeous ass just inches from him.

      He couldn’t help himself. He caressed her bottom, and she caught her breath and hesitated. Only a moment and then she crawled out of the tent.

      After they packed up and loaded the tent, Justin opened the passenger side door for Miranda, then shut it behind her. He made his way around the truck and climbed behind the wheel. He drove through the forest along the rim and on until they hit the freeway and headed back to King Creek.

      Miranda was talkative along the way home, but at one point lapsed into silence and stared out the window. He looked back to the road. What was she thinking about that made her frown like that?

      Before he could ask, a muted beeping sound reached his ears and he glanced at her again. Miranda pulled her cell phone out of her purse and checked the screen. Her frown deepened and she shoved her phone back into her purse.

      He fixed his gaze on the road. “Everything okay?”

      A pause. “It was nothing.”

      He remained quiet, waiting to see if she would elaborate.

      She gave a soft sigh. “It was my ex. He’s left multiple messages since yesterday. I didn’t get them until now because of the lack of cell service in the mountains.”

      Justin frowned and looked at her. “Are you all right?”

      She shrugged. “I’m just tired of Craig’s messages and phone calls. I’m going to block him when I get home.” She shook her head. “I don’t know why I didn’t do that already. I guess I was optimistic in hoping that he’d give up, but I should have known better.”

      Justin wished he could do something to help her, but she had to deal with it on her own.

      “Did you play sports in high school?” she asked, clearly wanting to change the subject.

      “I rodeoed.” He grinned at the memories that came up. “I kept busy practicing when I wasn’t in school or doing chores and competed in rodeos across the state.”

      “Sounds like you enjoyed it.” She had a smile in her voice.

      “Yep.” He adjusted his grip on the steering wheel. “I started out mutton busting when I was four years old and went on to participate in events for older youth when I was eight. Things like goat tying and breakaway roping in that age group, and advanced in tougher events as I got older.”

      She laughed. “You rode sheep when you were a kid.”

      He chuckled at her amusement. “And I was good at it.”

      “When did you stop participating in rodeo?” she asked.

      Justin checked his rearview mirrors and changed lanes. “Once I graduated from college, I went to work on my parents’ ranch and didn’t have any time for the practice it requires to continue competing.” He glanced at Miranda. “How about you? Any sports?”

      “I was a total nerd.” She grinned. “Other than obsessing about horses, all I did was read and play the clarinet in band. I marched in band competitions, as well as competed in solo and ensemble events.”

      “Do you still play?” he asked.

      “I haven’t picked up a clarinet since I graduated from high school.” She tucked hair behind her ear. “I still read a lot, though, and you know I’m in love with horses.”

      She hadn’t struck him as a nerd. Bet she’d been cute in high school. “What do you like to read?”

      “Just about everything.” She smiled. “Sci-fi, fantasy, women’s fiction, and paranormal romance to name a few.”

      “Romance, huh?” he said with a grin.

      “You betcha.”

      “I don’t know if I can live up to a romance hero,” he said.

      She laughed. “You already have.”

      He flashed her a grin. “Did you have horses growing up?”

      “My family didn’t.” She shook her head. “But I adored them. I used to read books about horses, and fiction with horses in them, especially older ones like Black Beauty, Seabiscuit, and Airs Above the Ground. Once I was in middle school, I started going to the neighbors and helping them with their horses. That was my life. Reading, band, and horses. Not necessarily in that order.”

      “I can’t imagine not being around horses,” Justin said. “I hope Kaycee can get back up on one soon. I know she misses it.”

      “It won’t be long.” Miranda spoke in a positive tone. “She’s close, even after only a couple of sessions.”

      He smiled at the thought of Kaycee being back on a horse like she loved. “She’ll be happy when she does.”

      They continued to talk, Miranda seeming to feel much better than she had when her ex had texted her. He didn’t like seeing her upset, and he wished he could have a talk with him to get him to back off. He had a feeling that probably wouldn’t be as easy to do as it sounded. Men who were obsessed didn’t back off easily.

      They reached Miranda’s home after noon, and he walked her to the front door of the mobile home while carrying her bag.

      She unlocked the door and looked at him as it swung wide. “Thank you for an amazing trip. Fishing was the most fun I’ve had in a long time.” She paused and gave him a teasing look. “Well, not the most fun.”

      He couldn’t help but grin at the cute way she said it. “I’d have to agree with you.”

      Miranda’s smile lingered as he lowered his mouth to hers. Her soft lips made him think of the softness of her body beneath his last night. His groin ached as memories flowed over him and he had to hold back from pressing himself against her, hard.

      She gave a soft sigh as he drew away. Her smile filled him with warmth, and he didn’t want to leave.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow.” She took her bag from him. “What time are you picking me up?”

      His brain had gone blank for a moment, but he recovered. “Six.”

      “I’ll be ready.” She stood in her doorway as she watched him as he backed away.

      He turned and glanced over his shoulder, and she gave a small wave before turning and stepping into her trailer. He reached his truck, climbed in, and headed home.

      Justin couldn’t wrap his mind around the feelings she stirred inside him. She had him tied up in knots and he wasn’t sure how to think about it. He’d dated a lot of women. He’d enjoyed a woman’s company, keeping things light until he knew she was “the one.” Trouble had been, he’d never met that one woman who could make him think about settling down and having kids. Little brothers and sisters for Kaycee.

      But Miranda—from the moment he’d met her, she’d had a hold on him. He started to frown but couldn’t help but smile instead. She made him feel like he’d come home. Images of her waiting for him at the corral when he came home from the range stirred feelings inside him that he hadn’t experienced before.

      Miranda was the one. He knew it. Damn it, he knew it.

      He grinned as he pulled into his driveway. Yeah, she was definitely his.

      After he parked and exited his truck, he walked through the back door, into his kitchen. To his surprise Kaycee was there, back to him, stirring something in a big bowl.

      “Hey, kiddo.” His brows furrowed. “When did you get home?”

      “Hi, Dad.” Kaycee looked over her shoulder. “The Taylors dropped me off on their way to church half an hour ago. I didn’t feel like going with them.”

      “I planned on picking you up this afternoon,” he said, still frowning. “I’ve told you more than once that I don’t like you being home alone.”

      “I knew it wouldn’t be for long.” She wiped her hands on a dish towel as she spoke. “You said you’d be home at one.” She glanced at the clock. “It’s twelve-thirty.”

      Justin blew out his breath slowly. “Kaycee, there’s a reason why I don’t want you home alone. I want to make sure you’re safe, and if anything was to happen, you’d be with an adult.”

      “I’m almost thirteen.” She tipped her chin. “I’ll be a teenager soon.”

      “You are growing up fast.” He reached her and placed his hands on her shoulders. “I love you, Kaycee. I just want you to be safe.”

      “An hour by myself isn’t very long.” She had a stubborn expression that reminded him of himself. “You’re never late, so I thought it would be okay.”

      Justin released her shoulders. “I need to think about you being home alone.” He studied his daughter. “I’m new at this dad thing and I worry about you.”

      “I know.” She looked hopeful. “Will you please let me be home by myself sometimes? An hour or two at a time until I’m a teenager?”

      “Like I said, I need to think about it.” He gave her a gentle smile. “What are you making?”

      She brightened. “Chocolate chip cookies.”

      “You know your chocolate chip cookies are my favorite. You were planning on buttering me up, weren’t you,” he stated.

      She gave him a big grin. “Is it working?”

      “I’ll tell you after the cookies are ready and I’ve had a few.” He shook his head. Yeah, this dad thing was tough.
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      Early Tuesday morning Miranda’s cell phone rang, and she grabbed the device from where it sat on the kitchen countertop, hoping it wasn’t Craig since she hadn’t blocked him yet. However, Justin calling would make her morning.

      She glanced at the screen and saw that it was her mother. She smiled and answered, “Hi, Mom.”

      Betty Hawthorne didn’t waste any time. “Your dad and I have been talking.”

      “About what?” Miranda asked, half afraid of what her mom might say. Hopefully it wasn’t anything about why her parents felt she and Craig should get back together.

      “We’re going to Arizona to see you.” Betty spoke in an it’s-already-settled tone. “We’ll be there Thursday and stay a few days.”

      “Thursday?” That gave Miranda two days before her parents would arrive. She would have preferred a little more advanced notice, but she was glad they were coming. “That’s terrific.”

      “Your father thought you’d need more time, but I was sure you’d be fine with us coming so soon.”

      “Of course.” Miranda looked around the petite living room of her trailer. “My place is small, but I have a second bedroom.”

      “No, dear. We’ll stay in town,” Betty said. “Do you have a place you would recommend?”

      Miranda thought about it. “I stayed at the King Creek Inn before I bought my property. It’s a cute little bed and breakfast.”

      “I’ll give them a call.” A scratching sound carried over the line, no doubt Betty writing the information down. “I’m booking the flights when I get off the phone.”

      “Great.” Miranda smiled. Sometimes her mom drove her nuts, but it would be good to see her. “Send me your itinerary and I’ll pick you up at the airport.”

      “Your dad wants to rent a car while we’re there, so no need to worry about it.” Betty rushed her words as she wrapped up the call. “Got to go, Miranda. Love you.”

      “Love you and Dad, too.” Miranda shoved her phone in her pocket after her mom disconnected. Of course, Miranda had clients this week, but she’d see about rescheduling their appointments.

      She headed outside to the barn to feed Star and Socks and let them out into the corral and take care of chores. She stopped at Star’s stall and rubbed the mare’s forehead. “Good morning, Star.”

      Star tossed her head and whinnied her response.

      Miranda smiled and moved to Socks’ stall. “How are you doing, Socks?” She rubbed the horse’s forehead, like she had done with Star. “You two girls behaving?”

      Socks snorted and Miranda laughed. “I’ll grab some hay and you can tell me all about it.”

      She went to the open bale and picked up a good-sized flake for each horse.

      After they finished eating, she turned them out and mucked out their stalls. The work went faster thanks to daydreaming about Justin.

      Ever since returning from the camping trip, Miranda couldn’t get her mind off their intimate night together. The way his hard body had felt against hers, the way he had pleasured her. He’d made her feel like nothing she could ever have imagined. He’d called last night, and it was all she had been able to do to not tell him how much she wanted him again.

      Tonight, they would go to his brother and sister-in-law’s home for dinner, and then maybe more after. Then, she could tell him how amazing he made her feel and how much she enjoyed being with him.

      The thought of meeting part of his family made her stomach flutter. Would they like her? She had a feeling she would like them. She’d heard good things about the McLeod family, even though she’d been warned to stay away from Justin. Of course, the one warning her off was his ex-girlfriend and the hairdresser. Who knew, the hairdresser might have had a relationship—or wanted one—with Justin.

      When it came down to it, she knew he was a good man. One that had her falling head-over-heels—

      Miranda paused with the rake held up. What? No, it was too soon for that.

      She attacked the muck anew. Damn, she could get hurt and bad. What was she doing?

      Once again, she thought about the missing piece of paper. It hadn’t come in Saturday’s mail, but it could show up today.

      What if they had the wrong address? She paused again. Had she given them her Arizona address? Or did they have one in Texas? She clenched her jaw. She’d have to call and find out. Maybe that was the holdup.

      Her stomach clenched. She hated not having the document, and she hated that she hadn’t mentioned it to Justin. He might have wanted the finality that the document would give her divorce, but he might be okay with it. She should have given him the choice.

      What if something had gone wrong and it hadn’t been finalized? Her skin prickled. What if she was still married because of a box she didn’t check or something equally as bad?

      Damn.

      She stopped raking again and braced both hands on the handle as she surveyed the stall. She was done.

      Ok, good. Now to go shower then make a phone call.

      She showered, put her hair in a braid, and was ready for her client’s appointment. She had plenty of time to make the call, so she did a quick search on her phone for the district clerk and called.

      Miranda waited on hold for twenty minutes but couldn’t hold any longer than that. Through her front window, she saw her first client of the day had arrived.

      She pocketed her phone and straightened before heading out into the yard.
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      “I’m nervous.” Miranda held a hand to her tingling belly as she spoke to Justin while he drove the distance to Kit and Carter’s ranch.

      Justin glanced from the road to Miranda and smiled. “Don’t be. They’re easy to be around. You’ll like them both, I promise.”

      “I’m holding you to that.” She returned his smile. “Is Kaycee staying with someone?”

      “Shari is there with her.” He turned his head. “Kaycee would rather stay home alone, but that’s not happening for a while. I’m the overprotective dad, I guess.”

      “I would be, too,” Miranda said. “Overprotective mom, that is.”

      He looked back to the road. “We’re here.”

      She pressed her hand tighter against her belly as he turned off the highway and onto a dirt road leading to a sprawling ranch house. They passed beneath a sign with Superstition Springs Ranch across it, then Justin drove up to the house and parked next to two other vehicles.

      He climbed out of the truck and helped Miranda down from her side. He took her hand and they headed up a walkway, past an old wooden wheel with spring flowers popping up around it and a variety of cacti. They reached a huge wooden door and Justin pressed the doorbell.

      A moment later, a man as tall as Justin opened the door, wearing a big grin.

      “Little bro.” The big man patted Justin’s shoulder as he smiled at Miranda. “Howdy, ma’am.”

      She laughed. “It’s Miranda and not ma’am if you want to keep your teeth.”

      Justin’s brother chuckled, as did Justin, who introduced her. “Carter, this is Miranda Hawthorne.” He turned to her. “This is my big brother, Carter.”

      Miranda took Carter’s hand and smiled. “Great to meet you.”

      He gave her hand a comfortable squeeze. “Pleasure to have you here, Miranda.” He released her hand, stepped back, and made a motion for them to go through the doorway. “Come on in.”

      Miranda felt more at ease but continued to hold Justin’s hand until they stood in a large, beautiful living room.

      “Kit’s in the kitchen.” Carter inclined his head toward a doorway. “I’ll let her know you’re here.”

      He strode out of the room and Miranda released Justin’s hand. She moved toward one of the several western-themed oil paintings on the walls. This one had a cowboy lassoing a long-horned steer in a desert setting.

      “These rival the work we saw when we went on the artwalk.” She looked at Justin. “They’re beautiful.”

      Justin moved up beside her. “Kit filled the place with western art after she and Carter married. She has a good eye for that kind of thing.”

      “I agree.” Miranda let her gaze drift around the room at the bronze pieces as well as the heavy wood and leather furniture. She moved toward another painting, this one of a cowboy astride a bucking bronco. “These are so lifelike. They’re fantastic.”

      Carter returned through the arched doorway. “Kit will be right out.”

      “Your artwork is amazing.” Miranda smiled at him. “Just beautiful.”

      “Kit’s doing.” Carter grinned. “I have zero decorating talents.”

      A woman with butterscotch-colored hair pulled back in a stylish messy bun walked through the doorway. She wore a blue apron with the words, “I’d tell you the recipe, but then I’d have to kill you.”

      “Hi, Justin.” The woman turned to Miranda and held out her hand. “I’m Kit.”

      “I’m Miranda.” She took Kit’s hand, “Great to meet you.” She pointed to Kit’s apron. “I value my life, so I won’t ask for any recipes.”

      Kit looked down and laughed. “I forgot I had it on.” She inclined her head toward the archway. “Come on into the kitchen and we can talk while I finish up dinner.”

      Miranda glanced at Justin before she followed Kit. They walked through a pair of swinging wooden doors and into a huge kitchen with two long wood tables with bench seats, and a smaller corner table. A large island in the center had stools along one side. The kitchen had double ovens and two refrigerators.

      “It smells wonderful in here.” Miranda placed her hand on her belly, this time from hunger rather than nerves.

      “Have a seat.” Kit gestured to the stools. “Thirsty? I’ve got fresh squeezed lemonade.”

      “Sure.” Miranda sat on one of the stools while Kit grabbed a glass and filled it with lemonade from a pitcher out of the fridge.

      Kit handed the icy cold glass to Miranda before setting the pitcher on the island. “Justin can’t stop talking about you.”

      The comment caught Miranda off guard as she accepted the glass from Kit. “Oh” was all she could think to say, but her skin tingled at the thought of Justin talking about her. She took a drink of the lemonade to avoid saying anything in response to the comment. “This tastes wonderful,” she said instead.

      “Justin’s a sweet guy.” Kit opened the oven on the left and checked inside. A wave of heat reached Miranda. “You couldn’t do better.” She grabbed a pair of potholders and pulled out a casserole dish and rested it on a trivet on the counter. She closed the oven door and turned back to Miranda. “All of Carter’s brothers are great. I love this family.”

      Miranda smiled. Kit was so personable, and Miranda could tell she was easy to be around. “I understand you were a gourmet chef in L.A.”

      Kit shrugged. “That seems like a lifetime ago. But I love to cook and experiment. Tonight, you’re a guinea pig.”

      “I’m game.” Miranda laughed. “I enjoy trying new foods.”

      “Good thing.” Kit smiled at her. “Otherwise, you might starve around here.”

      “How did you get from a gourmet kitchen in L.A. to a ranch in Arizona?” Miranda asked.

      “I had a life change and decided I needed to get away from the city. I wanted to be closer to what I remembered as a kid when I went to visit my grandparents on their little farm.” Kit reached into a lower cabinet and pulled out two serving platters. “I saw an ad for a ranch cook. Against his better judgment, Carter hired me, and along the road I fell hard for him.”

      “What a cool story.” Miranda braced her forearms on the island and leaned forward. “When was that?”

      Kit grabbed a serving bowl out of the fridge that looked like it had orange and red fruit in it. “Gosh, I think it’s been almost two years now.” She set the bowl onto the island.

      “Justin mentioned you’re in the process of adopting a child,” Miranda said.

      Kit beamed. “We can’t wait until the baby is born.”

      “Do you know the birth mother?” Miranda hoped she wasn’t asking too personal of a question.

      Kit shook her head. “Hold on. I need to get the polenta medallions out of the oven.” She grabbed the potholders and brought out a cookie sheet and set it on a pad on the counter near the stove before shutting the oven. She turned back to Miranda. “We’ve never met the birth mother, but we are updated on the status regularly. She’ll be induced in two weeks if the baby doesn’t come before then.”

      “That’s wonderful.” Miranda thought about what it would be like to have a baby…with Justin? Her cheeks burned and she took a long drink of her lemonade to cool off. “Do you know yet if you’re going to have a girl or boy? Justin said his mom and grandma can’t wait to find out.”

      Kit laughed as she used a spatula to move the medallions to one of the serving platters. “They ask regularly. Carter and I decided we want to wait until the baby is born to find out.”

      Miranda rested her chin on her palm. “That’s awesome.”

      “Time to get the prime rib out of the oven.” Kit opened the oven door on the right and delicious smells of cooked meat filled the room. She pulled out a pan and placed it on the granite countertop, then closed the oven door.

      After she retrieved a carving knife, Kit sliced the prime rib and put it on a serving platter. “Dinner is ready to be served.”

      “I can help.” Miranda slid off the chair.

      “I’ll get Carter to carry out the prime rib.” Kit went to the door and called out to her husband. She returned and pulled off her apron, then hung it on a hook near the pantry.

      “You can take in the citrus and prickly pear salad.” She pointed to the bowl she had removed from the fridge.

      Carter and Justin came through the doorway. Justin smiled at Miranda and warmth flowed through her.

      They carried the food into the dining room, the table already set for four. Carter retrieved the pitcher of lemonade and one of iced tea while they seated themselves. When he returned and scooted his chair up to the table, Kit pointed out the side dishes. “We have polenta bites with wild mushrooms and fontina, roasted root vegetables with rosemary, and citrus and prickly pear salad with fresh mint.”

      “That all looks and smells amazing,” Miranda said as Carter served the prime rib, and Kit smiled.

      Miranda was so aware of Justin sitting close beside her that she had a hard time thinking straight. She did everything she could to pull herself together so she could actually focus on their hosts.

      Justin served the polenta bites and added the colorful root vegetables and salad to her plate as well when she nodded an emphatic, “Yes.”

      Miranda tasted the tart but slightly sweet prickly pear and citrus salad. “Fabulous.” She looked at Kit. “If I cooked, I’d ask you for the recipe.”

      “But then I’d have to kill you,” Kit said with a laugh.

      Miranda grinned. “It works out for the best this way.”

      Carter caught Miranda’s gaze. “Justin tells me you use horses to work with kids and adults with disabilities.”

      “I’ve been doing this for eight years, almost nine.” Miranda speared a chunk of roasted parsnip. “Like I told Justin, it is the most rewarding career I could ever have chosen.”

      “It’s great you’re helping Kaycee,” Kit said. “She’s such a good kid.”

      Miranda chewed and swallowed her bite of parsnip. “She’s doing well. It won’t be long before she’s riding again.”

      “Kaycee is excited about her new little cousin.” Justin cut into a piece of prime rib. “She wants to babysit as soon as he or she is here. I won’t let her stay home alone until she’s thirteen, but she’s responsible and I know she’ll do just fine.”

      Kit laughed. “We’ll have to wait until the baby is old enough to leave with a sitter. Kaycee should be thirteen by then.”

      Miranda cut into the tender prime rib. “You have a nice ranch.”

      Carter nodded. “Can’t ask for anything more.” He smiled at his wife, his expression softening with the obvious \love he felt for her. “I have everything I could ever ask for or need.”

      Kit smiled back at him, her own love clear in her gaze. “Our little one will just make our life together even more precious than it already is.”

      The love these two had for each other sent Miranda’s own emotions reeling. What would it be like to have something like these two did? Something so beautiful it made her heart hurt.

      Could she have that with Justin? She wouldn’t let herself look at him, afraid he would see the question in her eyes. It was too soon to be thinking of things like that. But seeing Kit and Carter together made her wonder what the future could hold for her. She didn’t have that before. Was it in her future?

      Without meaning to, she glanced at Justin and saw him watching her. His expression was intent, serious, like he was thinking the same thing. Was he? Did he have the same questions she did?

      Miranda’s cheeks flushed and she looked away and focused on her plate. “I think if I’m not careful, I could eat at least three servings of this dinner.”

      “I do have dessert prepared for after dinner,” Kit said with a grin.

      “Dessert?” Miranda looked at Kit with interest. “I’m definitely leaving room.”

      Kit laughed. “You don’t know what it is yet.”

      Miranda nearly snorted her response. “If it’s dessert, I am so there.”

      “Where are you from originally, Miranda?” Carter looked at her with interest.

      “Texas.” Miranda pushed back bad memories. “I absolutely love it in King Creek.”

      Kit tipped her head to the side. “Do you have family here?”

      “No.” Miranda cut into her prime rib. “My only family is my mom and dad, and they’re still in Texas.” She jabbed her fork into a piece of the beef. “They just called yesterday to let me know they’re coming to visit in a couple of days. I’m so happy they’ll be here.

      That was the truth, for the most part. Her only concern was her parents pressing her to go back to Craig, something that would never happen.

      “How wonderful.” Kit lowered her glass of iced tea. “I have a small family, too. I don’t get to visit with my mom and sister often since they live in San Francisco, but it’s always good to see them when I can make it there, or they come to visit us in Arizona.”

      “That’s good news,” Justin said. “I’d love to meet them.”

      Miranda forced herself to not hesitate. “I’m sure they would enjoy meeting you.” Truth was she wasn’t sure at all since her parents were so intent on her getting back with Craig. Actually, she was sure her parents wouldn’t be happy.

      Too bad for them. They’d have to get used to the idea of her seeing Justin.

      “How long are they staying?” Kit asked.

      Miranda chewed and swallowed the delicious bite of prime rib she’d just taken. “Less than a week. Mom planned to call the King Creek Inn to see if they have availability.”

      “It’s tough to get a reservation there without booking in advance,” Carter said. “But you never know.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that.” Miranda reached for her lemonade. “Mom is resourceful, so if she wasn’t able to get a reservation there, she’s bound to have found something else.”

      “Have you made plans to take them anywhere in particular?” Justin asked.

      Miranda sipped her lemonade and lowered her glass. “They sprung it on me last minute and I haven’t had a chance to think about it.”

      “The King Creek Cowboy Museum is nice.” Carter looked thoughtful. “The Desert Botanical Gardens in Phoenix is another great place to go.”

      “We like the OdySea Aquarium in Scottsdale,” Kit said. “The Renaissance Festival is also going on right now in Gold Canyon.”

      “Of course, there are hundreds of great restaurants around too,” Justin said. “I have a few I can recommend.”

      “Perfect.” Miranda smiled. “You all did the thinking for me.”

      They chatted a little more about sights to see in the Phoenix Metro area. After they’d had a chance to let dinner settle, Carter and Kit went into the kitchen to bring out dessert.

      They returned with flaming dessert in water goblets.

      “Banana flambé.” Kit placed a goblet in front of Miranda, then Justin. “I hope you like bananas.”

      “Love them.” Miranda watched the blue flames dance on top of her dessert. “Looks yummy.”

      When they were all seated and the flames died out, Miranda dug into her dessert. She brought up a spoonful of vanilla ice cream, whipped cream, chocolate, and banana, and slipped it into her mouth. The flavors swirled over her tongue and she almost gave an orgasmic moan of delight.

      “Utterly amazing, both dessert and dinner.” Miranda gave a happy sigh when she finished her banana flambé. “You are a fantastic cook, Kit. Er, chef.”

      Kit laughed. “I’m glad you’ve enjoyed it.”

      “Do you prefer wine or whiskey?” Carter asked Miranda.

      “Wine,” Miranda said.

      Carter and Kit insisted Justin and Miranda relax in the living room as they cleared the table. It wasn’t long before they returned to the living room with bottles of wine and whiskey, and four glasses. Kit and Miranda each enjoyed a glass of merlot while Carter and Justin had whiskey.

      Miranda thoroughly enjoyed her evening with Justin’s brother and sister-in-law. They ended up staying well into the evening, Miranda having had two glasses of wine while Justin kept his consumption at the one whiskey drink.

      When they made their goodbyes, Kit hugged Miranda. “I hope we can get together again soon.”

      “I’d like that,” Miranda said. “I’ve had a wonderful time.”

      Carter gave Miranda a big hug, too. “Great to get to spend some time with you, Miranda.”

      She smiled. “Yes.”

      Justin received and gave hugs before they returned to the truck and headed home.

      Miranda looked at Justin. “Is the rest of your family as great as Carter and Kit?”

      He placed his hand over hers. “I like to think so.”

      She smiled. It had been a terrific evening, Carter and Kit having put her at ease almost immediately. It had felt so relaxing being with them. So comfortable. She hoped she’d have the opportunity to spend more time with them.

      Now she had to bring up something a little more nerve-wracking. “I mentioned my parents will be here Thursday.”

      He nodded. “I’d love to meet them.”

      Miranda cleared her throat. “I have to warn you. They think I should get back with Craig, so they probably won’t approve of you.”

      He glanced at her. “Even after what your ex did to you?”

      “They don’t know about that.” Her voice came out low. “I didn’t tell anyone. I guess because I was embarrassed, but also because I didn’t think anyone would believe me. My parents have known him since we were in elementary school, and everyone loves him.” She sighed. “He’d always been a good guy—until he lost his job and started drinking. He became a stranger to me because I’d never seen him like that. He wasn’t the same man I grew up with and married.”

      Justin looked like he was considering what she’d said. “Do you think maybe they have the right to know?”

      Miranda’s cheeks burned. “Honestly, I didn’t want everyone else’s perception to change about the person they love and care for. I guess I’ve held onto what he used to be when it came to everyone else. I was the only one affected by that change.”

      “If he does eventually move on, that could happen to the next woman.”

      She bit her lower lip. She hadn’t thought of that. “You could be right, but it’s not up to me to make sure all his future relationships are sound. I can only take care of myself, and I did what I thought was right for me.”

      Justin glanced at her. “I’m not judging you, Miranda. It doesn’t seem to be fair for you to have carried this burden alone.”

      She remained quiet for a moment. “I know you’re right. My parents would struggle with it, but in the long run they would believe me. I’m afraid of what my dad might do though.”

      “What do you think he’d do?”

      She pushed her fingers through her hair. “He’d go right up to Craig and light him up a blue streak. Craig wouldn’t know what hit him once my dad got through telling him where, when, and how.”

      Justin gave her a little smile. “Your dad sounds like a good man.”

      She laughed. “You’re right, he is. Mom’s a good woman, too, but on the pushy, commanding side.”

      “I’d still like to meet them,” Justin said.

      She hesitated. “You’re sure?”

      “A hundred percent.”

      “Okay.” She blew out her breath. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      He smiled at her. “Consider me duly warned.”

      She relaxed in her seat. Maybe it would be okay. Maybe her parents would let go of their hope she’d get back with Craig. If not, she’d have to tell them why she left him.

      “What does your dad like to talk about?” Justin asked.

      “Fishing, the Dallas Cowboys, and traveling around the U.S.,” Miranda said. “He’s a big history buff.”

      “We have a lot in common,” Justin said.

      She smiled. “That’s true.”

      “And your mom? What does she like?”

      Miranda looked thoughtful. “She’s not your typical mom. She’s not into crafts, she doesn’t do horses or fishing. She shops.”

      “Not sure I’m any good when it comes to that,” Justin said. “Unless it’s livestock and supplies, I’m out of my league.”

      “Definitely not those things,” Miranda said. “Mom’s a shopping champ. Clothes, purses, furniture, décor, and kitchen gadgets. She is a fabulous cook.”

      Justin laughed. “I’m striking out all over the place.”

      “The best thing is to get my dad on your side.” Miranda grinned. “Win over Dad and you’ve won half the battle.”

      Justin pointed to the sky. “A shooting star.”

      She looked through the front windshield. “I see it.”

      “It’s lucky to see a shooting star.” He flashed her a grin. “Make a wish.”

      She closed her eyes and made the most schoolgirl wish she’d ever made. That things would work out with her and Justin.

      “Done.” She opened her eyes and smiled.

      He answered her smile. “What did you wish for?”

      “Ha.” She shook her head. “No telling about wishes.”

      He gave her a cocky grin, as if he knew exactly what she had wished. Her whole body tingled in response.

      She looked at the clock that showed it was almost nine-thirty. “When do you need to be home?”

      “I told Shari I’d be back by ten-thirty.”

      She gave him what she hoped was a sexy look when he looked at her. “Then you have a little time to spare?”

      Hunger flared in his gaze. “Seems I do.”

      She turned her palm face up and he linked his fingers with hers and squeezed.

      Her belly did an amazing number of flip-flops as they neared her home. It had been a great evening, which was going to turn perfect by the time the night ended for them.
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      The sound of a car driving up caught Miranda’s attention and she smiled. Had to be her parents. She walked out of her home, into the bright sunshine, and met her parents’ car in the driveway.

      Her mom, Betty, stepped out of the rental car and shut the door, her flowy multi-colored caftan ruffling in the breeze. Richard, her father, climbed out at the same time.

      Miranda went to her mom and hugged her, the familiar scent of jasmine flowing over her. “Hi, Mom.”

      Betty leaned back and took Miranda by the shoulders and gave her a once over. “You look good.” She gave a big sigh. “I dare say you’d look even better at home where you belong.”

      Miranda tried not to laugh at her mother’s predictability. “So glad you’re here.” She turned to her father, who had just reached them. “Hello, Dad.”

      “How’s my one and only girl?” Richard enveloped her in a big hug. “You wear Arizona well.”

      “I’m doing well.” She stepped back and looked from Richard to Betty. “I’ve missed you both so much.”

      “Then it’s time to come home,” Betty stated.

      “I am home.” Miranda swept her arm out to encompass her house, corrals, and barn. “This is where I belong now.”

      Betty looked around her silently before resting her gaze on the mobile home. “That’s where you live?” Her tone was disapproving.

      Miranda tried not to bristle. There was nothing wrong with living in a mobile home, but she didn’t want to go into that. “It’s temporary, until my house is built.” She gestured to the location where the construction workers would start on her new home. “They’ve been delayed on another project, so mine won’t get started for another month.”

      “I’d like to see the blueprints.” Richard loved architecture, and even if this was just a house, he’d enjoy looking things over.

      “It doesn’t look like it will be very big.” Betty looked skeptically at the spot. “Is the floorplan nice?”

      “It’s bigger than it looks from here.” Miranda held back a sigh. “I’ll show you the floorplan of my new home, which will be perfect for me.” She smiled brightly. “Come on in.”

      Betty and Richard joined Miranda as she walked to the front door of her current home. She opened the door and let her parents in before following them and shutting the door. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust from the brightness of the outside to the dim interior.

      “Have a seat at the breakfast table.” She liked the brightness of the kitchen over the darker living room. “I have orange and apple juice, lemonade, and iced tea.”

      “Orange juice,” her dad said as she’d expected.

      Her mom was harder to predict. “Lemonade would be perfect,” Betty said. “It’s warm outside.”

      “You’ve got it.” Miranda ducked into the fridge and grabbed the carton of orange juice and pitcher of pink lemonade. Her lemonade wasn’t fresh squeezed like Kit’s had been, but it wasn’t bad.

      After Miranda had poured the drinks, including lemonade for herself, she carried them to the small table where her parents sat. She set the drinks down, then took the only remaining chair at the table since it seated three.

      “Looks like a nice little town,” Richard said. “Pretty small considering you aren’t far from the Phoenix area.”

      “Traffic was terrible.” Betty gave a dramatic sigh. They’d flown into Sky Harbor Airport, which was a high-traffic location.

      “It does get busy there.” Miranda looked from her mom to her dad. “I like the smallness of King Creek. I just hope it is many years before Phoenix sprawls out any farther. Justin thinks it’ll be a long while.”

      “Who is Justin?” Betty spoke sharply.

      Miranda swallowed. She didn’t want to explain her personal relationship with him—not yet. “He owns one of the ranches around here. I work with his daughter, Kaycee. She got thrown from a stallion and has a fear of getting on a horse again. She’s making good progress, so hopefully it won’t be long before she’s back in the saddle.”

      Betty looked slightly appeased that Miranda had been talking about one of her client’s parents, and not someone she was dating. “Do you have many clients?”

      “I am currently booked up for the next two months.” Miranda couldn’t help a smile. “So yes, I have plenty of clients.”

      “Sounds like you’re doing well here.” Richard set down his empty orange juice glass.

      Betty frowned at Richard. Clearly, she didn’t want Miranda to get too used to being here.

      “When are you returning to Texas?” Betty asked. “You certainly can’t like it here better than home. Your family and friends are there, not here.”

      There it was, faster than Miranda had expected.

      She didn’t want to get into it with her parents, especially her mom. “Why don’t you two move here? I’d love to have you closer.”

      Betty sniffed. “All of our friends are back in Texas, where you belong.”

      “I’ve found a few things we can do while you’re here.” Miranda looked at her dad, who loved nature and gardens. “The Desert Botanical Garden in Phoenix is supposed to be incredible.”

      “I’ve heard of it.” Richard nodded. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      “The Phoenix area has a lot of restaurants.” Miranda looked to her mom, who loved fine dining. “One in particular in North Scottsdale came highly recommended. We can go there tomorrow night after we visit the gardens.”

      Miranda went on, “Thursday is the barbeque special night at the King Creek Corral, a local restaurant. I thought that would be a good place to eat tonight and you can enjoy the local color, and I know how you love barbeque, Dad.”

      They were also meeting Justin there. She had a pretty good idea how that would go over—as in not go over well at all. But she had to get her parents used to the idea of her dating men, of which she hoped would begin and end with Justin. This would be the first test.

      Out of the frying pan and into the fire.
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      Justin swallowed a drink of Coke as he waited at the bar of the King Creek Corral, known to locals simply as the Corral. He had a view of the front door and wanted to make sure he spotted Miranda and her folks before they were seated.

      He cracked open a peanut shell from a small tin bucket on the bar top, then tossed the shells onto the sawdust and peanut shell-covered floor, as was expected of patrons.

      From the time he’d started dating as a teenager, he’d never had a problem winning over parents. He had a feeling that things weren’t going to be so easy with Miranda’s mom and dad. If they were set on her getting back with her ex, it was going to be a tough sell to get them to accept him as their daughter’s man. Boyfriend and girlfriend seemed too juvenile when it came to him and Miranda. She was his woman and he was her man.

      Miranda walked through the front door, followed by a woman with her dark hair in a knot on top of her head, and a thickset man who looked like he’d gone prematurely gray.

      Justin slid off his barstool, leaving his Coke behind. He walked over the sawdust-covered floor to Miranda, who gave him a nervous smile when he reached them.

      “Mom, Dad.” She caught her parents’ attention. “This is Justin McLeod. He’s having dinner with us.” She turned to Justin. “This is my mom, Betty, and my dad, Richard.”

      Betty looked startled, then like she was holding back a frown. Instead she gave a tightlipped smile as he took her hand and gave it a firm but gentle grip. “A pleasure, Mrs. Hawthorne.”

      “Mr. McLeod,” she said before removing her hand from his.

      “Justin, please.” He smiled.

      She gave a slight nod. “You may call me Betty.” She sounded like it was all she could do to be polite.

      He extended his hand to Richard. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Hawthorne.”

      “Call me Richard.” He gripped Justin’s hand hard enough to crack his knuckles.

      Justin resisted shaking his hand out after Richard released it.

      He moved closer to Miranda to let her parents know he wasn’t intimidated but refrained from kissing her or putting his arm around her. He didn’t want her to feel uncomfortable—or more uncomfortable than she already was.

      “The hostess is ready to seat us.” Miranda looked brightly to each one of them, and act that seemed a little forced.

      They waited for Betty and Richard to go first. Justin followed with Miranda, resting his hand lightly on her lower back.

      She looked over her shoulder and mouthed, “Sorry.”

      He smiled and winked.

      She smiled in return.

      After the two women were seated in the booth, Richard slid in next to his wife, and Justin moved in beside Miranda.

      Betty’s expression remained frigid, cold coming off her in waves. Richard looked appraisingly at Justin, as if examining him up, down, and inside out.

      The server showed up immediately following the hostess’s exit. She took their drink orders with a promise to return for their meal choices.

      Everyone turned their attention to their menus. The loud chatter around the restaurant and the country music kept at bay what would have been absolute silence. Justin didn’t feel the need to attempt to break the ice with Miranda’s parents. He’d let her keep control of the conversation and their interactions. Justin intended to be himself.

      The server arrived with their drinks and took their dinner orders before retreating.

      Justin drank from his large iced tea mug and waited.

      Miranda broke the silence. “I mentioned to you earlier that Justin’s daughter is my client.”

      Betty raised a brow. “I see. You are dating a client’s parent.”

      “Miranda is excellent at her job,” Justin said. “Kaycee will be back on a horse in no time. I can see her itching to. With your daughter’s help, it will be soon.”

      “I’ve seen her in action,” Richard said. “She’s great with kids.”

      Betty sniffed.

      “I understand you’re a Cowboy’s fan,” Justin said to Richard. “Last year was a good year for Dallas.”

      Richard nodded. “Are you a fan?”

      “Arizona Cardinals.” Justin relaxed in his seat. “Been a huge fan since I was a kid.”

      “You must have been young.” Richard seemed to be warming up.

      “I was born in 1988, the year they came to Arizona as the Phoenix Cardinals.” Justin brought up the game between the Cowboys and the Cardinals last fall. Richard obviously loved his Cowboys, which had won the last matchup.

      Miranda spoke with her mom, who was clearly still uptight. Justin heard Miranda say something about shopping at the Scottsdale Quarter and Kierland Commons, and her mom’s icy demeanor melted a little. Not much, but some.

      The server arrived with a helper and their BBQ dinners were set before them, along with a basket of cornbread squares and ramekins with honey butter. Both Richard and Justin dug in to the cornbread, their conversation moving on to fishing.

      Justin wanted to include Betty, but it was clear she had no interest in anything they talked about, or in talking with Justin, period. He was truly at a loss as to how to connect with Betty. She wasn’t like any of the moms he’d met in the past.

      There had to be some way to chip away her icy shell, but right now he wasn’t seeing it.

      Richard, on the other hand, was easy to talk with. When they got onto the topic of traveling around the U.S., and the places they’d both been to, that cemented the foundation Justin was working to build with Miranda’s father.

      He was having a hard time liking Miranda’s mom, who gave him condescending looks when she looked at him at all. But he had to remember that her parents wanted her back with a man they thought was the perfect match for their daughter.

      If they only knew.

      What Justin did know, was he’d kick Craig’s ass if he ever came near Miranda and tried to hurt her. No way was that ever happening again to the woman he loved.

      After they finished their BBQ meals, they ordered two peach cobblers with vanilla ice cream. Betty barely ate any of the one she ate with Richard, but Miranda ate her share of the one between her and Justin. He liked that she wasn’t shy about eating in front of him. Some of his past dates had ordered salads and picked at their food.

      During dessert, Justin discussed historical events with Richard. He seemed particularly interested in World War II, his father—Miranda’s grandfather—having served in it. Her grandfather had been a pilot, his plane shot down during the war, and he hadn’t made it home.

      Dinner wound down with Betty claiming to have a headache and that she wanted to get back to the bed and breakfast to relax. They walked outside to the parking lot, then to the Hawthorne’s rental car. They had given Miranda a ride to the restaurant, and Justin told Richard he’d be happy to drop her off at her house on his way home.

      Betty gave a brief nod when Justin told her good night, then a quick hug to Miranda. She strode to the passenger side door and slid in. Richard’s handshake with Justin was hearty this time rather than crushing like before. Miranda hugged her dad and he climbed into the car with his wife.

      Miranda stood at Justin’s side and waved to her parents as they drove away. When her parents’ car was out of sight, Justin brought Miranda into his arms and kissed her like he’d been wanting to do all night long.

      He loved her sweet taste and the way she kissed him like she couldn’t get enough of him. When they parted, she let out a big sigh.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      She groaned. “That was utterly painful.”

      “The kiss or dinner with your folks?” he teased.

      Miranda playfully slapped at his arm. “Dinner with my mom and dad, of course.” She took his hand and they strolled to his truck. “Although you and Dad did seem to hit it off.”

      “Your dad is great,” Justin said. “I’m sure your mom is, too.”

      “I hope you see that side of her before they go back to Texas.” Miranda shook her head. “But unless I tell her what happened in my marriage, I don’t think that will happen. And telling my parents will be really hard to do.”

      “Do you think you will tell them?” Justin asked as they reached his vehicle.

      “I have to if I want them to understand and let it all go.” She leaned her forehead against Justin’s chest. “I can’t tell you how difficult this will be.”

      He rubbed her back with one hand while holding her close with his other. “Do it whenever you’re ready. Don’t feel pressured by me.”

      She tipped her head back and met his gaze. “Thank you for not pushing me. But also, thank you for encouraging me to do it. I should have long ago.”

      He wrapped a ringlet of her hair around his finger. “You ready to go home?”

      She nodded. “It’s been a long day. I think I’ll take a bubble bath then tumble into bed.” She covered her mouth and yawned. “Tomorrow I’m taking them to the Desert Botanical Garden and out to dinner in North Scottsdale.”

      Justin kissed Miranda again, then helped her into the truck before getting in on the driver’s side. He drove her home and walked her to her front door.

      “Didn’t you promise to let me help you with your next bubble bath?” he asked as he smiled down at her.

      “No, but I’ll take a raincheck.” She reached up and wrapped her arms around his neck, bringing him down to her. “Soon,” she whispered in his ear.

      The way she said it made him hard as hell. Damn, but he’d enjoy helping her with that bubble bath now. But she was tired and needed some time alone after the dinner that must have been stressful for her.

      “Thanks for inviting me to dinner.” He brushed loose hair away from her face. “I know it wasn’t easy for you and I’m grateful you care enough to do it.”

      “I do care,” she said quietly. “I care for you more than I ever expected to.”

      He smiled. “I knew from the moment I met you that you’re someone special. You’re even more so now that I’ve gotten to know you, Miranda. You mean a lot to me.”

      Her smile seemed hesitant, and he wondered why. “You’re a wonderful man, Justin McLeod.”

      He ran his finger along Miranda’s nose to the tip. “Now don’t you forget you said that. I’m gonna hold you to it.”

      She smiled. “Don’t worry. I won’t forget.”

      He kissed her softly then waited for her to go into her home before he turned away and made it to his truck. He looked over his shoulder and she waved before closing her door.

      As he drove home, Justin’s mind turned over and over the fact that he’d fallen hard for one Miranda Hawthorne.
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      Miranda flopped down in her recliner. She’d spent the day in Phoenix and Scottsdale with her parents, who had just dropped her off. Miranda had been worried about how her mom would be after meeting Justin last night. Betty had taken some time to thaw out, but after a while she was easier to talk with.

      It was only seven now. They’d had an early dinner, and Betty had wanted to return to the bed and breakfast to take aspirin for her headache and enjoy a bubble bath. That was one enjoyment Miranda had inherited from her mom.

      A knock at the door startled Miranda from her thoughts. She frowned. Who could be here? She didn’t know anyone who would just drop in, unless it was Justin. She brightened. She would love to see him right now.

      Miranda pushed herself out of the recliner and made her way to the door. She smiled as she turned the doorknob, then opened the door.

      Her smile vanished.

      Craig stood on her doorstep.

      Her whole world seemed to tip. What was he doing here? How did he know how to find her?

      “Hey, babe.” Craig gave his lop-sided grin that used to make her smile. Now she just felt cold.

      “What are you doing here?” She had tried not to snap the words but hadn’t been able to help it.

      “I came to see you.” His smile broadened. “Can I come in?”

      “No,” she said at the same time he pushed by her.

      She spun, leaving the door open, heat burning her insides. “You need to leave.”

      He dropped down onto the couch and rested one arm across the back of the couch and brought up his foot to rest on his knee. It was a completely relaxed and familiar pose. “I just got here. We need to talk.”

      “I have nothing to say to you.” The heat inside her burned hotter. “You ruined everything between us when you started hitting me. There’s no going back and I will never forget what you did.”

      “Babe, please.” His cocky smile vanished. “Sit down and let’s talk.”

      “No.” She pointed to the open door. “Leave.”

      He got to his feet and moved closer to her. “We are going to talk.”

      She braced her hands on her hips. “How did you know where to find me?”

      He shrugged. “Your mom is worried about you. She wants what’s best for you.”

      The fury Miranda felt threatened to cause her to burst into flames. She loved her mother, but how dare she?

      “Stop, Craig.” She clenched her jaw and her fists. “If she knew what you did to me, she would never have told you how to find me.”

      His expression darkened. “If you ever tell anyone, I will make you regret it.”

      A chill spread over her. “Leave, Craig.” She’d barely been able to say the words. Would he hit her again?

      Once an abuser, always an abuser.

      He stepped within her personal space, causing her to take a step back. “Do what’s right and come home with me. Now.” His expression and his words held darkness and a demand he clearly expected her to obey.

      Miranda’s heart pounded and a ringing started in her ears. Craig was far bigger and stronger than she was. He’d retained his athletic physique, and the best she could hope for was to run. Even then, he might catch her.

      She would never give in to him, and she would never give up.

      Her throat worked as she swallowed. “You need to understand something. I do not love you and I will never go back to you.”

      He reached behind him and her blood went cold. Did he have a gun? Would he shoot her if she didn’t go with him?

      Instead of a gun, he brought out a folded piece of paper and held it up. “You didn’t fill out the document correctly and it came back to me.”

      She nearly sank to her knees. The court document she’d been waiting for. “Give that to me.”

      He grinned and tucked the paper into his back pocket again. “We’re still married, and you promised to love and obey me until death do us part.”

      “You agreed to the divorce, Craig.” Her throat felt raw and scratchy as she spoke. “I will re-file and it will be finalized.”

      He shook his head. “I changed my mind. You belong to me.”

      “No.” She felt like her world was falling apart. “That will never happen. The sooner you understand and accept that, the better things will be.”

      He moved into her space again and she couldn’t help but back away. What could she do to fix this? How could she get him to leave?

      “Miranda?” Justin’s voice came from the open doorway. She cut her gaze in his direction and relief flowed through her at the sight of him.

      “Is everything okay?” Justin’s question sounded casual, but underneath she heard the coldness and hardness he felt as he saw Craig standing over her.

      Miranda started to speak but Craig cut her off. “What the hell do you want?” He growled the words at Justin.

      “Miranda?” Justin ignored Craig.

      “Craig was just leaving.” She glared at Craig. “Weren’t you.”

      “No, I’m not leaving, cowboy. You are.” Craig’s expression grew darker and fear rose inside her again. Would he hurt Justin? She’d never seen him hurt anyone but her.

      Justin stepped into the living room, moving closer to Craig. “Miranda said you’re leaving. I’ll be happy to make sure that happens.”

      Craig clenched his hands into fists. “This is my wife. Mind your own business asshole.”

      “You’re her ex,” Justin said. “Now, walk out that door while you still can.”

      Craig shook his head. “We’re still married.” He sounded victorious.

      Miranda felt as if she might throw up.

      Justin kept his gaze on Craig. “Regardless, you are going to leave.”

      Craig was about the same height as Justin, over six-two, and he drew himself up as if that might make him taller. He squared off with Justin. “Go before I put you into the hospital.”

      Justin maintained his outward calm. “I’m going to tell you to leave one more time.”

      Craig brought up his fist and swung.

      Justin blocked the punch with his left arm, then slammed his right fist into Craig’s eye.

      Craig howled in pain, then flung himself at Justin, who took a step back. Craig stumbled forward and Justin grabbed him and rammed his knee into Craig’s gut, and the man dropped to the floor.

      A shout of fury exploded from Craig and he surged forward. He caught Justin with an uppercut to his jaw. Justin stumbled back

      Miranda stood, frozen in place. She needed to call the sheriff’s department.

      She managed to force herself to move and dug her cell phone out of her pocket. Her hands shook so hard she dropped the phone.

      Justin dove in for another punch, this time with his left fist. It connected with Craig’s left eye.

      Rage turned Craig’s face deep red. He bellowed and charged Justin.

      Justin stepped aside and Craig tripped and fell onto the coffee table. The wood table splintered and collapsed from the impact.

      Miranda scooped up her phone, punched in 9-1-1, and brought the phone to her ear.

      Craig scrambled up from where he lay over the broken coffee table. He whirled and faced Justin. Craig breathed heavily, his eyes purple and swelling, his face red. A cut on his cheekbone beaded with blood and drops started to roll down his face.

      “I’m going to kill you.” Craig’s words hung heavy in the air. “You don’t come between a man and his wife.”

      The emergency operator came onto the line. Miranda’s voice shook as she gave her address and started to tell the operator what was happening.

      Craig snapped his gaze to her and saw she was on the phone. He moved the few steps toward her so fast she didn’t see his fist coming. He slammed it into her eye and knocked away the phone.

      Miranda dropped to the floor, pain sending her head and her mind spinning.

      For the first time she Justin’s calm vanished and snapped. He grabbed Craig by his shirt collar and slammed his fist into Craig’s face and then again and again.

      Craig dropped to the floor and Justin went down and hit him once, twice more.

      “Justin.” Miranda shouted his name. “Stop. He’s not worth going to jail for.”

      Justin pulled his punch and snarled at Craig, who looked dizzy and unable to focus.

      With a growl, Justin shoved Craig away. Justin got to his booted feet and stared down at Craig, who groaned, then shouted obscenities at both Justin and Miranda.

      Justin kept an eye on Craig, even as he went to Miranda and helped her to her feet. “Are you okay?” His words came out gruff.

      She nodded. “I’m fine.”

      His eyes still flashed with anger, but his tone was gentle with her. She could tell he wanted to take her into his arms but needed to keep his focus on Craig.

      Miranda scooped up her phone and brought it to her ear. Even as she did, she heard sirens. She spoke into the phone as she heard the 9-1-1 operator’s repeated request for her to explain her emergency. The operator told her the sheriff’s department would be arriving soon and to stay on the line.

      The sirens came closer. She touched her face where Craig had hit her. The skin was tender and swelling and she felt nauseous. Something sticky coated her hand and she looked at it. Blood covered her fingers.

      The sirens cut and she heard vehicles coming up the graveled driveway. Justin stepped into the doorway and waved to the approaching vehicles. Moments later, she heard the sound of a man asking Justin what was going on.

      “Deputy Jones and Michaels, please come in.” Justin gestured to the deputies, who appeared in the doorway a few seconds later.

      Craig groaned, seeming to come back to his senses. Despite the fact that Justin and two deputies were now in her home, she still felt the cold bite of fear.

      Justin explained what had happened and that Craig had attacked both of them. Miranda and Justin said yes, they would like to press charges.

      Craig became belligerent with the deputies, who cuffed him. Craig struggled to get away, but the deputies maintained control and got the man out to their SUV and locked him into the back of the vehicle.

      In the meantime, Justin checked with Shari to make sure she could stay longer with Kaycee, and was told that would be fine.

      Deputy Jones returned and asked them if they needed medical attention and both Miranda and Justin declined.

      After Jones finished asking his questions, he left and Justin closed the door behind him.

      He turned back to Miranda and she wanted to crumple to the floor. She glanced down and saw a folded piece of paper.

      She knelt and with shaking hands, picked up the paper. She unfolded it and saw that it was the document with a form explaining it had not been filled out correctly.

      Her face burned with pain, but now burned with shame, too. She was still married to Craig.

      Tears flowed down her cheeks as Justin took her into his arms. He held her for a long time.

      “You’re all right now,” he said softly, and she cried harder. “Shh. I’m here.”

      “I’m so sorry.” She finally found her words in between sobs. “He hit you.”

      He forced her to look at him. His jaw was purpling from a bruise, but otherwise he looked okay.

      “I’m fine.” He gently touched her face and she winced. He moved his hand away. “Seeing that bruise makes me want to hit him all over again.”

      “Thank you for being here.” She blinked away more tears. “I didn’t expect you.”

      “I figured I’d see if you were home and how your day went with your parents.” He narrowed his gaze. “I saw a different car than the one your parents rented. Your door was wide open, and I heard shouting. Something didn’t feel right.”

      “I’m sorry about something else.” Her throat ached. “I found out I’m still married to Craig.”

      Justin went still. “What?”

      She blinked away more tears. “I’ve been waiting for the final court document.” She raised her hand that still clenched the papers from the court. “Apparently, I filled something out wrong and the document went to Craig. He kept it and I didn’t know until now what had happened.”

      Justin didn’t say anything for a long moment.

      “I’m sorry,” she said again. “I never thought anything would go wrong. I never expected it to be sent back.”

      He finally said, “I would have liked to have known you didn’t have the final word. I would have taken things slower.”

      More tears flowed down her cheeks and she looked away from him.

      Justin pressed her closer to him. He didn’t say anything more and just held her.

      What was he thinking? Was this the end?

      Finally, he moved his hands to her shoulders and drew away to look into her eyes. “I need to get home to Kaycee. Do you want to call your parents to have them come stay with you?”

      She shook her head. “I’d have to explain about my face and the coffee table, and some other things Craig broke. I’m not ready to talk to them about that tonight. I will tomorrow.”

      “You could come to my home and stay in a guest bedroom,” Justin said.

      She gave him a watery smile. “Thank you, but I’ll be fine.”

      He kissed her forehead, hugged her again, then walked out the door.

      She stood in the doorway and watched him leave. When she couldn’t see him anymore, she stepped back into her home, shut the door, and turn the bolt lock and door lock. She couldn’t help the tears that rolled down her cheeks. Had she lost Justin over her stupidity in not telling him about the document?”

      More tears fell as she walked into her room and threw herself onto the bed. It was a long time before she managed to fall asleep.
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      The following morning, Miranda paced as she waited for her parents to come to her door. She had to do this. It was time.

      Justin had called a half hour ago to check in on her and make sure she was okay. He’d sounded emotionally distant and her gut sank. She’d lost him, she knew it.

      The sound of a car driving up caught her attention, but she stayed in the house. She didn’t want to explain what had happened to her face until her parents were sitting down.

      A knock and this time she peered through the peephole. Yes, Betty and Richard stood on her doorstep.

      She opened the door. “Hi, Mom and Dad.”

      “Hello, dear.” Betty walked into the house and looked at the room, clearly judging Miranda’s space as lacking.

      Miranda was too tired to be irritated and she had a splitting headache.

      Richard walked in and looked at his daughter. He frowned. “What the hell happened to you?”

      Betty turned and for the first time noticed Miranda’s face. Her eyes widened. “What did you do?”

      “Have a seat.” Miranda gestured to the couch. She’d put the broken coffee table and all its pieces out back to throw away later.

      Her parents sat and looked at her with concern.

      Richard barked his words. “Did someone hit you?”

      Miranda blew out her breath. “Yes.”

      “Who?” Betty sat up straighter on the couch. “That cowboy?”

      “No. Justin would never hurt me.” Miranda held back a scowl. She took a deep breath. “Craig showed up last night.”

      Betty’s lips parted, but it was like she couldn’t think of anything to say.

      “Did Craig hit you?” Richard looked thunderous.

      “Yes.” Miranda spoke firmly. “He was going to force me to go back to Texas with him. I refused, but Craig wasn’t taking no for an answer. If Justin hadn’t shown up, I don’t know what would have happened.”

      “Where is he?” Richard shouted. “I’ll take care of the sonofabitch.”

      “He’s in jail.” Miranda let out her breath. “I’m pressing charges.”

      “Craig hit you?” Betty spoke, shock clear in her voice. “Why would he do that?”

      “It wasn’t the first time.” Miranda forced the words out. “He hit me during our marriage—on many occasions before I left him.”

      Betty audibly sucked in her breath.

      Richard got to his feet. “What?”

      Miranda closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them. “I never told you because I was embarrassed, and Craig was like family.” She sighed. “I should have told you a long time ago.”

      Betty rose and went to Miranda. She gathered Miranda in her arms. “You shouldn’t have had to bear that alone.” Tears spilled down Miranda’s cheeks and her mom rocked her. “We love you, honey. We would never have encouraged you to go back to him.”

      Betty’s voice cracked and Miranda looked up at her. A tear rolled down Betty’s cheek. “If I hadn’t told Craig where you live now, this never would have happened.”

      “You didn’t know, Mom.” Miranda had never seen her mother cry. She hugged Betty. “I should have told you.”

      Miranda looked at her father, whose face was clearly red from anger at Craig and pain at seeing his daughter hurt. “If he wasn’t in jail, I might have put him in the hospital. Still might.”

      She went to Richard and hugged him. “It’s over, Dad. Everything is going to be fine.”

      “This Justin McLeod helped you?” Betty said. “How?”

      “He showed up while Craig was trying to force me to go with him.” Miranda’s voice shook. “Justin told him to leave and Craig threw a punch at him. To make a long story short, Craig ended up with two black eyes and a bunch of bruises. Justin came out with a bruised jaw, but other than that, he’s okay.”

      He wasn’t okay with Miranda, but at least he wasn’t hurt more than receiving a single punch from Craig.

      She looked from her dad to her mom. “I’m done thinking and talking about Craig. Okay?”

      “Instead of going out to the café, I’ll make breakfast here.” Betty obviously needed to do something she thought would be helpful to Miranda. “What do you have?”

      “Bacon, eggs, and cheese are about all the breakfast foods I have,” Miranda said.

      “I’ll make omelets.” Betty went into the kitchen area and set to preparing the meal.

      Richard hugged Miranda again, squeezing her hard. “No one touches my baby girl,” he said, his voice tight. “If I’d known, honey, he never would have touched you again.”

      “I know, Dad.” Miranda drew away and smiled at him. “Everything will be fine.”

      Miranda and Richard went into the kitchen area and sat at the small table. She and her parents talked about her childhood, everyone keeping the conversation light and on a happier note.

      Craig was out of her life now.

      Was Justin gone, too?
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      A stiff breeze caused dust to swirl in the corral. Justin rested his arms on the top rail and watched Kaycee walk Sunshine. Kaycee still wasn’t ready to mount the Appaloosa mare, but she was working with her frequently, and she was more relaxed around horses. It wouldn’t be long, thanks to Miranda. Kaycee’s appointment with Miranda was in an hour and it would be the first time Justin had seen her since the night her ex had hurt her.

      Justin’s gut tightened and he absently rubbed his sore jaw. Just the memory of the man hitting Miranda was enough to cause flames to lick his insides, and he had the desire to punch the bastard again.

      The ache in his head increased, and he forced himself to calm down. Over the last few days he’d called Miranda a couple of times to check in on her to make sure she was okay. He hadn’t stayed on the phone long, because he hadn’t made up his mind how he felt about what amounted to a betrayal.

      Kaycee jogged beside Sunshine as she trotted around the ring. The smile on the girl’s face was enough to send warmth through his chest.

      His thoughts turned back to Miranda. Was he overreacting? She’d thought the divorce was final. In the grand scheme of things, did it matter?

      But she was still married, and it felt wrong to have had sex with a married woman.

      Justin dragged his hand down his face. Damn, this should be simple and clear-cut, but it wasn’t. It was all about a piece of paper.

      Maybe they could start over from a different place. Once the divorce paper came through, officially notarized, they could go back to where they’d left off.

      Couldn’t they?

      Ah, hell. The real problem was he’d fallen hard for a woman he couldn’t have yet. He loved her more than he thought he could ever love a woman. When you loved someone, you had to take everything into consideration. She should have told him, but she hadn’t. Was that enough to throw away a once-in-a-lifetime love?

      “I’m ready to go to Miranda’s.” Kaycee walked Sunshine toward Justin and she frowned. “Are you okay, Dad?”

      “I’m just fine.” He didn’t have to force a smile because it came easily as he looked at his daughter. He loved this kid like crazy. “Get Sunshine settled, and we’ll head on over to Miranda’s place.”

      “Okay.” She took Sunshine to the pasture, removed her bridle and the lead, then headed to the barn to put them away.

      Justin took off his Stetson and pushed his hand through his hair before putting his hat on again. He had to get his head sorted out.

      When Kaycee was ready, she climbed into the truck and he settled in the driver’s seat.

      On the way to Miranda’s, Kaycee chatted about her horse. “I can’t wait to ride her again.” She hesitated. “I hope it’s soon.”

      His daughter still sounded nervous, but her words told him she was close to reaching her goal.

      When they pulled onto the short drive leading to Miranda’s place, he saw her in her corral with Socks and Star. Her back was to them.

      His gut ached at the sight of her. Damn, he loved that woman. Then why was he having such a hard time with this whole thing? It was like he’d had an affair when he’d sworn up and down he’d never do anything like that. But wasn’t this situation different enough to get past?

      He parked the truck then headed to the corral behind Kaycee, who radiated the kind of energy only a motivated teen could expel.

      When he reached her, Miranda gave him a hesitant smile. “Hi, Justin.”

      He nodded. “Good morning.” He wanted to knock himself upside the head for sounding formal.

      She turned and walked into the ring with Kaycee, who went right up to the horses and started talking with them both. She trotted Star around the corral first. Justin remained at the rails, watching her.

      Miranda stood in front of him and he couldn’t help but admire the shape of her body and the way her long hair flowed down her back. He wanted to touch her so badly he could taste it. Memories of their nights together made him want her again, but he couldn’t have her. Not yet.

      He squeezed his eyes shut for just a moment. It wasn’t like him to be conflicted about anything, yet here he was, about to drive himself out of his freaking mind.

      She continued to watch Kaycee, who was on her second time around the corral with Star. Miranda readied Socks for Kaycee to walk next.

      “Miranda.” Justin called out to her, not even sure of what he was going to say.

      She slowly turned, a hesitant look on her beautiful face. She didn’t say anything, just waited for him to talk.

      “Are you free tonight?” He cleared his throat. He had to get this resolved. “I’d invite you over for dinner, but I think we need to be alone.”

      “Why don’t we have dinner here?” Her expression remained neutral. “I can’t promise a winning meal, but whatever it is, it’ll be filling.”

      He gave a slow nod. “What time?”

      “Come at seven,” she said. “My last appointment will be over at five and I need to run to the grocery store.”

      “I’ll be here,” he said.

      She gave him a last look before turning away. Her back was rigid, and he could feel tension rolling off her in waves.

      Miranda didn’t look at him as she worked with Kaycee. After her second time around with Socks, Miranda asked, “Are you ready to get on Socks?”

      He had no doubt Kaycee would tell her, “Not yet.”

      Instead, Kaycee said, “Yes.”

      Justin stilled as Miranda inclined her head toward a saddle resting on a sawhorse. “Let’s get her saddled up.”

      Kaycee gave a hesitant smile, then did as Miranda instructed.

      After Kaycee saddled Socks, Justin found himself holding his breath as she stood beside the horse, ready to mount it. He forced himself to let it out slowly.

      Kaycee bit her lower lip, then gave a look of determination. In a smooth, practiced movement, she stepped into the stirrup and swung her leg over the horse and settled into the saddle.

      Justin straightened. She’d done it.

      She smiled over her shoulder at him, showing him her triumph and slight nervousness in that one look. Miranda said something to Kaycee he couldn’t hear. His daughter gave a nod, then took hold of the reins. She clicked her tongue then guided Socks into a walk.

      “Great job, kiddo,” he called out.

      She gave a big smile, raised her hand and waved before taking Socks around the corral.

      “You did it, Miranda,” he said as Kaycee rode away.

      Miranda looked at him, smiling. “I didn’t, Kaycee did. She conquered her fears, I just guided her.”

      He smiled back at her. She was so beautiful that for a moment he couldn’t take his eyes off her. She was equally as gorgeous on the inside.

      Miranda turned and watched Kaycee and he focused on his daughter as well. He was so proud of her, he could just about burst with it.

      As Kaycee rode the horse back around, the grin that split her face made Justin grin, too.

      Kaycee brought Socks to a halt in front of Miranda. “Can I ride Socks a little more, Miranda?”

      Miranda’s smile was beautiful. “One more time around, okay?”

      “I’ll be right back.” Kaycee clicked her tongue, and to Justin’s surprise she urged the horse to go a little faster.

      “Slow it down,” Miranda said. “It’s your first day back in the saddle for a while, so let’s not push it.”

      “Okay,” Kaycee called back.

      Justin watched his daughter round the corral. He glanced at Miranda, who still had her back to him. Why couldn’t he take his eyes off her? Why couldn’t he think straight around her?

      He’d better figure himself out by the time he came back this evening. He wasn’t going to put her or himself through this past tonight.

      When she reached the gate, Miranda took Socks by the bridle and Kaycee dismounted. She gave Miranda a big hug. “Thank you so much.”

      “You did it, Kaycee.” Miranda smiled down at the girl. “Great job.”

      Kaycee beamed. “I’ll get her saddle off so you can prepare for your next appointment.”

      “Thank you,” Miranda said.

      After Kaycee unsaddled Socks and said goodbye to the two horses and Miranda, she came out of the corral and hugged Justin. “I did it, Dad.”

      “You sure did, honey.” He squeezed her tight. “I’m proud of you.”

      “Thanks.” She withdrew and headed toward the truck. “I can’t wait to show the guys.”

      Justin turned back to Miranda as she came through the gate and latched it. “I’ll see you tonight,” he said.

      She didn’t smile, just gave him a nod. “See you then.”

      He went after his daughter, who had already climbed into the truck. He joined her and started up the vehicle.

      As he drove, Kaycee said, “Is something wrong between you and Miranda?”

      Justin thought about what to say. “We have something we need to talk about tonight.” He looked at Kaycee. “It’ll all work out.” One way or another, he added to himself.

      Kaycee frowned. “I hope you stay with Miranda. I like her a lot.”

      It wasn’t something Justin could or would discuss with his daughter. “Are you ready for lunch?”

      “I’m starving,” she said.

      “I think Shari is making cowboy beans and cornbread,” he said.

      Kaycee sighed. “I wish Aunt Kit was our cook.”

      Justin laughed. “Not many ranches get a gourmet chef.”

      “Uncle Carter did.”

      “He’s the exception.”

      She perked up as she changed the conversation. “After lunch, can you get all the guys to the corral? I want to ride out from the barn and surprise them.”

      “You’ve got it.”

      Kaycee laughed and talked with the ranch hands over lunch. The men doted on the girl, a bunch of softies when it came to her.

      After dessert, Kaycee left before the men did. Justin had them gather out at the corral, telling them he had something to announce.

      Davie grinned. “You announcin’ something about that pretty therapist we saw you with last week?”

      Justin shook his head but smiled. “Nope.”

      The men chimed in and joked that he was holding something back.

      All talk stopped when Kaycee came out of the barn, riding her Appaloosa.

      “Well, look at that girl,” Henry said.

      John called out, “You look mighty fine up there, Miss Kaycee.”

      Davie shouted, “Way to go, Kaycee.”

      She grinned and waved to them.

      The men shouted and cheered Kaycee on as she trotted Sunshine around the corral, like she’d never had a problem getting back in the saddle. She ate up the applause, her pleasure at conquering her fear clear to see.

      Justin hitched his shoulder against a post and crossed his arms over his chest while watching Kaycee. Even though Miranda had said it was all Kaycee’s doing, he knew it wasn’t. Miranda had everything to do with encouraging and guiding his daughter back into the saddle. Ultimately it was Kaycee who had climbed on the horse, but Miranda had helped her get there.

      After Kaycee finished showing off for his ranch hands they dispersed, and Kaycee headed back to the barn on Sunshine to brush her down.

      Justin shoved his hands in his pockets and went into the house to his home office. He threw himself into his chair and picked up a pen. He clicked it repeatedly as he thought about Miranda.

      Tonight, he’d get out everything he wanted to say. Now he just needed to figure out what that was.
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      Miranda chewed her fingernail, then forced herself to stop. She’d never been one to chew her fingernails out of nervousness, and she wasn’t going to start now.

      Her small home smelled like spaghetti sauce and meatballs, and she hoped Justin would like it.

      Did it matter? What mattered was what he had to say. Should she even have said she’d cook? What if he was just going to walk away from her. If that was the case, then what was the point of tonight?

      A knock came at the door, startling her. She glanced at the clock and saw that he was right on time. She wiped her hands on a kitchen towel, tossed it on the counter, and walked to the door. She peered through the peephole and her belly fluttered at the sight of the man she’d fallen in love with.

      Her throat worked as she swallowed. No time to be thinking about things like that.

      She opened the door and Justin smiled. He took off his hat and ducked in through the doorway and set his Stetson on the chair by the door.

      He didn’t kiss her, and her stomach sank.

      “Something smells great,” he said.

      “Spaghetti and meatballs.” She led the way to the kitchen area. “Beer?”

      “Sounds great.” He opened the fridge and pulled one out. “You want one?”

      She held up a glass of red wine. “I’ve already started.”

      He closed the fridge and opened his can as he walked to the small table that she’d already set for two. He settled back in his chair. “I wish you could have seen Kaycee ride out for the men. She wanted to surprise them, and they did a great job cheering her on. Every one of those men thinks the world of that girl.”

      “And they should.” She grabbed a pair of potholders out of a drawer. “She’s a special young lady.”

      “She sure is.” Justin watched her as she started to pick up the stock pot to drain the spaghetti in a colander. He got up. “Hold on. Let me do that.”

      She could do it perfectly well on her own, but she stepped aside and let him help. Sometimes, you had to let people help because it made them feel better to be of use.

      “I hope you like apple pie,” she said.

      He poured the water and spaghetti into the colander, steam rising up around his face. “What red-blooded cowboy doesn’t like apple pie?”

      She laughed. “I picked one up from the bakery. You can take the leftovers back to the ranch for the men.”

      “I might share with Kaycee, but the men aren’t likely to get one bite.” He grinned. “Truth be told, hot apple pie with vanilla ice cream is my favorite.”

      Warmth filled her at his easy smile. Maybe everything would be fine between them. If not, she hoped they could be friends, hard as that would be.

      Miranda pulled out two pasta bowls, loaded each one with noodles, then poured spaghetti sauce over the noodles. She added three big meatballs to her bowl and five for Justin before carrying them to the table.

      As they ate, their conversation flowed like nothing was wrong between them. He was so easy to talk with and it was effortless being with him.

      They went straight to apple pie alamode after he carried the plates to the sink while she got out the pie and vanilla ice cream. She heated slices of pie in the microwave, then topped the slices with scoops of the ice cream.

      When they finished with dessert, Justin pushed his bowl aside. Miranda did the same, her belly twisting as she looked into his eyes.

      He took her hands and gripped them.

      She held her breath, then forced herself to let it out.

      “Miranda.” Justin paused, his chest rising and falling with his deep inhale and exhale. “I’m not going to sugar-coat it.”

      Her stomach fell. This was it.

      He spoke quietly. “You should have told me about the fact you didn’t have the document that said you’re not married.”

      “I know.” The words would barely come out. She closed her eyes, trying to fight back the tears that burned behind her eyelids. “I kept trying…but all it comes down to is the fact I didn’t.”

      “Everyone makes mistakes,” he said, his voice low and husky. “This one has just been hard for me to take. You’re still a married woman.”

      Miranda opened her eyes, trying hard not to cry. But in the end, she couldn’t stop the tear that rolled down her face.

      She tried to pull her hands from Justin’s, but he wouldn’t let go.

      “I have a proposition to make,” he said.

      She waited for him to speak as another tear fell.

      “We’ll start over. We’ll spend time together while you get that paperwork taken care of.” His earnest expression had her heart beating faster. “We just won’t end up in bed together until all is said and done.”

      “You’re okay with it?” She could hardly speak. “You forgive me?”

      He squeezed her hands. “There’s nothing to forgive. You made a mistake and we’re going to take a few steps back. Everything is going to be fine.”

      Justin stood and pulled her up and into a hug. He held her to him, and she fell into his embrace, enjoying his heat and the warmth of his heart.

      He leaned back just enough to look into her eyes. “I love you, Miranda, and I’m not letting you go.”

      More tears rolled down her face. “I love you, Justin.”

      “You’d better,” he said with a cocky grin.

      She threw her arms around his neck and never wanted to let go.
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      Almost a year after Kaycee’s return to the saddle, Miranda carried a cake from the bakery toward the table where Justin and Kaycee sat with the ranch hands in the kitchen. Davie set down the vanilla ice cream. A pile of plates and stack of silverware were already on the table.

      Miranda set the cake on the table and everyone cheered when they saw, It’s a girl! written in pink icing across the surface.

      Justin hugged Kaycee, who then hugged Miranda. “Congrats on everything being official,” Miranda said to two of the people she loved more than anything.

      Kaycee grinned ear-to-ear and Justin looked like the proud dad he was. They’d just come back from court and the adoption was official: Justin was legally Kaycee’s adopted father.

      Miranda served the cake with ice cream, and everyone laughed and talked as they enjoyed the dessert.

      Justin stood and John clinked his iced tea glass with his dessert fork to get everyone’s attention.

      “I just want to say how proud I am of my daughter.” Justin looked at Kaycee. “A dad couldn’t be prouder than I am of my girl.”

      More cheers rang out and everyone clinked iced tea glasses to the toast. Justin sat next to Kaycee and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “You’ve always been my little girl,” he said.

      “I know.” A thirteen-year-old Kaycee smiled at her father. “I couldn’t ask for a better dad.”

      Miranda thought she saw Justin’s eyes glisten for a moment. She’d been wiping her eyes with her napkin every now and then for the past twenty minutes.

      The men helped clear the table, then headed out to get back to work. Justin stayed with Miranda and Kaycee, who helped clean up.

      “Andi will be here soon,” Kaycee said.

      “Miranda and I are going out to dinner this evening,” he said. “You know you’re welcome to come with us.”

      Kaycee smiled at Justin. “Andi and I have to study for our algebra test, or we would.”

      As Kaycee left the room, Miranda took Justin’s hand. “Congratulations, Dad.”

      “Thank you, sweetheart.” He kissed her.

      “I’m going home to get ready for tonight.” Miranda smiled. “You promised me a fancy evening, so I’m wearing a fancy dress.”

      He flashed her a sensual grin. “Sexy?”

      She gave him a teasing look. “You’ll just have to see.”
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      Miranda slid out of her chair of the Fountain Hills restaurant as Justin scooted her chair out. She looked up and smiled at him. She was so damned beautiful and sexy she took his breath away.

      His fingers itched to touch her. He could never get over how much he needed her and wanted her. They’d had a little hiccup in their relationship a year ago, but that was all it had been, a hiccup. Things had worked out more than fine, and it hadn’t been long before she’d had the piece of paper she’d needed. That they’d needed to make things work.

      “Thank you for dinner,” she said as they walked out of the restaurant. “I have to admit, the baked banana pudding was my favorite.”

      He laughed and took her hand. “You have a big sweet tooth.”

      She nodded emphatically. “You aren’t kidding.”

      He inclined his head in the direction of the Fountain that helped give Fountain Hills its name. “Up for a little walk?”

      She nodded. “It’s a beautiful night.”

      He couldn’t help but admire the way her little red dress hugged her figure in all the best places. He hadn’t seen her in this dress, and it was sexy as hell.

      They strolled on the sidewalk with a view of the lake that held the fountain that was scheduled to erupt every fifteen minutes. Once the tallest fountain in the world, at peak times it would reach as high as over five-hundred-fifty feet.

      At that moment, water shot up from the center of the illuminated concrete water lily fountain. He glanced at Miranda to see her watching the spectacle as the water plume cooled the air. Miranda’s hair stirred around her shoulders in the breeze, and she glanced at him to see him watching her. She gave him a sensual look, clearly knowing how she affected him.

      They walked along the sidewalk with the fountain in the background. They reached an area with statues of influential U.S. Presidents. Justin guided her to a bench and sat next to her on it.

      He cleared his throat as he looked at her. “I want you to know how much you mean to me and how much I love you. God, I’ve never loved anyone the way I love you.”

      She smiled. “You know I feel the same way.”

      “I do.” He took her hand in his. “One thing I can always rest assured of is your love.”

      He couldn’t get over what an amazing woman she was, in so many ways. He dug in his jacket pocket and brought out a small box. She continued to look into his eyes, not noticing what he had removed from his jacket.

      Justin slid off the bench and got to one knee in front of Miranda. For a second, she looked puzzled, but then her eyes widened as she looked at what he was holding. He opened the box and the solitaire diamond glittered in the low lighting.

      Her jaw dropped and she looked from the ring and met his gaze, her expression shocked.

      “Miranda,” he smiled as he watched her, “will you marry me?”

      Her lips parted, but for a long moment she didn’t speak, as if she was trying to make sense of what he was asking her.

      “You’re making me nervous,” Justin teased.

      Miranda seemed to come back to her senses. “I—l.” She took a deep breath. “Yes, Justin. Absolutely, yes.”

      He slid the ring on her finger, and it fit perfectly. He’d enlisted Kaycee’s help in getting her ring sized, so he’d been fairly confident it would.

      Justin gripped both her hands. “I don’t want to wait. With my big family, they’ll want a big wedding like Kit and Carter had. Would you mind if we had something small and intimate?”

      “We could always elope,” she said, and he laughed.

      “I might get disowned if we don’t at least let my parents, grandparents, and siblings come. It goes without saying that Kaycee will want to be there.”

      She grinned. “That’s half of King Creek.”

      He shook his head and laughed as he slid onto the seat next to her. “What do you say about two weeks from now. Will that give your mom and dad enough time to plan a trip here?”

      “Plenty of time.” In the moonlight her features were slightly shadowed, but her beautiful smile was easy to see. “I’m all for it.”

      He studied her. “What do you think about starting right away to work on a little brother or sister for Kaycee to spoil, like she spoils her baby cousin?”

      Miranda gave him another beautiful smile. “That’s a wonderful idea. I can’t wait for us to have children together.”

      “How many are you thinking?” he asked.

      She looked thoughtful. “I’m an only child, and I don’t want to do that. I’m thinking three or four.”

      He nodded. “Sure you don’t want seven like my family?”

      She burst into laughter. “Seven kids? I’m no saint like your mom.”

      “Neither one of us are.” His laughter joined hers. “I’m with you on three or four.”

      “I can’t even imagine my parents being around seven grandkids.” Miranda was still laughing. “They won’t even know what to do with more than one.”

      “Good thing we will.” He lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her softly. “At least I hope I will.”

      She smiled against his lips. “Lucky you have me to find out.”

      “I certainly am,” he said, before kissing her again.
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      “Well, hell.” Jayson McBride raised his Stetson, pushed his fingers through his hair, and plopped his hat back onto his head as he stared at the spectacle that had invaded his ranch. “Never making a bet like this again. Might never make another bet of any kind.”

      Jack flashed a grin and nodded in the direction of the intruders in front of Jayson’s barn. “Maybe we’ll meet one of those models with their asses damn near showing.”

      Jayson rested his arms on the top rail of the corral. He glared at his fraternal twin who should have sympathized. “Those ladies are at least fifteen years younger than us. I need that like I need a hole in my head.”

      Truth was, Jack hadn’t dated in a few years, since his wife had passed, and likely wasn’t interested in young models. But Jack did like giving Jayson a hard time.

      “Options.” Jack said before adding, “Monty did say the fashion designer herself is a looker and right in your ballpark.”

      Just hearing Monty Tinsman’s name caused Jayson to scowl again. “He also said the woman is a witch in high heels.” Jayson sighed. Another part of this ordeal to deal with. “She’s supposed to be here tomorrow.” He glanced at Jack. “Why don’t you show her around?” He wasn’t hopeful, but he gave it a shot.

      “Sorry, but I think I’ll be busy.” Jack didn’t look the least bit sorry. “I’m sure you’ll handle her just fine.”

      Jayson glanced down at Thor, who sat on his haunches. “What about you? Maybe you could keep her company.”

      The Border Collie tilted his head and stared up, his intelligent eyes seeming to say, “Don’t look at me, buddy.”

      Jayson shook his head and stared up at the cloudless Arizona sky. He glanced toward the conglomeration of vans, makeup artists, wardrobe stylists, hairstylists, and set designers. Then there was all the camera equipment the photographer and fashion designer had deemed necessary for the shoot, and who knew what else.

      Not to forget a meal wagon—the smells of dried-out pizza and overcooked corn dogs actually overpowered the odor of manure. Yeah, that was some nasty crap in that wagon.

      At least nine models were supposed to be in and out of the commercial shoot in less than a week’s timeframe. At least that was what Monty said, and Jayson wasn’t sure he could trust the man after this. Nine models and four days to a week of shooting, print and film, for a new clothing line.

      Great.

      He hoped his ranch would still be in one piece when they all finally cleared out.

      He looked up at the clear sky again and wondered if it would stay that way. In central Arizona, during monsoon season, a storm could sweep in before they knew what was happening. Rain was a blessing for a state experiencing a long drought. This was one time Jayson prayed rain would hold off this week so that this circus would be out of town in a hurry.

      “Here comes your favorite person.” Amusement rode Jack’s words. “He’s looking mighty proud of himself.”

      Bring in the clowns.

      Monty Tinsman ambled toward them, his belly bouncing as he walked. The muscles in Jayson’s shoulders knotted.

      Thor let out a low rumble. He’d hadn’t liked Monty from the moment the man stepped onto the Flying F.

      Jayson should have listened.

      The owner of a decent spread at the foot of the Bradshaw Mountains in Prescott, Monty was a part-time Arizona resident who headed to upstate New York in the summer. Apparently, he’d told the designer of a clothing line he’d do her a favor, and she could use Monty’s ranch to do the shoot.

      A poker night, a few beers, and a damned glorious bet. Now, the whole mess was in Jayson’s front yard.

      Monty reached Jayson and Jack, and the bastard grinned. His over-the-top thousand dollar Stetson, two thousand dollar Tony Lama boots, movie star-white teeth, and tanning bed tan didn’t make him look any more like a cowboy than Jayson looked like one of those slick movie stars. Monty seemed to be a good guy, though, unless you counted sticking Jayson with this mess.

      “I’m surprised you’d show your face around here.” Jack grasped Monty’s hand. “Good to see you, Mont.”

      Jayson grumbled under his breath, “It’s far too soon.”

      Monty laughed. “I figured there’d be no problem with the magazine switching locations to your ranch, Jayson.” He appraised their surroundings. “I’ve got a nice piece of property, but yours puts mine to shame.”

      “I had a full house, ace high.” Jayson shook his head. “And you beat me with a royal flush.”

      “That was some bet.” Jack nodded. “Don’t feel bad, bro. With your hand, I’d have been all over betting a shoot on the ranch against that prize bull of his.”

      Monty chuckled.

      Jayson wanted a do-over.

      But what was done was done. His younger sister Bailey’s voice rang in his mind with one of her favorite sayings, “Suck it up, Buttercup.”

      Where’d she get that crap from anyway?

      Jayson shook his head. One of the worst things was a sore loser, and he didn’t intend to start down that path. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t give a little payback if the opportune time arose.

      “I’ve got work to do.” Jayson put his hand on Monty’s big shoulder. “By the way, I hear paybacks are a bitch.”

      Jack snorted. “I’d watch your back if I were you, Mont.”

      Thor gave a throaty growl, as if in agreement.

      Monty laughed, then took a look at Jayson’s expression. His laugh weakened and faded away. “I know you’re not serious—” His throat worked.

      Jack chuckled. “I would take Jayson’s word on this one.” Still grinning, he added, “I best be on my way too. My horses aren’t going to ride themselves.”

      He nodded his goodbye to Monty and flashed a quick grin at Jayson before taking off.

      Jayson slapped his hand on Monty’s shoulder. “See you around, Mont.”

      The man nodded. “Sooner or later.”

      “Unfortunately it’s likely sooner.” Jayson headed toward the barn with Thor at his heels, and held back a heavy sigh as he worked his way through the crowd.

      All this for a damned clothing line?

      “No, no, no, no,” shouted Trevor, the photographer who was no wider than a sheet of paper. As thin as he was, it was a wonder he could hold his monster of a camera.

      Trevor braced the camera on his knee and snapped his fingers at the model in front of him.

      In the background, several cowhands gawked. Jayson needed to pay them a visit since they seemed to be distracted by a slip of a woman in a skimpy outfit, instead of doing what he paid them to do.

      Trevor snapped until he caught the model’s attention. “Mina, pay attention. I don’t want to see you staring at any cowboy asses. Leave that to me.”

      The young woman smirked and struck some kind of pose Jayson imagined was supposed to be sexy. The blonde wore skin-tight jeans on her Coke bottle hips and a crazy-ass top that bared her belly. This was what was popular now? Jayson knew nothing about fashion and could care less.

      Jayson preferred strong women, and the country girls he knew kicked ass and took names. They did not look like they just walked out of a Scottsdale boutique on their way to a spa treatment.

      A lot of the country girls around these parts cleaned up real well and were sexy as hell. All without worrying if they were going to break a nail while rounding up cattle.

      That fashion designer hell on heels, who’d be arriving tomorrow, ought to be interesting. No doubt, she’d be one of those women who screamed at the sight of a horsefly and couldn’t figure out what to do with a horse if her life depended on it. He wondered what she’d do if she was told she had to shovel shit for a week to do her damned photoshoot here.

      Yeah, that might be fun to see.

      Thor stayed close and they dodged a hairstylist and a man from the food wagon before ducking into the cool recesses of the barn. Jayson blinked a few times as his eyes grew used to the dim light.

      He’d owned the Flying F since he was in his late twenties. Back then he and his buddies thought it sounded flat out hilarious to name the ranch “I don’t give a Flying Fuck,” only shortened to “the Flying F.”

      Shiloh snorted from one corner of the barn. The pregnant mare made the sound in a way that told Jayson the horse was concerned about the commotion going on outside.

      “It’s okay, girl.” Jayson reached Shiloh and stroked the brindle mare’s nose. “Sorry about that damned mess out there. I’m going fix it, but it looks like I need to talk with the gal running the show tomorrow.” He traced the star on her forehead with his fingertips. “But if it’s too much for you now, I’ll take you over to Justice’s place, where it’ll just be you and a few of your equine pals.”

      Shiloh whickered.

      “Yes, I mean it.” Jayson nodded. “I don’t want you upset, girl.

      She snorted and bobbed her head.

      “Deal.” He patted her neck. He normally would have taken her for a ride. But she was so close to foaling, he wouldn’t ride her hard like he needed right now.

      Jayson moved to Starlight’s stall. The chestnut jerked her head up and down. The mare was high strung to begin with, and the noise outside the barn wasn’t helping anything.

      “Why don’t you, Thor, and I escape this madhouse and go for a ride?” Jayson slid his fingers down her neck.

      Thor barked.

      Starlight snorted and bobbed hear head again in sharp movements. Yeah, she was going to be one hell of a ride today.

      “Well, then. Let’s do it.” He glanced where his cowhands were too busy staring at the model. “But first I need to have a talk with some of my men who aren’t doing what they should be.”

      It wasn’t like them, but they had work to do. With the size of his operation, too much needed to be done to stand around doing nothing but looking at a nearly naked woman.

      After Jayson gave his men a good talking to, and they were back to work, he returned to the barn.

      The Border collie stayed close to Starlight as Jayson grabbed a bridle, a horse blanket and his saddle. When he’d saddled up the mare, he checked her over to make sure she was ready to go in every sense of the word. He grasped her bridle and led her out the rear entrance of the barn, the opposite direction of the insanity that was currently his ranch.

      

      “Oh, crap.” Celine Northland knelt on one knee to gather the many pages from a stack of scattered papers. They’d slid out of the handbag she’d just dropped in the middle of the ramp leading from the airplane to a place she’d rather not be. “Just one more fantastic thing to add to this absolutely perfect day.”

      Not.

      Passengers squeezed by to either side of her. Not one person stopped to help her retrieve the sheets of paper.

      A child tore by and trampled one of the signature pages of a document she needed to sign and return to Monty, her CFO. The girl left a perfect imprint of a small and very dirty shoe where Celine was supposed to sign.

      “Aaaand thank you very much.” Heat crept up Celine’s neck as she looked over her shoulder. “Where the hell are your parents, anyway?” she muttered under her breath.

      A young woman holding a naked doll hurried up the ramp. The woman’s hair was slipping from a French braid and red sauce stained her white shirt. She zipped past Celine and trampled another one of Celine’s pages. “Chloe!”

      Celine groaned. Question answered.

      Kids.

      A sheltered only child—of parents who were each only children—Celine had grown up with a series of private tutors and nannies. Celine hadn’t often been around kids her age, or kids of any age for that matter. She wouldn’t know what to do with one of the little monsters if it landed in her lap.

      God, help me.

      Celine snatched up the soiled papers Monty had scanned and emailed to her, but she hadn’t had a chance to read yet. After she had gathered everything into her arms, she shoved the lot into a folder and stuffed it back into her Louis Vuitton tote with her laptop. She hitched it up on her shoulder, her purse on the other, and headed up the gangway.

      Bright sunshine poured in through the massive windows. She’d never been to Arizona, but she’d heard the usual about Phoenix—you could fry an egg on the sidewalk or bake brownies on a dashboard. And she’d heard the constant refrain, “But it’s a dry heat.”

      Celine didn’t bother peering out the windows for more than a cursory glance. Airports weren’t generally known for allowing passengers a view of much more than tarmac and the usual building clutter. Airports were such messy things.

      She’d been in countless locations around the globe since she was old enough to travel without a nanny. She’d just about seen it all.

      Her parents had never wanted to visit Arizona. Too hot, they’d said. If Celine moved to this state, she likely wouldn’t see her parents unless she dropped in on them in their luxury Manhattan condo.

      Not seeing her parents. Now there was a benefit to moving to a place like this.

      She sighed. What she wouldn’t give for parents who actually cared. Her heart ached and she had to push the thoughts and feelings aside.

      Celine didn’t pay much attention to her surroundings, too focused on making her way to baggage claim. Maybe she’d lived in Manhattan for too long. Like every other New Yorker, she kept her eyes focused ahead and didn’t meet a stranger’s gaze.

      Like the saying went, Things to do, places to go, people to see.

      A breeze came in from the sliding glass doors as she passed them on the lower level, the wind shifting her long silk skirt around her legs. Her outfit was of her design. She wore low heels for comfort, but frequently wore higher heels. She was five-ten, but with three-inch heels she reached six-one, intimidating for most men below that height. But she wasn’t going to stop wearing high heels just to make a man feel good about himself.

      When she’d reached baggage claim, she tapped her foot as she waited for her luggage. The way her day had gone, her bags might have ended up in Pittsburgh.

      Stay strong. Have hope.

      Someday. Someday they’ll be here.

      She’d always figured if a person paid for first class then her luggage should be off the plane first. Never seemed to work out that way.

      Of course, her two hard shell suitcases came up the conveyor belt last, but at least they’d made it to Phoenix with her. She secured her luggage and headed out to catch a cab.

      The airport wasn’t exceptionally busy, and within fifteen minutes she was on her way to the AAA Five Diamond Scottsdale Princess Resort in North Scottsdale. One of Celine’s select few friends, Meredith, had told her she had to go to the Princess when she came to Scottsdale. Meredith knew fine resort living and knew it well.

      The sunshine and the warmth didn’t surprise Celine—she’d never been to Arizona, but she’d seen plenty of photographs. What did surprise her was just how much she liked the view. She’d thought the Phoenix desert would be far too barren for her tastes. But what she saw through the cab’s windows, between the airport and the Princess, called to her in a way that mystified her.

      Clear blue skies and an endless stretch of land that went on for miles, gave her an aching desire to explore this place, so different from any location she’d been before.

      Breathing room. She had none of that in New York City. She couldn’t begin to imagine what it would be like to live in a place with so much space.

      And it was a dry heat. No humidity to cause her hair to go curly or melt her insanely expensive designer, supposedly un-meltable, makeup.

      Bonus points for Arizona.

      Celine tapped her fingers on her purse. She needed to focus on the commercial shoot and the print ads. She’d been doing her best to not think about what had become a complete headache. She had to go to a ranch tomorrow, for however long it took to get the commercial done. A ranch somewhere in the middle of nowhere.

      And horses. I’ll be near horses.

      Her throat ached and she shoved the thought aside.

      Why couldn’t Rod have found a place in North Scottsdale instead of going for Monty’s lame rustic ranch idea? From everything she’d read, Scottsdale was much more civilized than Prescott. But she’d only get to spend the one night here, and then off to the Arizona wilds—or so she imagined.

      Celine leaned back in her seat and sighed. To top it off, the location had ended up being selected on a bet, and she’d heard the cowboy who owned the ranch was none too happy to have them. Well, she certainly wasn’t happy about the situation, either.

      She pictured the owner. What was his name? Something like Jack? Jerry? No, it was Jayson. Likely the man was an old, weatherworn cowboy with skin as tough as leather and wrinkles like sand dunes. Probably walked bow-legged on top of that.

      At least Trevor, her photographer, loved the ranch. He had visited the original location and said this one was superb—far better with more opportunities for a great photoshoot and commercial.

      The models had complained about the smell of cow manure until Trevor had threatened to take shots with the models shoveling shit. Celine smiled to herself. Apparently that had shut them up.

      Damn, but she loved Trevor. He was a complete pain in the ass, but he was sharp, knowledgeable, artistic, and just flat out the best in the business. He was worth every damned penny she paid him. And yes, he had assured her, he did shit gold bricks with perfect edges.

      She braced her elbow on the cab windowsill, put her head in her hand, and stared out without seeing.

      Celine wasn’t sure how she was going to do on the ranch. It had been a long time since she’d been close to horses. Her belly took a dive and the wine and cheese she’d had in first class curdled. It would soon come back up.

      It had happened so long ago. How could the pain still be so deep? She should be over it now.

      She should have forgiven herself, but she never had.

      Do I deserve to be free of that guilt?

      She didn’t think she ever could be. Or if she even wanted to be free.

      

      Celine reclined on her hotel bed and idly stared into a glass of Chardonnay that reflected the bedside light. The stack of papers from Monty lay scattered on the comforter beside her. She’d been putting off looking at them.

      No doubt, more money out than in.

      She needed another drink.

      Celine idly played with the soft material of her burnt sienna dress. She loved silk, and she loved the soft flowy outfit she had designed. One benefit of her career—she could create whatever she wanted to wear.

      Her phone rang and she picked it up from the nightstand. Monty lit up the screen.

      She sighed. Lately hearing from Monty meant more bad news than good. She wanted to answer with “What now?” but settled for, “Hi, Monty.”

      “Bad news.” He sounded dead serious.

      Then she did say, “What now?”

      “I don’t suppose you’ve listened to the news today?” he said.

      She frowned. “No time. Why?”

      He sounded genuinely agitated. “Big ransom malware attack all over the damned globe.”

      Her brow furrowed. “Speak English.”

      “A hacker syndicate sends out a ‘bug’ that takes over a company’s computer systems and encrypts all their data. They demand money to give you back control of your own computers. That’s why they call it ransomware.”

      Her heart nearly stopped beating. “And you’re telling me this because…”

      “You got hit with it, Celine,” he said. “Twenty thousand.”

      She almost didn’t dare to ask. “Twenty thousand what?”

      “Dollars,” Monty said. “They’ve ransomed every bit of computer access to your financial records as well as all of your designs. If we don’t pay them, they’ll delete everything.”

      “No.” The word came out on a moan. “Don’t tell me that.”

      “I’m sorry, kid.”

      Celine banged the phone against her forehead. Not now.

      Her head hurt when she brought the phone back to her ear. “What do you recommend?”

      “You don’t have a choice,” he said. “But I’ll make sure you won’t ever get hit again. I’ll get you the best computer protection money can buy.”

      “Okay.” She sighed. “Do it.”

      “I’ll take care of everything,” Monty said.

      Celine hung up. The Bearer of Bad News kept giving her more bad news all the time. She should have thought to ask what “the best computer protection money can buy” would cost her.

      “This sucks,” she said and dropped the phone onto the mattress. Now she couldn’t decide if she should review the papers Monty had given her, to get the bad news out of the way all at once—or ignore them in favor of drinking more wine.

      The wine won.

      She took a long swallow. Screw sipping.

      What about my bank accounts? Business and personal? She frowned. Could they have been attacked, too?

      Celine slid her laptop out of the tote beside her on the bed, then booted it up. Maybe she wasn’t the most tech savvy person, but she could find her way around a computer pretty well.

      First, she checked her personal and business bank accounts. Her business account looked a little low, but then she’d had to spend money for one thing after another—necessary expenses per Monty.

      Next, she did a Google search for software that would protect personal computers from outside attack. Multiple links popped up and she chose the most promising. When that company proved useless, she made her way through three more before she found one that could potentially work.

      She never mixed her personal accounts with her business accounts. Monty had said he would be happy to take care of both, but she had declined. She needed to have control of something.

      When she finished, she shoved the laptop into her tote and sagged against the pillows again.

      Hopefully she’d protected her personal accounts. But she was out the door already on the twenty thousand ransomed from her business accounts.

      This sucks.

      Her mobile rang again.

      “Go away,” she wailed.

      She glared at the screen, then relaxed when she saw Meredith.

      “It’s so good to hear your voice,” she said in way of answering.

      “You hadn’t even heard it yet.”

      “I don’t care,” Celine said. “You could just breathe and I’d be happy.”

      Meredith laughed. “What’s going on? Homesick?”

      Celine didn’t know what it was like to be homesick. She shook her head. “Long day, that’s all.”

      Meredith knew about Celine’s business and about a lot of the people in it, but Celine never shared financial issues. She never talked business with friends.

      Not that she had many friends. A handful, if that.

      “Come home and let Rod, Trevor, and Monty handle this commercial thing.” Meredith’s voice pressed into Celine’s head, forcing her to pay attention.

      Celine sipped from the glass. “Liquid courage,” some said. Celine simply considered it to be a fluid way to deal with crap or just plain forget.

      Meredith’s voice tugged Celine to the present. “I saw a gorgeous new pair of earrings at Tiffany’s.”

      “I have to stay.” She wanted to cry at the thought of all the money she had to pay out, not counting the ransomware blackmailing thing. Instead, she swallowed the rest of her drink, then raised her empty glass. “Apparently, I need more wine.”

      Meredith groaned. “Celine, what’s going on?”

      “I’m okay.” Celine had never had a female friend like Meredith. She had made her way into Celine’s life until she had to admit that Meredith was a special person, and one of the best things that had happened in her life. “This is my career and I need to take care of business.”

      Meredith’s sigh was audible over the phone. “I suppose you’re right. I just worry about you.”

      “I know.” Celine smiled. “You’re a wonderful friend and I love you for it.” She set her wine glass on the nightstand. “I’m tired and I’m going to get some sleep.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Meredith yawned. “I didn’t realize it’s so late. It’s nearly midnight here.”

      Celine laughed. “You knew exactly what time it is. You just wanted to check on me.”

      “Busted.” Meredith’s grin was clear in her voice. “Good night, Celine. I’ll talk with you tomorrow. Got it?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Celine’s smile lasted until she said, “Good night,” and disconnected the call.

      She looked at the wall across the bed while she sipped wine. She really didn’t know if she’d be able to sleep.

      Maybe she needed to start going to a shrink. Mother had always thought therapists and psychiatrists, and the best possible meds, were the answer to everything. Mother would have been livid if she had known Celine spit out the meds they had forced her to take for so-called depression.

      Celine had not been depressed. She’d been hurt, sad, in pain, and heartbroken…but mostly filled with devastating guilt. That didn’t mean she needed drugs. Some people did, and that was okay. But she hadn’t.

      However, her mother had seen to it the psychiatrist prescribed some designer antidepressant that had cost a ridiculous amount every month.

      And her mother’s voice—it rang in her head, as if she was in the room, with her correcting, criticizing, ordering, demanding.

      Take your medicine, Celine. It’s for your own good.

      Be calm and act like a lady.

      Ladies do not cry.

      Do what you’re told or you will regret crossing me.

      Don’t wear that. You look fat in it.

      A kindergartner could put on makeup better than that.

      Celine gritted her teeth and closed her eyes. Stop it. Stop the mom-voice before it really gets up to speed. Her arm ached to throw her glass in the cold fireplace.

      She took a deep, calming breath and let herself relax. She imagined tension leaving every part of her body.

      In spite of brick walls she’d had to break through, she had started her own business from scratch and broke into a tough industry during a financial downturn. The success of her business had been amazing.

      Now she needed to take amazing and boost it into incredible. She needed everyone’s eyes on her designs. With a successful launch of her latest line, her designs would be in stores across the country.

      She smiled. She’d worked her butt off to get here without using the checking account Mother and Father had set up for her when she was young. She had taken what money she had used for college and repaid every cent back into that account, including interest.

      It had been so important to pay her way, create, and become successful on her own.

      And that was exactly what she’d done.

      Celine set the wine glass on the nightstand and sank into her pillows. Part of her need for success was to be able to donate to a cause that meant more to her than anything. A charity that brought Arabian horses and underprivileged teenagers together.

      She didn’t know a lot about kids, but she did remember what it was like to be a teenager, and how healing a relationship with a horse could be.

      Her heart constricted as she thought about Sky. What an amazing horse she’d been. Her best friend, her confidant. And then she was gone…and it had been Celine’s fault.

      In the future, she wanted to own a ranch that used horses for therapy with teens. She wanted kids to experience what she had when Sky was alive. And she wanted them to learn from her mistake.

      Celine didn’t drift off for a long time. Eventually she slipped into a fitful sleep. She dreamt of Sky galloping in an open field, before darkness fell. In the black of night, the only thing she saw was the word Merf, scratched into a wall.
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      Bright June sunlight nearly blinded Celine and she blinked, attempting to accustom herself to it and the heat as she climbed from the dim interior of the black Mercedes. She managed to get out with her Louis Vuitton handbag on one shoulder. In her opposite hand, she gripped the matching tote that held her laptop, along with the stack of papers from Monty.

      She congratulated herself for staying on her feet after the harrowing ride. She shot a look at Charlie as he got out of the driver’s seat. He’d nearly killed them sixteen different times in sixteen different ways.

      “I’m going to murder Monty,” she muttered under her breath. Bringing Charlie to something so important, something that would be launching her new line—Monty should be shot.

      “Miss Celine.” Charlie jogged around the front of the car. “What time do you want me to take you to the hotel in Prescott?”

      Never.

      “I’ve already made arrangements.” She told him the lie while she held out her hand. “Keys.”

      Charlie looked disappointed and handed the set to her.

      She gestured toward the set. “I’m sure they can use you someplace over there. Ask Rod.”

      Go brighten someone else’s day.

      Now Charlie was Rod’s problem. Considering Rod was the one who sent Charlie to get her at the hotel in Scottsdale, fair was fair. She’d kill Monty and set Charlie on Rod—there, two vultures taken out with one stone.

      How Charlie had gotten her to the Flying F Ranch alive, she had no idea. He was a walking disaster, not to mention a driving nightmare. She was amazed he was able to pilot his drone without crashing into something.

      Celine glanced up at the clear blue sky then squinted as she looked at the chaos of the shoot, which should have been more organized. The day was already growing hot, but from what she understood, it was quite a bit cooler in Prescott Valley than the Phoenix metropolitan area.

      She took a moment to scan the country around her. Monty was right. The ranch and the surroundings were spectacular. She’d been told the ranch was at the base of the Bradshaw Mountains and the country was even prettier than what she’d seen on the ride from the airport to North Scottsdale. She had to agree.

      The mountains surged upward, behind the ranch. It was an awe-inspiring mountain range that looked as if the Almighty had placed it in the desert. She’d have to get someone to show her the entire property.

      It was all far too much to process without some coffee. Good coffee. She’d forgotten to take the premium Panama blend with her to the hotel, where they’d had a mediocre ground brand.

      Lucky for her, she had an entire bag of the whole bean stashed in Monty’s trailer. With her name on it.

      “Thank the heavens.” A woman on a mission, she strode straight to the silver Airstream trailer Monty had insisted on but rarely used. Charlie, his nephew, used it more than he did.

      She avoided eye contact with anyone—she didn’t want to risk being waylaid. As a New Yorker, it was second nature to ignore everything but her destination. She knocked on the Airstream’s door, gave it two seconds, and jerked the door open. She tossed her handbag and tote onto a couch. The tote looked like it would slide off, but she glared at it and the thing stayed put.

      Yes, I am officially a witch.

      It took her all of thirty seconds to discover her coffee wasn’t where she left it. The bag should have been in a far corner of the pantry, where she always kept extra for emergencies.

      She began to plot murder.

      Her plans grew more defined the longer she looked for it.

      The door slammed open. She turned to face it and saw Charlie duck his head in.

      If he had anything to do with it being gone—

      Charlie got one look at her face and took a step back. “Didn’t mean to bother you, Miss Celine. I’ll just—”

      “Stop.” She held her hand up. “Do you know what happened to the Hacienda la Esmerelda coffee I had in here?” She pointed to the exact location. “The bag with my name on it?”

      Charlie’s throat worked. “The guys ran out of coffee. I didn’t think you’d—”

      She was certain a blood vessel would pop in her head.

      “Charlie.” She spoke in a slow, measured tone. “You had better get back to work right now.”

      She’d never seen him move so fast. He didn’t even stop to close the door behind him.

      Celine turned and put her fingertips to her forehead. Just coffee. Just coffee, she tried to tell herself.

      Just one of the finest coffees in the world. Lifesaving coffee to everyone here.

      A knock at door frame of the open trailer door. Charlie?

      Celine turned and came to a hard stop. Words stuck in her throat.

      One of the sexiest men she had seen in her life—and she’d seen a lot in her career—stood in the doorway. His eyes were shadowed by a western hat, but his firm lips and lightly stubbled jaw hinted at the man beneath. A T-shirt stretched from one amazing pectoral to the other, hugged shoulders to die for, and clung to tight abs and straight down to hips made to straddle. And those Wrangler jeans cowboys tended to wear out here in the Wild West.

      Oh. My. God.

      “What can I do for you?” Her voice came out harsher than it should have.

      The man pushed up the brim of his hat with one finger and she got a good look at his ice blue eyes. She’d seen eyes like that on a male model once, and she’d thought she’d never seen a more beautiful man. She wouldn’t call this man beautiful. She’d call him a chili-hot cowboy stud.

      She almost put her hand to her heart that thudded too hard and way too fast.

      He didn’t show any emotion as he appraised her. And that was exactly what he was doing—appraising her. “Did I catch you at a bad time, Ms. Northland?” His smooth voice would have stolen her breath if she hadn’t already lost it.

      No doubt, a cowboy here to find out what she needed for the shoot.

      She straightened her stance. “Rod is handling anything to do with the set. I’m sure he can help you.” Although I wish I could.

      “He sent me to see you.” The man stepped into the trailer without invitation. “I understand you run the show.”

      Wow, wasn’t often a man towered over her. With her height, she wasn’t used to being around a man she had to look up to just to meet his eyes. With her two-inch heeled sandals, today she was six feet and he topped her by at least four inches.

      Now, here was a man to snuggle up to.

      She had to work to keep her composure. “Depends on what you need, Mr.?”

      “Jayson McBride.” He took off his hat and held out his hand, even as he continued to eye her steadily. “Call me Jayson.”

      So much for wizened old tough-as-nails cowboys.

      Celine knew she should soften her stance and her tone, but she felt caught off guard, as if in a compromising situation.

      She took his hand and shivered inwardly as a bolt of something shot through her. What the hell was that all about?

      “How can I help you, Jayson?” She drew her hand from his. She’d intended to lighten her tone, but it came out as hard as concrete.

      “You could help me a lot by packing up and leaving.” His tone was even, yet had an edge to it. “But since that is likely out of the question, I’d like you to choose a different part of the ranch.”

      “The contract you signed gives us free rein. My staff determined this as the best place to start the shoot.” She shrugged. “We’ve got a lot invested in this.” She moved past him and out the door. “We’ll only be a week,” she said as she headed down the trailer steps, and came to a full stop.

      A chestnut mare stood nearby, fully saddled, complete with a shotgun in a leather scabbard hanging on the side of the saddle. The mare had a spirited look in her intelligent gaze.

      Celine hurried to turn around so that she wouldn’t have to look at the horse. Jayson had followed. A Border Collie now stood at his side, head cocked, looking at her with warm, intelligent eyes.

      “Frankly, I don’t want you here at all,” Jayson said and her gaze shot to his. “The least your people can do is respect my property.”

      Her jaw tightened. “If it wasn’t for your gambling habit, we wouldn’t be here.”

      A shiver rolled through her as Jayson’s eyes turned hard and storm-dark. “I play poker with friends,” he said in a cutting tone. “Doesn’t mean I have a gambling problem. What I do have a problem with is how your people have taken over and how they’re doing it.”

      She pushed her long hair over her shoulder and placed her hands on her hips.

      He continued, “They’re in the way and have made everything a mess. They’ve toppled a corral, moved things around that I want to stay put, and are generally getting into things they shouldn’t be. They leave gates open. Only stupid people leave gates open on a ranch.”

      A shadow passed over them and they looked up. Charlie’s drone circled the trailers. Charlie leaned up against the rail of a corral as he used a controller to dictate the drone’s movements.

      She looked back at Jayson. His features had tightened even more. “That drone spooked my cattle and they trampled a fence. My men and I had to round them up and repair the fence line.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Get that drone down,” he said. “Or next time I see it I’ll shoot it down and have the taxidermist mount it and put it on the wall next to Big Jimmy.”

      Heat prickled her skin. “You hunt?”

      “I aim to start if I see that drone again.” He set his jaw. “The damn thing spooked my cattle and upset my horses. I won’t put up with that. I have a mare ready to foal who’s getting real nervous.”

      The moment he’d said “horses,” her skin chilled and she went still.

      “I’ll fix that for you.” Celine broke through the icy shell that had temporarily immobilized her. She moved to the mare and rested her palm on the shotgun’s stock. “May I?”

      Jayson appeared to be taken aback. “All right.”

      “Loaded?” she asked.

      “Uh-huh,” he said slowly.

      A quick few seconds and she held the shotgun, barrel pointed up. “Are your horses used to guns, especially her?” She nodded in the direction of the chestnut.

      “They’re all gun-trained,” he said in his low cowboy drawl. “Including Starlight.”

      “Good.” Celine turned and looked in the direction of the drone. She raised the recoil pad to her shoulder and sighted the drone. She waited until the thing was clear of humans and animals alike, then squeezed the trigger.

      Boom.

      The shot echoed throughout the foothills .

      The drone exploded. What was left plummeted and slammed into the dirt.

      Everything and everyone fell silent. She’d had it with Charlie and that damned thing.

      “That was a $5,000 drone,” Charlie wailed and started to come closer.

      She narrowed her gaze.

      Charlie stepped back.

      Celine turned to Jayson. “What else can I do for you?”

      He watched her as if for sudden movement. “You can get them to leave my things alone and to close the damn gates.”

      She turned to the staff that gaped at her. “Next one to leave a gate open, or get into Mr. McBride’s belongings without permission, will get an ass full of buckshot. You’ll be picking it out for the next week.” She glared at all of them. “Have I made myself clear?”

      Rapid nods from everyone.

      “Then get back to work.” Celine turned back to Jayson. “Can you get a list to me of approved locations my people can use?”

      His eyes seemed to say, Who are you and what have you done with the woman I just met? “I’ll do that.”

      “Thank you.” She rubbed her temples again, pressing against them with her thumb and forefinger. She handed the shotgun to him. “I’m sorry. I’ve had a rough couple of days.” She shook her head. “And I am coffee deprived. It’s dangerous to be around me until I have a few cups.”

      A moment of additional appraising, then the corner of Jayson’s mouth quirked as he took the shotgun. “I’ve been known to cut off a few heads before a pot of good ol’ cowboy coffee.”

      “Let’s start over.” She held out her hand. “Celine Northland. I’m the fashion designer for Celine Originals, and you know the rest.”

      He shifted the shotgun to his left. “I’m Jayson McBride. I own this hunk of Arizona.” He took her hand and a charge went through her that caused her to catch her breath. “I’m certain I don’t know the rest. But after that shooting demonstration, I’m sure there’s a lot more to the story.”

      It took a moment for his remark to sink in. “It’s nothing special.” She smiled. “I imagine you have a few stories to tell.” She tried to withdraw her hand, but he held it just a little bit longer.

      “Why don’t you come on in for cinnamon rolls and coffee?” He nodded in the direction of the place she’d barely acknowledged when she arrived. “That is, if you can handle sludge that’ll grow hair on your chest.”

      She breathed a sigh of relief when he finally released her hand. “Sludge?”

      He flashed her a grin that would make a lesser woman’s knees weaken. “Just sayin’ I put more than twice the amount in the coffee pot than is called for. My sister, Bailey, says you can stand a spoon in it.”

      Celine grimaced. “Sounds…like it would probably get me through this before anyone gets decapitated.” She glanced at the people scurrying around them. “No, decapitation is still a possibility.

      Jayson grinned and shook his head as he slid the shotgun back into its scabbard. “Come on over.”

      She pushed her hair over her shoulder. “Give me about fifteen minutes to take care of a couple of things and get my Xena sword.”

      Jayson took the horse’s reins and gave Celine a questioning look.

      She shook her head. “Never mind. I have to get coffee before my Hyde side returns.”

      He gestured in front of them. “Ladies first.”

      She walked past. “I always heard cowboys are notorious for being gentlemanly.”

      “Notorious, huh?” He and the Border Collie fell into step with her as he led the chestnut mare. “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

      “Right now, it’s a good thing.” She glanced at him and found it refreshing to not be eye-to-eye to a man or looking down. She’d always liked a tall man, and Jayson qualified.

      Not to mention he qualified for a whole lot more.

      She almost groaned aloud. She’d better stop thinking this way or she’d need to have her head checked when she got back to New York.

      Rod stood on the path in front of them as they walked around the trailer.

      “She let you live?” Rod said to Jayson. “When Charlie told me about the coffee, I thought you were a goner for sure. And then when she got out that shotgun…”

      “You’re half the reason I need so much coffee.” Celine narrowed her gaze at Rod. “Send Charlie to pick me up again, and they’ll be scraping you up off the ground.”

      Rod made a poor attempt at looking concerned. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “You’d better.” She turned to Jayson. “You’ve met Rod.”

      “Yep.” Jayson gave a nod.

      Celine said, “I’ll take care of the issue we spoke about and a couple of other things, and then meet you at the house.”

      “I need to turn out Starlight, but that won’t take long,” Jayson said. “When you get to the house, come in through the back door. Everyone does, considering that’s where the coffee is.”

      “Believe me, I’ll be there in no time.”

      “I’ll have a mug waiting.” He turned and headed toward the barn, leading his mare beside him, the Border Collie at his heels.

      Celine pivoted and glared at Rod. “We have to get the operation away from Mr. McBride’s horses. Do it now.”

      

      After taking off her saddle and blanket, Jayson had turned Starlight loose in the corral since he intended to ride her later. He strode from the barn to his home.

      He held back a grin and glanced down at Thor. “I’ve always had a weakness for strong women,” he said to the dog.

      Celine Northland qualified. He didn’t think she was a witch, like Monty had said, but he could be wrong. He wouldn’t tolerate anyone who was abusive, whether man or woman.

      When he’d knocked on the doorframe and she’d spun to face him, he thought her glare would singe his body. He could almost smell the scent of burnt hair.

      He’d also thought he’d been in for a battle to get rid of that damned drone and get their operation away from his horses.

      But the moment he’d said “horses,” she had turned on a dime. He wondered where she’d gotten that concern from.

      And holy shit. He hadn’t known what to think when she’d asked to use his shotgun. But when she’d shot that drone out of the sky he’d been afraid he’d bust a gut laughing at the looks on her employees’ faces. It’d been all he could do to keep a straight face.

      He stood back as Thor trotted in. Jayson let the screen bang shut behind him and left the kitchen door open. He hung his Stetson on the hat tree and breathed in the scents of coffee and cinnamon rolls. Couldn’t get much better than that.

      When he was in the mood for cowboy coffee, he kept the coffee warm on the burner, which gave it an even stronger flavor. The cook had left a pan of homemade cinnamon rolls on the counter, covered in foil. His cousin’s wife, Tess, had hired a fantastic cook for Jayson and his staff. Tess knew food and the way to a dozen men’s stomachs, and she’d used her expertise to get him a great cook. Almost as good as Tess, which was saying a lot.

      After he made sure Thor had water and dog food, Jayson looked in a cabinet and grabbed two of his biggest mugs and two plates. He loaded each plate with an Arizona-sized cinnamon roll and filled each mug with coffee. He had no doubt Celine would be in the kitchen before her coffee could cool.

      The moment he set the mugs on the table, Celine opened the screen door and entered the kitchen. Thor sat on his haunches and watched her come in.

      “Phew.” Celine wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. “I am not used to this heat.”

      “Welcome to Arizona.” Jayson studied the dark-haired woman. “If a newcomer makes it through his or her first summer, then they stand a good chance of coming back.”

      “Right now, the only thing I care about are those smells.” She closed her eyes and breathed deeply. Her stomach growled loud enough for him to hear. “Coffee and cinnamon rolls,” Celine said. “I have died and gone to heaven.”

      Jayson grinned. “Have a seat.”

      She opened her eyes. Before she could move to the table, Thor plopped his butt right in front of her path. She paused and looked down at him. Thor thumped his tail on the tile.

      Jayson watched Thor, wondering what the dog was up to. He’d never behaved this way, and he’d never been overly friendly with anyone.

      Celine hesitated. “Hi, boy.” She glanced at Jayson. “May I pet him?”

      He nodded.

      She crouched to Thor’s level. The dog ducked his head, allowing her to touch him. She slid her fingers through the Border Collie’s silky black and white hair. “You’re so soft.” She didn’t look up as she stroked him. “What’s his name?”

      Thor never invited anyone to pet him. Jayson wondered if the dog was getting soft. “Thor.”

      “What a nice boy.” She scratched behind his ears. “And friendly.”

      “Not usually.” Jayson had a hard time reconciling the normally cautious dog with the one now becoming buddy-buddy with the fashion designer. “Coffee is getting cold.”

      She stood then moved to the table in the alcove. She slipped onto a bench in front of a full mug and a filled plate.

      Jayson grabbed paper napkins and joined her, mentally shaking his head at the dog now settled at Celine’s feet. What did the dog know that he didn’t?

      Celine took a long drink of coffee and choked. “Jeez. You weren’t kidding this is strong. I can already feel hair growing on my chest.” She shook her head. “Thanks for the warning.”

      “My pleasure.” He watched her take sip after sip of the coffee.

      Celine was beautiful as hell with long almost black hair and eyes a dark seashell-brown. It was an unusual color, but on her it was fantastic.

      He drank from his own mug, mostly in gulps as opposed to sips. He got up and grabbed the pot and set it on a trivet at the center of the table, along with the pan of cinnamon rolls. One wasn’t going to be enough, despite their size.

      “Bless you.” She sighed and pushed her mug forward. “I feel Mrs. Hyde going back into that little box inside. As long as I get my coffee, no one will get hurt.”

      “Noted.” He poured another cup of his sister Bailey’s idea of sludge. “I will keep it in mind in the future.”

      She smiled and it was like the sun breaking through clouds and shining on him.

      “Now that I’m coffee-fied, I’m ready for a sugar rush.” She pulled off a sticky piece of her roll. “I haven’t had homemade cinnamon rolls since Cook Nancy.” Celine’s features seemed to relax more.

      “Cook Nancy?” he asked.

      She nodded. “One of many cooks who passed through my parents’ kitchen. She was my favorite and lasted the longest. She somehow managed to put up with Mother and Father.” Celine sighed. “But everyone has a breaking point.”

      He ate another bite of cinnamon roll then licked frosting from his fingers. “You like horses,” he stated.

      Celine went very still, like when he’d first mentioned his. A light rose tinged her cheeks.

      She picked at her cinnamon roll and didn’t look at him. “Who doesn’t?”

      Something was there. An old pain, an old regret. Now was not the time to push the topic. One day he would learn exactly why she reacted the way she did when he mentioned horses. He would pick at the ice she’d coated herself with until he broke through.

      He mentally shook his head. Why would he think she’d be around long enough for him to get that far?

      “So, what’s this all about?” he asked. “Why are you here? Not because I lost a damned bet. What are you doing, and why do you need a ranch to begin with?”

      Celine’s shoulders visibly relaxed. “As you know, I’m a fashion designer.” She waved her hand in the direction of the chaos outside. “We’re going all out with my new line. It’s pretty much do or die.”

      Jayson nodded, letting her fill the gaps with her story.

      “The last two lines were considered successful,” she said, but it clearly wasn’t enough. “They paid the bills and the reviews were fine, but not raving.”

      She leaned forward, her cinnamon roll forgotten. “I need raving. I need phenomenal.”

      “You think this will do it?” he asked.

      “I feel good about it.” Celine’s expression grew more intent. “We used crowd funding to get people involved, so they would be invested in the line. The plan is to use that funding and support to blast out of the gates.”

      She looked even more intense as she went on. “I have the financial backing from an investor, in addition to the crowd funding. We are going to tear the fashion world apart and insert ourselves big time.”

      He nodded, enjoying the passion and fire in her eyes.

      “Once we’re all wrapped up here,” she said, “we’ll be pushing our campaign in print, on TV, and using social media. YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, blogs—you name it, we’ll do it.”

      “Admirable,” Jayson said and meant it. “I try to stay away from social media, but I have an employee who makes sure to keep us visible. I hear it’s a good way to get the word out.”

      “Yes.” She laughed. “If we could, we’d even get into the video game market. Can you imagine a fashion game?”

      He grinned. “Not even close.”

      Her gaze drifted away, like she was seeing inside herself instead of the room she was physically in.

      She returned her attention to Jayson. “We’re going to make this happen, and Celine Originals is going to be big.”

      “I believe you.” He found himself caught up in her dream and her enthusiasm. “I have a feeling you can do anything you set your sights on.”

      Celine smiled. “We use cutting edge digital tech and fantastic handcrafted traditional textiles. This line is going to blow everyone out of the water.”

      “I’d like to see what you’re doing on my land.” He looked at her intently. “I’m interested in your venture.”

      She studied him and nodded. “Sure, I’ll show you anything you’re interested in. But first you and Thor need to take me on a tour of your property.”

      “Done,” he said. “When’s good for you?”

      She looked out the kitchen window, sighed, and shook her head. “I need to find out what the hell is going on out there and make sure everything is under control.”

      “Why don’t you have dinner here, and bring some photos and show me your designs?” He drew her attention back to him. “Tonight, if you don’t have anything going on.”

      “No plans.” She smiled. “I’d enjoy having dinner with you. Will Monty join us?”

      Jayson scowled. “He’s lucky to be alive. It’d be safer for him if he stayed away.”

      “Make that double.” Celine grinned “I was ready to do him in after I made it through the ride with Charlie.” She went on, “I have an iPad and all of my designs are on it. I’ll bring that to dinner with me.”

      “Sounds great,” Jason said. “Need any more coffee?”

      Celine paused and tilted her coffee mug to peer inside. “Empty, but my indicator is on full again.” She glanced at her plate that had only a few crumbs left before meeting Jayson’s gaze again. “The rolls were amazing. Thank you for both.”

      Jayson gathered the plates and mug as he stood. “Let me know when you’re ready to take that tour.”

      “I’ll find you this afternoon and we can plan it.”

      Thor came up beside Jayson and they watched her rise and leave the kitchen. Damn but she had a fantastic backside. Not to mention front side.

      Jayson put the dishes in the sink before he grabbed his Stetson off the hat tree and headed out to get some work done, Thor at his heels. There was always something to do on the ranch.
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