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      “Do you want it harder?”

      “Yeah.” Carter McLeod nearly groaned at Lisa’s firm touch. Damn, her hands felt good.

      That’s it. He relaxed, his eyes closed, then chuckled to himself as he realized how erotic their conversation sounded.

      Maybe it wasn’t so bad he’d been given the gift certificate for the massage with Lisa for his birthday. He’d had one hell of a week at the ranch, and this was just what the doc ordered.

      He’d have to admit to his little sister she’d been right—the massage was the perfect birthday present.

      “Turn over, Carter.” Lisa moved her hands away from his shoulders. “Scoot down and lie on your back so that your head rests on the table.”

      To tell the truth, he didn’t want to move. He wanted to lie right where he was and let her keep going.

      He raised his head from the donut-like face rest and managed to turn over under the sheet and scoot down without revealing anything he didn’t want on display. Lisa was cute with lots of sexy curves, but he had no plans to let things go anywhere with his sister’s best friend. It was bad enough that it was all he could do to not let his thoughts wander where they shouldn’t be going.

      When he was on his back and she’d removed the face rest from behind him, he closed his eyes again and relaxed. He hadn’t let himself do that in a long time.

      As she worked on his shoulders, he tried to let his mind drift and not think about things like running the ranch, and the fact that he had a new cook coming in. Kit Beaumont had been a last resort pick after he’d fired Lester. The third cook in a row he’d lost for one damned reason or another since Cal died. After Lester, no one but Kit had applied for the job.

      Carter’s office manager, Grace, had gone ahead and hired Kit. So now he had some fancy chef from L.A. coming to the ranch today. Might already be here. He didn’t know how long the new cook would last, but maybe she would get them through a couple of months—before she decided ranching life and feeding a bunch of cowhands and staff weren’t for a city girl.

      Not only had his cook bugged out, but several other issues had cropped up during the past three weeks. One of his mares had nearly died while foaling twins; the neighbor’s Brahman bull had escaped his pen and trampled the fence between Carter’s ranch and Johnson’s place. Now some of Carter’s prized Angus cows might be giving birth to a half Brahman calf in nine months or so.

      Carter’s gut clenched as he thought of his Border Collie, Lucy. A bobcat had torn up the dog bad. Thank God he’d reached Lucy in time to rescue her from the wild animal, and the vet had been able to save the sweet ol’ girl’s life. Lucy was staying with his sister, Leeann, who was a vet tech, until the dog healed.

      Lisa massaged one of Carter’s arms from his biceps to his wrist. “Relax.”

      Carter hadn’t realized his muscles had tensed until Lisa pointed it out. He did his best to do as she instructed, but it wasn’t easy. He focused on the mint and rosemary scent of the massage oil and the feel of it on his skin. The only thing he would change was that New Age mood music for some good ol’ George Strait.

      Lisa moved her hands down his body, her fingers skimming the sheet over his cock.

      Carter’s body jerked and he opened his eyes and shot a look at Lisa.

      She flashed him a wicked grin. “Just making sure you’re still with me.”

      “I haven’t gone anywhere.” He knew his words came out in an impatient grumble, but her grin broadened.

      “I’ve always wanted to get my hands on Haylee’s oldest brother.” Thankfully, Lisa moved lower, away from the family jewels. “And now I have.” A rumble rose in his chest and she laughed. “You’d have a lot more fun in life if you’d just loosen up.”

      He scowled.

      She leaned closer. “You’re not getting any younger, Carter McLeod.”

      He decided ignoring her was the best idea and he closed his eyes.

      She gave a soft laugh and moved away. He had to get his cock to ignore her, too, so he thought about Grandma McLeod. Yup. That was all he had to do and instant shrinkage.

      One thing, she’d told the truth. He wasn’t getting any younger and he still wanted to find the right woman to marry, raise a handful of kids, and spend the rest of his life with the woman he loved.

      He was likely dreaming an impossible dream and he needed to return to reality. His friends and fellow ranchers would tease the shit out of him if they knew how sappy his thoughts were at the moment.

      Thirty-seven today—one more year had flown by.

      By the time Lisa had finished working him over, he was almost wishing for a “happy ending”, like some of the girls gave in the trashy massage parlors in Phoenix. He’d never been, but he knew a couple of men who enjoyed it. That wasn’t Carter’s style.

      Lisa left the room and he tugged on his jeans, western shirt, socks and boots. He grabbed his Stetson and pulled it low on his brow before he stepped out into the hall.

      The real world came back in a hurry. A ninety-minute massage hadn’t been nearly enough.

      Lisa’s words came back to him. Maybe he did need to have more fun in his life.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “I’ve been to Arizona before.” Kit glanced out at the scenery speeding by as she spoke with her best friend, Daisy. Kit guided the car into the right lane of the Superstition Freeway as desert scrub and cacti gave way to more scrub and cacti. “I know I’ll like it here.”

      “Just wait ’til you hit triple digits in the teens. L.A. doesn’t get close to 117 degrees in the summer.” Daisy sounded exasperated as her voice came over the speakers in the Lexus SUV. “You’re going to miss the 70-degree weather.”

      The sign for the turnoff to King Creek was coming up in one mile. “I’m tough.” Kit had been through far worse than a little heat and had survived.

      “Not to mention stubborn.” Daisy went on, “Being a chef in a five-star resort hotel is a big difference from being a cook at a one-star ranch.”

      Kit laughed. “It could be a five-star ranch for all I know.”

      “It’s probably more like a zero-star.”

      “I don’t think there’s such a thing as a zero-star anything.” Kit followed the direction her GPS pointed her to and guided her SUV from the freeway and onto the off-ramp. “I think if it’s below one it’s too crappy to rate.”

      “You never did tell me why on earth you’d want to go work on a smelly, dusty, place in the middle of nowhere.”

      Thinking about the reason why she wanted to be in the country usually made Kit’s stomach sink. At this moment, however, she found excitement building inside. “My grandparents had a farm in northern California before they passed away. Some of my best memories are from days we spent in the country. It will be like going back to my roots.” She missed the time she had spent on the farm and missed her grandparents so very much.

      She needed to return to that simplicity in life.

      Surprise was clear in Daisy’s tone. “You grew up on a farm? Why haven’t you told me about that one important detail?”

      “It’s been hard for me to talk about.” Kit felt a wave of sadness. “My sister and I spent summers on the farm during our childhood with Grandpa Will and Grandma Martha. They were our paternal grandparents.” She glanced in her rearview mirror as she pulled onto Kings Ranch Road and headed north. “I loved the farm and I’ve wanted to go back for so long. This gives me the opportunity to do that.”

      “I understand.” Daisy’s voice softened. “I’m going to miss you.”

      Kit swallowed past the lump that lodged in her throat. Daisy had been her closest friend since moving from San Francisco to Los Angeles. It wasn’t going to be easy not seeing her on a regular basis.

      “We’re only going to be 350 miles or so apart.” Kit tried to make her voice sound perky, even though she didn’t feel that way. “That’s five or six hours.” Or so.

      “I’m going to miss our lunch, movie, hairstyle, and shopping dates,” Daisy said. “Who am I going to drag to Neiman Marcus when I need a new pair of shoes?”

      Kit laughed.

      “If it wasn’t for that cheating bastard, you’d still be here,” Daisy went on. “Did I ever say how much I hate that S.O.B.?”

      Kit gripped the steering wheel tighter, until her hands ached. “I needed a change anyway, and I want to see if I still fit in the boonies.” She slowed at a four-way stop intersection. Her heart slowed too, as Daisy’s words brought thoughts of her ex-boyfriend, Derrick, to the forefront of her mind, where she didn’t want him at all.

      Truth was she would have been happy to stay in L.A. with the great future she’d imagined with him, if he’d been who she’d thought he was. Unfortunately, that was all it was, her imagination painting the idyllic picture of a home with someone she’d been so certain she was desperately in love with.

      In her heart she knew that was the problem. She’d been desperate for love. At thirty-three, it was far past time to break the pattern.

      Not going to happen again.

      Even as she went to culinary school, she always dreamed of opening her own restaurant in a small town. When she met Derrick, desperate for love, she changed. Her life goals changed too, in order to fit into the L.A. lifestyle with him.

      Taking this job at the ranch in Arizona was her chance to clear her head and reset back to what her goals were before him. She planned to work at the ranch and save up money before deciding where to go and open her restaurant.

      Kit barely slowed as she checked all directions before continuing on down the road.

      “Who knows.” Daisy spoke in a brighter tone. “Maybe Mr. Big Time Cowboy Rancher will turn out to be sexy. Come to think of it, cowboys are pretty hot. I bet your boss will be, too.”

      Kit rolled her eyes. “Cowboys are hot, but he’s probably twenty years older than me. As sexy as cowboys are, they do have an expiration date.”

      “Sam Elliott is still hot,” Daisy said.

      “Point taken.”

      Daisy spoke to someone in her office, her words slightly muffled, then moved the phone to her mouth again. “I’m sorry, Kit. I’ve got to get back to work. Call me when you get settled in. Promise?”

      “Promise.” Kit’s throat and eyes ached. She was going to miss Daisy and her life in L.A. Had she made the right decision? Or had she been too reactive?

      She gritted her teeth. She’d made the decision and she was going through with it. If things didn’t go well, she could always give notice and return to L.A. Except for the fact that she was stubborn and hated to admit she was wrong.

      “Call me,” Daisy said again.

      “Talk with you soon.” Kit pressed the disconnect button on the steering wheel and ended the call.

      The view outside the SUV’s windows gave way to greener brush, grass, and wildflowers crowding the sides of the road. The majestic Superstition Mountains soared toward the sky to her right, its peaks and valleys green with new growth, while the bluff was a stark white contrast against the green.

      It was the first week of April and spring was in full swing in what locals referred to as the Valley—the Phoenix metro area. Even though Kit hadn’t been raised in the desert, she felt a certain affinity for the wildness of the land. The difference in the scenery made her think of how different it was at home.

      Home.

      She didn’t have a home anymore thanks to Derrick. She had no place to come home to at night to cuddle up with someone she loved, someone who was there for her in her life and in her heart and soul. Just like when her father died, she had no home.

      All she had after she left Derrick was a cold barren apartment.

      She clenched her teeth as her thoughts jumped back to Derrick and how he had left her. The pain of his betrayal had triggered memories and feelings of the past all the way back to her father’s death. She had never been able to forgive him for leaving her mother, sister, and herself with nothing when he died.

      They’d lost everything. Every damned penny, the house, and the cars, too.

      She probably shouldn’t feel the way she did, but she couldn’t get herself to forgive him. Of course her father hadn’t planned on dying in the printing-press accident. But he should have been prepared. Should have known they would be left with nothing if he died.

      Nothing.

      The hypocrisy of her own abandonment slapped Kit. After what she had done, who was she to judge about abandoning someone?

      Still, her entire body tensed. She’d had relationships over the years and they’d all gone bad. She’d thought Derrick was different, that she could trust him and believe in him.

      Kit slammed the heel of her palm on the steering wheel and an ache shot through her hand. How could I have trusted him? She had shared everything with him, every single secret she’d kept before meeting him.

      And when she caught him having an affair, he had blamed her, saying that he wouldn’t have strayed if she could have children. She had known it was bull, the pain had been sharp and searing, all the way to her gut. A part of her couldn’t help but feel inadequate.

      The biggest blow came soon after—the woman he’d been screwing was pregnant with his child.

      Pregnant.

      Dear God.

      The pavement gave way to a dirt road with bumps and potholes, causing the SUV to jostle in a few places. If she wasn’t driving, Kit would have closed her eyes and cried, even though she shouldn’t waste one single tear or thought on that sonofabitch.

      Likely she would never get married, because she couldn’t give a man what he wanted. A family. Children of his own.

      She swallowed and straightened in her seat, still gripping the steering wheel so tightly she wondered if she could break it if she tried. She reached for the stereo knob and turned up the music.

      OneRepublic’s latest hit blasted through the speakers. Thankfully, the loud music helped drown out her thoughts.
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      Superstition Springs Ranch crouched at the base of the Superstition Mountains. A barn, two smaller houses, sheds, corrals, and fields crowded the huge ranch-style home. It was closing in on eight, and the morning sun crept higher over the mountains.

      Kat barely felt the thrum of the Lexus’s wheels as she drove over the cattle guard. Her vehicle did not exactly fit with the Ford and Chevy trucks parked in a large graded dirt lot to the right. But she hadn’t wanted to sell or trade in the SUV because it had served her well over the past few years, from catering and delivering wedding cakes, to vacations and moving. It was more practical than it looked.

      And probably dirty as hell from the dirt boiling around her as she pulled up to the main house. She came to a stop in front of a wood railing made from knobby wood that added to the flavor of the rustic-looking home. The house was even bigger than it had appeared from a distance.

      The office manager, Grace, had conducted the interview with Kit over the phone. The woman sounded skeptical at the start, considering the fact that Kit was beyond overqualified. However, Grace had warmed up to Kit when she learned more about her background and interests.

      At the end of the interview, Grace had said she would be in touch if they decided to offer the job to Kit.

      Kit climbed out of her SUV, slung her purse’s long strap over her shoulder, and slammed the vehicle’s door shut with a solid thunk.

      When Kit had disconnected the call with Grace, she’d had a good feeling about the conversation. The next morning, Grace had called with an offer that was a third of what Kit was making at the hotel, but included room and board. Kit hadn’t blinked and accepted the job the moment Grace offered it. As far as Kit was concerned, it wasn’t about the money. It was about where she had come from, and the kind of life she wanted to lead.

      And breaking old patterns. She was far enough away from her past that she could start fresh, and this time she would be smarter about it. No more stupid choices and having any kind of blinders on when in a relationship. She wasn’t an innocent and she had to stop repeating the same mistakes over and over again.

      Kit’s purse swung at her side as she headed up the flagstone path to the front door while mentally shaking her head. She wasn’t desperate to replace the love of the father she had lost—she had been once, but not anymore. Nor did she feel the need to be wanted by a man. She truly did not need a man.

      Grace had told Kit to go to the front door when she arrived, and a woman named Belle would instruct her further. Kit reached the huge door, squared her shoulders, and took a deep breath of fresh spring air without a hint of pollution. Her lips curved into a smile. It was a new adventure, and she was ready to start.

      Her knuckles hit the wood in a solid rap as she knocked. A tickle started in her belly, the first she’d felt since she’d been given the job. Soon she would meet the owner, Carter McLeod. He had to be at least in his fifties, probably in his sixties. The man was a self-made millionaire in the cattle business, and it would take years to build that kind of operation.

      She had researched the man and Superstition Springs Ranch before applying for the position. She hadn’t located any pictures of Carter McLeod, and she hadn’t found a whole lot about him. She had come across enough information, however, to give her a good feeling about the ranch.

      When no one answered, Kit rapped on the door again.

      “Hold your horses.” A muffled voice barely carried through the wooden door. “I’m a-comin’.”

      Kit lowered her hand to her side and stepped back. A couple of moments later and the big door swung open.

      A broad-shouldered androgynous woman stood in the open doorway. At least Kit was pretty sure the person was a woman because of her large breasts that strained against the buttons of a denim shirt. The woman put one man-sized hand on her hip and held the door with the other while looking Kit over. Her hazel brown eyes swept from Kit’s toes, over her full figure, and up to her eyes.

      “You Kit?” She spoke in a deep voice that could have been male or female. When Kit nodded, the woman said, “I’m Belle. Come on in.”

      This was not at all how Kit had pictured Belle. Maybe it was because of the name’s meaning, along with the Disney movie with the stereotypical Belle in Beauty and the Beast. Damn Disney, anyway.

      Kit smiled. “Grace said you’re the housekeeper.”

      “Damn good thing you’re early.” Belle stepped back, allowing Kit to slip through the opening. “I don’t have time to get this house in shape for company as well as make lunch, dinner, and the cakes for the boss’s birthday.” She jerked her thumb over her shoulder, in the direction of an arched doorway. “The kitchen is through there.”

      Kit hadn’t expected to be thrown into the fire the moment she walked inside the home, but she was up to the challenge. “I’ll take care of it.” She started to step in the direction of the kitchen but paused. “How many am I cooking for?”

      “Fourteen for lunch, including five staff and nine ranch hands.” Belle closed the door behind Kit. “Eleven guests for dinner plus the boss. You’ll need to bake two cakes—one for employees and one for the party. Just don’t call it a party. Carter doesn’t like ’em. He especially doesn’t like surprises.”

      Kit’s eyes widened but the task didn’t intimidate her. She had cooked for many more on a last minute basis.

      “Dinner?” She cocked her head. “I thought I cook breakfast and lunch and I have dinner off.”

      Belle’s frown was enough to make a normal person shrink. “Is this a problem for you?”

      “Not a problem at all.” Fortunately, Kit had plenty of experience with co-workers and employers who did their best to intimidate others, and she didn’t let it faze her. “I was just surprised. I’ll get right on it.”

      Belle gave a nod and pulled a cellphone from a holster at her belt. “I’ve already got your number in my phone. I’ll text you now, and if you have any problems or need me, text. Call only if it’s an emergency. I hate these damned things.” She punched the keys on the older-style flip phone. A moment later, Kit’s mini iPhone chirped in her purse.

      “Any special instructions?” Kit asked.

      “Yeah.” Belle looked annoyed. “Hurry and get something made. Those cowboys get damned hungry and like to eat right at noon. The office staff, too. I don’t want to hear any bitching and moaning from anyone.”

      Kit wanted to salute, but nodded instead. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “One more thing, before you go.” Belle held Kit’s gaze. “Never lie to the boss. When it comes to getting along with him, nothing is worse than lying as far as he’s concerned.”

      “Got it,” Kit said. She couldn’t think of a reason why she would want to lie to her new employer.

      Belle gestured in the direction of the kitchen with a firm movement. Kit felt like a student who had just been told to go into the corner.

      Kit inhaled and let it out through her mouth. She strode through the enormous living room. Native American patterned rugs scattered across brown Saltillo tile. A built-in entertainment center took up one side of the room, which included a massive flat screen TV.

      The rustic furniture she passed was made from gnarled oak, with ivory and tea-colored cushions and pillows. The designs and colors were similar to the throw rugs.

      She continued to the archway, wondering what lay ahead of her.

      The moment she stepped inside the kitchen, her gut bottomed out. The kitchen looked like a train wreck.

      Not only was the kitchen a complete disaster, but the appliances were inferior—they didn’t come close to what she had worked with on a daily basis for the past several years.

      “What did you expect, Kit Beaumont?” She spoke under her breath in case Belle had decided to follow her. She glanced over her shoulder and saw it wasn’t the case. She was alone in this big mess of a kitchen.

      She groaned as her gaze slid over stacks of dirty dishes in the sink, pots and pans crowding every countertop, and probably most of the contents of the pantry on every surface. Her heart sank as she ran her finger through a dusting of white flour along the marble island.

      She glanced at the long wood table with benches on either side, and it was littered with dirty plates, cups, and serving dishes.

      “I can’t work in a mess like this.” She shook her head. “But I only have three and a half hours to make lunch and a cake.”

      She’d faced many challenges, and this was just another one.

      An apron hung on a hook on the outside of the pantry door. It was stained, but at least it was clean, so it would do. At that moment, she completely agreed with the saying on the apron—

      Your opinion was not in the recipe.

      That managed to coax a grin from her before she looked at the kitchen again. Her grin vanished in a flash.

      Deep breath.

      Exhale.

      Go.

      First thing, she hung her purse on a hat rack by the back door. The rack was created from welded together horseshoes.

      Before she started cleaning, cooking, and baking, she needed to see what was on hand to cook with. The more she looked, the more she shook her head.

      Fortunately, the fridge contained several cartons of eggs and lots of milk, bacon, steaks, hamburger, pork chops, whole chickens, and a wheel of cheese. All of it looked to be fresh, and she wondered if the ranch also had chickens, dairy cows and pigs, or if they purchased from a neighboring ranch.

      Unfortunately, no fresh vegetables, or even vegetables that were edible, were on hand. The fridge contained wilted lettuce, withered bell peppers and carrots, and zucchini going bad.

      The pantry—not counting whatever items were spread out all over the kitchen counters—was stocked with relatively small amounts of flour, cornmeal, sugar, jars of peanut butter and jam, and a half a rock-hard bag of brown sugar. She cringed when she saw canned peas, corn, and green beans.

      “Oh, my God. No.” This time she shook her head vehemently.

      At least she found potatoes, sweet potatoes, garlic bulbs, and onions in the pantry. They would have to do.

      Also in the pantry were packages of instant pudding, gelatin, and other odds and ends that made Kit turn her nose up. Instant? Never.

      Never say never. Kit sighed when she realized there weren’t enough ingredients to make two cakes to feed twenty-six hungry people.

      She banged her head against the pantry door.

      “You can do this.” The more she said it, the more she was certain she could get herself to believe it.

      Thankfully a few supplies were on hand that she could find good uses for—baking powder, baking soda, and packages of yeast. Plenty of salt and pepper, chili powder, and a seasoning that was a blend of herbs and spices, including rosemary, thyme, basil, and garlic, and oregano. Fresh was the only way to go, but this would do in a pinch. And now was definitely a pinch.

      How many candles should be on the cake? Fifty, sixty, seventy? Past forty and a fire hazard was in the making.

      She felt like closing her eyes when she turned back to the mess. First things first. She needed a clean surface to start on, so she would tackle the island before getting to work on lunch and cleaning the kitchen simultaneously.

      Out of the frying pan and into the fire.

      She cleaned off the island as she mulled over what she could make for lunch from the ingredients on hand. She didn’t want to do a simple bacon and eggs meal for lunch. Not enough bacon was in the package for fourteen people, she couldn’t find any bread for toast, and she didn’t have enough time to bake a loaf of homemade bread.

      Bacon and egg quiche would be quick and easy, and she had all the ingredients on hand. She nodded to herself. Perfect. She would have to make a lot—as hungry as these cowboys would likely be, she had to plan on half a quiche per man, and then whatever the side would be on top of that.

      What could she pair it with? A quiche should go with a nice salad on the side, or at least some fresh vegetables. She shook her head. All she had ingredients for was some kind of potato dish. Quiche aficionados would be rolling over in their graves.

      With lunch decided on, Kit powered her way through cleaning the kitchen at the same time she prepared the meal. She would have to mull dinner over in her mind as she took care of meal number one.

      She came up with a simple potato and sweet potato dish, but winced when she had to use dry herbs and spices. First thing tomorrow, she was going grocery shopping.

      After she baked the potato dishes, she pulled the pans out of the oven and put them on hot pads, and covered them with foil to keep them hot.

      When that was finished, she slid the seven pans of quiche into the large pre-heated oven, then closed the door.

      Sweat beaded her forehead, and she mopped it off with her apron. When she lowered the apron, she nearly jumped out of her skin and screamed.

      A man stood in front of her.

      A very tall, intimidating man.

      At least six-three, broad-shouldered with a rangy build, his carved features looked amused rather than apologetic for scaring her.

      “Who are you?” She managed to get out the words as she placed her hand on her chest.

      “I could ask you that same thing.” The corner of the man’s mouth quirked. “If I didn’t already know why, I’d ask you why you’re in my kitchen.”

      “Your kitchen?” She nearly groaned. “You can’t be Carter McLeod. You’re too young.”

      His sharp whiskey-brown eyes held amusement as he studied her. “You’re Kit Beaumont.”

      She winced. “I’m sorry for being rude. You gave me a start.”

      “My apologies for startling you.” He didn’t look the least bit sorry.

      Kit still held her hand over her heart. “How can a man as big as you sneak up on a person like that?”

      He took off his hat, the flex of muscle pulling the light blue western shirt taught against his biceps. He leaned his hip against the island. “I think you had your mind on other things.”

      She lowered her hand. “You’re much younger than I thought you would be.”

      “Expecting someone in his fifties or sixties?” He smiled, showing white, even teeth. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      As self-assured as he appeared to be, she didn’t think he cared in the least whether or not he was complimented on anything. But she appreciated his friendliness and the fact that he hadn’t been offended when she had snapped at him when he’d startled her.

      She glanced at the kitchen before turning her attention back to him. “I need to get back to work and get this kitchen cleaned and lunch made.”

      He followed her gaze and looked at the countertops. “The men left you with one hell of a mess.”

      “I’ve been digging my way through.” Kit waved it away. “I’ll get it done by the time lunch is ready and the cowboys start coming in.”

      Carter walked across the kitchen and tossed his Stetson onto one of two hat “trees” that were made of horseshoes. He rolled up one of his sleeves as he returned. His hands were large and callused, and she had a quick flash of fantasy, involving those hands all over her body…

      “I’ll take care of dishes,” he said.

      She blinked as his words captured her attention again. “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I know.” He rolled up his other sleeve and headed for the sink. “I want to.”

      Kit was not about to look a gift dish-washer in the mouth. “Thank you.” One Brownie point for Carter McLeod.

      He gave a nod and started running hot water into the sink basin and squirted dish soap in the water. His hands were strong and capable as he started in on the dishes.

      Now that her heart rate had slowed, she took in the backside of her new boss. Damn, what a backside it was. Wranglers did things to a man’s ass that no other jeans could.

      Not only did he have a magnificent rear view, the rest of him was just as drool-worthy. Short, coffee-brown hair curled just a little at his nape, and he had dark, straight eyebrows over deep-set blue eyes. He had the kind of sexy grin that would make most women sigh and dream about.

      Especially a man who rolled up his sleeves and washed dishes.

      The next best thing would be him washing the dishes shirtless. Oh, yes. One thing better than that would be if he wore only chaps and boots.

      She nearly fanned herself from the heat that rose within her at the image. Down girl.

      Talk about a heart-stopping sexy man. Daisy hadn’t been far from the mark at all. No, she’d been right on target.

      He glanced over his shoulder and the look in his eyes told her he knew she’d been checking him out.

      She looked away and got back to work, assembling ingredients for the boss’s cake—while the boss was in the room with her.

      Awkward.

      “How was your drive from L.A.?” he asked as he continued to hand wash the dishes.

      “Not bad at all.” She thought about her conversation with Daisy again. “The trip isn’t too long.”

      He rinsed out a pot. “You have family back in California?”

      “My mom and sister.” Kit didn’t want to share more about her family than she had to. “They live in the San Francisco Bay area.”

      He put another pot into the sudsy water. “What do they do?”

      She looked beneath the counter, in a cabinet where she found a couple of mixing bowls. “Mom owns a used bookstore-slash-coffee shop.”

      “Sounds like something that would be successful in the city.” He rinsed off a serving dish and put it into the dish drainer. “Can’t beat books and coffee.”

      A man after my own heart. Kit set the mixing bowls aside and finished prepping the three round cake pans. “It is very successful. Especially popular with college students and anyone who wants to read and drink a cup of coffee in a relaxing atmosphere.”

      She found herself talking more than she was used to with strangers, and she wasn’t sure if she liked it. She preferred to keep everything close to her chest, so a slight change in the direction of their conversation appeared to be in order. “What authors do you like to read?” she asked.

      “James Lee Burke and his Dave Robicheaux series would have to be my favorite.” Carter looked thoughtful. “I read suspense and thrillers, too. David Baldacci, Mark Greaney, and Greg Iles are a few authors whose books I enjoy.”

      More Brownie points for the boss.

      “All great authors.” Kit smiled. “I also have a thing for urban fantasy by Kevin Hearne and Jim Butcher.”

      “I’ll have try those.” Carter switched the subject on a dime. “Married? Any kids?”

      Exactly where she hadn’t wanted the conversation to go. She swallowed down a lump.

      Belle said Carter didn’t like lies, but he was a stranger. She didn’t have to tell him anything about something so personal and painful. Besides, it wouldn’t be lying if she didn’t tell him what had happened.

      Would it be lying by omission?

      Damn it. He was her employer, but that didn’t mean he needed or had the right to know.

      Kit studied the mixing bowl as she dumped ingredients into it. “I’ve never been married, and I’ve never raised a child.”

      And that was not a lie...it just wasn’t exactly the truth, either.

      She looked over her shoulder and met his gaze. “What about you?”

      “Never met the right woman.” He shrugged one big shoulder. “I’d like a few kids, but as my kid sister’s friend pointed out, I’m not getting any younger.”

      Show me a mature man who doesn’t want kids, she thought.

      “How old are you?” That might give her an idea of what to write on the cake since she couldn’t find any candles in the pantry.

      “Thirty-six—” His mouth tipped at the corners. “Make that thirty-seven today. Got stuck making the boss’s birthday cake, am I right?”

      “Spot on.” She laughed. “Happy birthday.”

      “Thank you.” He went back to washing dishes and cleaned up a frying pan. “Did anyone warn you that I don’t like surprises?”

      “Yep.” Kit tried not to laugh. “First thing. That and you don’t like parties.”

      He chuckled. “Now that you have the most important aspects of your job down, you’re going to do just fine here.”

      Other than the click and scrape of pans and dishes being washed, and the occasional whirring of the cake mixer, Kit and Carter continued talking. Their conversation was companionable and comfortable.

      She asked him if he had any ranch dogs and he told her that he had one at the time. He had two, but one passed away at age thirteen about three months ago. The other, Lucy, had been attacked by a bobcat and was recuperating with Carter’s sister, Leeann.

      “I’m done with the dishes.” Carter’s voice caught her attention. “I’d help you finish up, but I’ve got to get a few things done before the boys and the staff come in for lunch.”

      “I appreciate every bit you’ve helped with.” She gestured to the filled dish drainer. “You are a lifesaver.”

      He picked up his western hat from where he’d left it on the hat tree by the back door. After he tugged it on, he touched the brim. “Let Belle know if you need anything.”

      “I will.” She smiled at him and her throat caught as his gaze lingered with hers.

      He gave a nod and let himself out through the back door.

      Kit put her palm over her heart. No way in hell was she going to get the hots for the boss.

      She grimaced. Okay, so she already had a thing for Carter just from the short amount of time she’d spent with him.

      But she wasn’t about to let it go anywhere. No how. No way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          3

        

      

    
    
      The cake was still slightly warm when Carter’s ranch hands and staff filed into the kitchen through the rear door. Kit hoped the dessert would cool off enough that she would be able to frost it without the icing melting off by the time everyone finished eating lunch. Knowing men, that wasn’t going to take long.

      She had placed large pitchers of water, iced tea, and lemonade on both tables. Because she wasn’t sure where each person sat, she had decided to stack plates, napkins, silverware, and glasses at the end of each table.

      She smiled and greeted each of the fourteen men and women as they walked in. The ranch hands set their hats on the hat trees before they took their seats.

      Two of the female staff members were friendly and polite, but the third and fourth acted as if Kit was just one in a long line of cooks and they couldn’t be troubled getting to know her.

      Maybe she was just one in many who had come to work at SSR before being booted. She wondered if that was what had happened to the prior cooks—assuming there had been more than one before her.

      The ranch hands were all male, and the staff was all female, something that made Kit wonder—was it a gender thing, or did he just hire the right people for each job? They gathered around the two large tables and slid onto the bench seating. The ranch hands were at the longer table, the staff at the shorter one. The men joked, laughed, and cursed with whole-hearted, good-natured enthusiasm. The women spoke in low voices, leaning in to hear each other.

      The last person through the door was a pretty, petite woman in snug jeans and a western top with a diamond cutout below the neckline and just above the swells of her breasts. She stopped and gripped Kit’s hand as tightly as any man might. “I’m Grace. Welcome to the Superstition Springs Ranch, Kit.”

      “It’s great to meet you in person.” Kit returned the smile.

      Grace swept her gaze over the countertops and appliances before looking back at Kit. “Good job with the kitchen. I saw it this morning and didn’t envy you one bit.”

      Kit shrugged. “It wasn’t too bad. Carter stopped in and washed the dishes, which was a big help.”

      Grace raised a brow. “Oh. Really.”

      Her flat remark and expression showed clear disapproval. Even though she knew she hadn’t done anything wrong, Kit still felt like she had just screwed up.

      She wasn’t entirely sure what to say. “I told him I could handle it, but he was very nice and insisted on washing them.”

      “That was certainly a nice thing for the boss to do for a new employee.” Grace stressed the word employee. “I’m certain that won’t be necessary in the future.”

      It wasn’t easy, but Kit still managed a smile. “Of course not.” She glanced at the table and at all of the hungry men and women sitting in front of the empty plates they had set in front of themselves. “I’d better serve lunch.”

      Grace gave a nod and joined the four other women on the staff.

      Kit raised her chin as she went for the seven large pie pans of quiche she had left on cooling racks beside the stove. One of the men offered to help and she smiled with appreciation.

      “I’m Mark,” the brown-eyed cowboy said as he held his hand out. “It’s a pleasure, ma’am.”

      She gripped his hand. “Please call me Kit.”

      “Will do, ma’am.” Mark looked puzzled when he saw the pie pans, but said nothing. He was a big man and carried four of the seven to the large table while she carried the other three. Five were set in front of the nine ranch hands, and two on the staff table.

      The men went silent as they stared at the quiche. The female staff members looked on, a couple of them with amused expressions. Kit was sure they were taking bets on whether or not the men would eat what she had made.

      They would if they didn’t want to starve.

      A man with a graying mustache and stubble pointed to one of the pans. “What’s this?”

      “Bacon and egg quiche.” Kit’s impatience simmered on the edge as the men continued to stare at the pans. For Heaven’s sake. “The quiche is made with bacon, eggs, cheese, milk, pepper, salt, and onion on a pie crust.” Kit watched as one man reached for a pie plate. “I promise it won’t bite,” she added.

      The men dug in, hesitated, then took bites of their quiche.

      Gray Mustache Man looked at Kit and grinned. “Best damned bacon and eggs I’ve had.”

      Kit relaxed as the rest of the ranch hands gave enthusiastic thumbs-up to the meal.

      The ladies ate, but with less enthusiasm than the men. No doubt the couple of women who looked sour-faced had lost their bets, and their appetites.

      “The quiche is very good.” Grace gave Kit a nod, as if to let her know that she might be able to redeem herself—eventually.

      Kit served the large pans of potatoes to each table and the side was roundly approved of as well.

      Thank God.

      Kit hurried to frost the cake while the employees demolished the quiche and potatoes.

      Just as she put the final touch to the icing, she heard the kitchen door open and close. Shouts of “Hi, boss,” and “You should try this stuff,” from the men were followed by, “Looks good and smells like heaven,” from the boss himself.

      Damn. She’d forgotten Carter would be joining them for lunch.

      The thump of her heart told Kit she was a little too happy to see her new boss again.

      She turned and smiled. He nodded to her and the corners of his mouth tipped in response, making her stomach flip and giving her the desire to melt under his gaze. God, he seemed even more good looking than he had just a short time before.

      “Are you hungry?” she asked.

      “You bet.” He winked.

      Her nipples went hard and she couldn’t have been more grateful for the apron than she was at that moment.

      He surprised her by sliding next to an elderly office employee, and she would bet that he took turns sitting with the ranch hands or the staff each time he joined them for a meal. She wondered what it would take to get the men and women to mingle rather than grouping together the way they were now.

      Carter ate a good helping of the quiche and the potatoes. The cowboys cleaned up all of the meal in the pans on their table, and most of the food was gone on the office staff’s table, too.

      When Carter finished eating, Kit grasped the serving tray with the four-layer white cake that had a vanilla pudding filling and buttercream frosting. She felt like a cheat for using boxed pudding for filling, and butter and powdered sugar for frosting, but that was all she’d had and she’d needed the cake to go as far as possible, considering she was serving fifteen.

      She approached the table to cheers from the men, who began a rowdy rendition of their own version of “Happy Birthday, Boss.” It was led by a blond cowboy who had produced a guitar, and the song included references to rattlesnakes, horses, cacti, six-shooters, and show girls.

      By the time the men finished, Kit was laughing and Carter was grinning and shaking his head.

      “This is the best damned cake I ever had.” Mike shook his head. “Ain’t tasted nothin’ close to it.”

      Gray Mustache Man grinned at Kit. “Might have to keep this one around.”

      The compliments and enthusiastic nods, accompanied by groans of satisfaction, warmed her through.

      Members of the office staff barely had a chance to put a piece on each of their plates before the cowboys wiped out the rest of the cake.

      The men were even friendlier leaving than when they had come in. They snatched their western hats off of the hat tree, nodded to Kit and left out the back door. The women thanked Kit for lunch and were polite, but Kit knew she hadn’t won them over—yet. One way or another she’d figure out the way to each of their stomachs.

      “I should give you the night off after the amazing lunch you cooked for the employees and the great job you did on the kitchen.” Carter studied Kit. “You deserve an evening to yourself.”

      “Thank you.” Her heart beat faster than it should have. “But then who would fix dinner for tonight?”

      Carter shrugged. “We can always order pizza.”

      Kit put her hand to her chest as if wounded. “Takeout pizza over a dinner cooked by me?”

      He chuckled. “I had a feeling you’d be stubborn about it. Is there anything I can get you?”

      Kit thought about it for a moment. “Where’s the closest grocery store?”

      He flashed a grin. “Pantry on the pathetic side?”

      “You could say that.” Kit glanced at the fridge and mentally ran through the contents. When she looked back at Carter her stomach fluttered at the way he was watching her. He wore an intense, thoughtful expression. “Just tell me where you like to do your shopping and I’ll make a quick run there.”

      “Usually Costco.” He smiled. “For an operation this big, we buy in bulk, but tonight we can go with Fry’s.” He nodded toward the back door. “I’ll take you.”

      The thought of Carter going with her made her pulse quicken. “I’m sure you’ve got more important things to do. I can go myself.”

      He grabbed his hat off the hat rack. “I’m supposed to have some fun today, according to my little sister.”

      Kit raised a brow. “Grocery shopping is fun for me, but is it for you?”

      “I cook for myself when it’s just me.” He pulled his hat on. “I like to play around in the kitchen a bit.” He gestured for her to go ahead of him. “After you.”

      She unhooked her purse from the hat rack. He held the back door open for her and she walked through it and into the early afternoon sunshine.

      When they reached the Ford truck, Carter held the passenger door open for her. A shiver ran through her as he touched her elbow while helping her into the vehicle.

      She tried to calm the crazy sensations that bounced around in her body just from his touch and his nearness. This is crazy, she told herself. Slow down. You are not going to get the hots for the boss.

      Too late.

      She nearly groaned out loud.

      He climbed into the truck and jammed the key in the ignition before throwing the vehicle into drive and heading away from the ranch.

      “How far is it to the store?” She wondered what they’d talk about on a long drive.

      “Five miles.” He shrugged. “We have a new Fry’s Marketplace not too far from the ranch.”

      “That’s close.” She gripped her purse. “How has your birthday been so far?”

      He laughed. “My youngest sister gave me a gift certificate for a massage and already had the appointment set for this morning. Never could say no to that kid. Turned out she was right—it was just what I needed.” He glanced at Kit. “Then a great lunch and a birthday cake with a hell of a country choir. I’d say it’s been a pretty good day.”

      Kit smiled. “Is there anything you don’t like that I should avoid for dinner?”

      “Hold the okra and toss out the beets. Never could stomach those, or squid. I doubt if I’d be crazy about snails, too.” He grinned as she laughed. “Other than that, I’m not what you’d call picky.”

      She managed to rein in another laugh. “Chocolate crickets and roasted slugs okay?”

      He winced. “Let’s throw those away, along with the snails and squid.”

      “I’ll take that as a no.” She withdrew her phone from her purse. “What I plan to make won’t include those delicacies, I promise.” She pulled up her app that contained her favorite recipes.

      They made it within a few minutes, and after he helped her out of the truck, they headed into the grocery store. Carter grabbed a shopping cart and they walked into the produce section.

      She filled the cart with organic veggies and fruits, along with fresh herbs. In addition to what she would need for tonight, she piled in various ingredients she could use for breakfast and lunch tomorrow.

      He watched her as she selected items. “What are you making for dinner?”

      “It’s a surprise.”

      He shook his head. “I know that you’re already aware that I don’t like surprises.” A teasing glint sparked in his eyes.

      The more she was with Carter, the more she relaxed, so she didn’t have a problem teasing in return. “This is one time where you’re going to have to suck it up and wait to find out.”

      “Feisty, aren’t you,” he stated and grinned when she shot him a look.

      “Do you really want to know?”

      He held up his hands. “Don’t shoot.”

      She turned down the baking aisle and stopped in front of the spice racks. “I’ll think about that.”

      Their banter and conversation made her feel somehow alive in a way she hadn’t felt for a long time. It was simple, natural. He made her feel comfortable while intriguing her with every moment that passed.

      She had to force herself not to take her time…just so she could draw out these moments with Carter. She had work to do, and likely he did, too.

      After he paid for everything, he pushed the cart to his truck and they loaded the groceries into the vehicle. He helped her into the truck before putting the cart away, climbing in on the driver’s side, and heading back to the ranch.
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      Kit dried her hands on her apron before she slipped it over her head. She tossed the apron into the expansive laundry room, which was just off of the kitchen.

      She was pleased with how dinner turned out. It was thanks to the trip to the grocery marketplace that she was able to pull together something special for Carter’s birthday. At least she hoped he would enjoy it, and hoped his family would, as well. She’d find out soon enough.

      “Smells wonderful.” A pretty young woman entered the kitchen, her blonde hair swinging at her waist in soft ringlets. She held out her hand to Kit. “Sorry I arrived late. I’m Haylee McLeod, Carter’s youngest sister.”

      “You have the same eyes.” Kit gripped Haylee’s hand before releasing it. Carter’s sister’s eyes were more of a chocolate brown, but the shape was the same. “You’re much prettier though.”

      “And you are much prettier than Lester.” Haylee laughed. “He was the last cook, and he never made anything that smelled even close to as good as this does.”

      Kit smiled as she walked to the counter where everything for the main course sat, ready to be taken to the dining room after the appetizers were finished. “Thank you.”

      “I came to help you take it all out to the table.” Haylee joined Kit where she stood in front of the serving dishes and pan of corn bread. “Everyone enjoyed the snap pea, radish, and basil side salad.” She brushed hair over her shoulder as she spoke. “Those sundried tomato and goat cheese skewers appetizers were also a hit. The pistachios were a nice touch.”

      “I’m glad you liked them.” So far so good. Kit couldn’t be completely relieved until the McLeod family ate the entire meal. She picked up the domed platter of pork chops. “Now for the main course.”

      Haylee grasped one of two covered side dishes and they headed into a dining room that was nothing short of grand.

      The moment Kit walked into the room, her gaze met Carter’s. A warm flush stole over her body as their eyes met and lingered just a moment too long. She tore her gaze away and leaned in to the table to set the platter down.

      “Just the smell of everything is to die for.” Julie, Carter’s mom, adjusted the napkin on her lap. “When Carter told us we were eating in, all I could imagine was a cowboy meal of barbequed pork, pinto beans, and corn bread.”

      As Kit set the domed platter on the table, Carter chuckled. “No doubt that would have been the menu if Kit hadn’t replaced Lester.”

      “Thank God for big favors.” Joe, Carter’s dad, grinned at Kit. “Welcome to Arizona, young lady.”

      “Thank you, Joe.” As others joined in, Kit nodded and smiled to each of Carter’s family members, all of whom she’d been introduced to when she brought in the appetizers. “Thank you all for the warm welcome.”

      Bear, who at thirty was the youngest brother, stared at the large dome. “What’s for dinner?”

      Kit removed the lid. “Grilled pork chops with balsamic caramelized pears.”

      “Good lord.” Grandma Francis shook her head before looking at Carter. “You let this one go and you’re liable to have mutiny on your hands.”

      “You haven’t tasted it yet.” Kit laughed as she took the large covered serving dish from Haylee, who left the room, probably to get the other side dish and cornbread. Kit removed the cover of the dish Haylee had just left. “Aïoli mashed potatoes with chives.”

      “Yep.” Justin nodded. He had a smile almost as sexy as Carter’s. “We’re already spoiled as hell, and you just got here today.”

      The McLeod family’s appreciation of Kit’s cooking was somehow more special than any compliment she had received in her career as a professional chef.

      Haylee returned and set the cornbread and last side dish on the table.

      “Even though Lester isn’t here, you do get corn bread after all.” Kit smiled. “This is a basic green chili and tomatillo version.” Kit then presented the last dish. “This is one of my favorites. Olive-oil-braised broccoli rabe with pine-nut crumble.”

      “Can’t begin to remember what you just told us.” Colt reached for the mashed potatoes and held it beside Julie so that she could take a helping. “But I’m sure we’re going to like it.”

      “Join us, Kit.” Julie put the serving spoon back into the mashed potatoes. “Since my niece, Elsa, couldn’t make it, we have an extra seat.”

      “That’s kind of you.” Kit smiled at Carter’s mom. “However, this is a family night and I don’t want to intrude. I’ll bring out the cake when you’re all finished with dinner.”

      “You’re not intruding.” Carter’s deep voice dragged Kit’s attention from Julie.

      God, she could barely breathe around him.

      Carter gestured to the chair beside him. “We’d all like to get to know you better.”

      Brady spoke up in a deadpan tone. “Then we know who to go after if we all get food poisoning.”

      Kit winced. Everyone else laughed, Grandpa Daniel the loudest of all.

      The next thing Kit knew, she was being ushered to sit beside Carter, with his other sister, Leeann, on her opposite side.

      Sitting next to Carter made her feel as if her body was on fire. She prayed her bra was padded enough that her nipples weren’t showing through her T-shirt. All she needed was to let everyone in his family see how physically attracted she was to Carter.

      She didn’t know him well at all, but from what she’d seen, he was a nice guy and loved by his employees. That was impression she’d had so far—time would tell if she was right about him.

      In the meantime, she had to get her hormones and her desire under control. After all, the man was her boss, and she had no business fantasizing about his big body pressed against hers…

      She nearly groaned and planted her face in the mashed potatoes Carter had spooned onto her plate while she was busy fantasizing about him.

      He also gave her a helping of broccoli rabe as the dishes were passed around, then served her one of the pork chops.

      It all happened so quickly that Kit felt surprised at suddenly being in the middle of what appeared to be an ordinary yet extraordinary family.

      She held her fork in her hand as her gaze drifted around the table, from one person to the next.

      Her thoughts slipped away, to another time and place. Her family had been much smaller, but she could still picture her own grandparents, parents, and sister around the table. In the memory it was Christmas, colored lights blazing on the tree, and the whole family was enjoying a well-cooked meal and family time.

      No doubt she had idealized that singular memory that came to her.

      After what Kit, her mother, and sister had gone through after her grandparents and father had passed away, memories like that one had all but crumbled to dust. Kit was surprised she had any to draw upon at all.

      “Are you all right?” Carter’s voice was a low murmur next to her ear, sending goose bumps down her arms.

      She straightened in her seat as reality returned. “Great.” She smiled, even though the memory had made her feel wistful and a little melancholy. “I hope your birthday dinner is up to your liking.”

      “Yes.” His voice was low and smoky with heat, the kind warmth that traveled through her from head to toe. “Beyond expectations.”

      

      Carter studied Kit, capturing her gaze with his. He wanted to reach out and slide his fingers through her butterscotch-colored hair that reached her shoulders in a thick wave. If a person’s eyes were truly a window to the soul, then Kit’s moss-green eyes were shuttered to avoid letting anyone see the depths of her being.

      She had curves and more curves that he had the intense desire to explore. He could imagine his fingertips drifting over her soft bare flesh, and his thumbs circling her hard nipples before he tasted them. God, he bet she tasted good—every inch of her.

      When they’d been at the grocery store, he’d spent a good deal of the time enjoying her movements. Watching her as she bent over to grab an item off a shelf, or when she opened the doors in the freezer section and the cold air made her nipples tighten into hard, obvious points against her shirt.

      He watched a pretty pink stain Kit’s cheeks. It was as if she had guessed every thought in his head and he wondered if he was that transparent.

      Her breast rose and fell with the quickening of her breaths. The sexual undercurrent that sizzled between them was something completely unexpected. It was crystal clear she felt it as much as he did.

      When he had first met her in the kitchen, he had been attracted to her. That attraction had intensified to something that had taken him completely off guard.

      Down boy. Kit is your employee, and you don’t date employees.

      If he fired her and then asked her out…

      He mentally shook his head. His thoughts were crazy as hell.

      “Where are you from, Kit?” Jill’s voice broke the connection between Carter and Kit.

      Kit looked vaguely confused for a moment, but recovered as she turned her attention to one of Carter’s three younger sisters. “Originally San Francisco, but I’ve been in L.A. for the past several years.”

      “I love L.A.” Haylee lowered her fork, mashed potato still on the tines. “It’s so fast-paced. Nothing like this place.”

      “But there’s something about San Francisco that’s just awesome,” Leeann said. “It is so cool that you can walk everywhere you want to go.”

      “San Francisco is okay.” Jill picked up her knife and fork. “I just don’t understand why so many homeless people live there. It’s so cold.”

      Carter frowned as he watched Kit’s face. She looked as though she’d been slapped.

      “I guess it’s a problem here, too, but we don’t see it on an everyday basis because we have to drive just about everywhere we go.” Jill continued speaking as she cut into her pork chop. “It must be hard.”

      “It is.” Kit’s throat worked. “It’s very difficult for people who are homeless to live anywhere. Being on the street isn’t living.”

      Jill had touched a tender nerve with Kit, and Carter wondered why.

      Seemingly oblivious to Kit’s discomfort, and the slight heat beneath her words, Jill nodded. “I understand.”

      You can’t possibly understand, Kit’s eyes seemed to say. But her expression was now a study in neutrality.

      “Where did you work in L.A.?” Haylee pointed to the food on her plate, and Carter was relieved she had changed the subject. “You must have been the chef at a really nice place because this is not your typical rancher’s fair.”

      Their mom laughed. “Heaven’s no, it’s certainly not.”

      “I was head chef at one of the larger boutique hotels.” Kit offered a reserved smile. “Ours catered to wealthier clientele and provided amenities that most boutique hotels do not.”

      “What in the world are you doing here?” Sometimes Jill’s habit of saying what was on her mind and being blunt had Carter shaking his head.

      “I love the country.” Kit shrugged one shoulder, but it was not a casual shrug. Her body was tense, as if she was prepared to run. “I spent a lot of time on my grandparents’ farm in Northern California when I was growing up.”

      “What happened to your grandparents?” Jill barreled forward and Carter wanted to do a face-palm.

      Kit sounded hoarse as she spoke. “They died in a car accident on their way to visit my father, when he was in the hospital.”

      Before Jill could stomp all over Kit’s feelings any more than she already had, Carter cut in. “Where did you learn how to cook like this?”

      An expression of relief passed over Kit’s features. “Le Cordon Bleu College of Culinary Arts in Los Angeles.”

      “I’m not surprised,” Julie said. “This is amazing.”

      “I’m glad you are enjoying it.” Kit smiled, some of the tension seeming to roll off her shoulders. “I love to cook, so it’s a pleasure for me.”

      “Believe me, the pleasure is definitely all ours.” Justin settled his fork on his already empty plate, amusement in his chocolate-colored eyes. “I’m going for thirds after I finish seconds.”

      Everyone laughed, and a smile lit Kit’s eyes.

      She was a beautiful woman. A woman with many layers…a woman who Carter would like to get to know better. Much better.

      Throughout the birthday dinner, his family was hell bent on telling as many embarrassing stories as possible about Carter. He just shook his head and laughed with the rest of them.

      They talked about the time he got drunk on his eighteenth birthday; his aversion to carrots and how he would spit them out when he was a baby—more like projectile vomiting; how nervous he’d been on his first prom date and that he’d had spinach stuck in his braces after prom dinner; and a few other stories.

      He watched Kit during dinner without making it obvious that’s what he was doing. At least he hoped she and his family hadn’t noticed.

      Carter found her almost mesmerizing. Something about her made it difficult to focus on anything else. When she laughed at some of the tales, her eyes sparkled and her grin was infectious. She was an entirely different woman now than she was when talking about herself.

      When they finished dinner, Leeann and Haylee helped Kit clear the dishes, and then Kit brought out the cake. It was a four-layer white cake with custard and raspberry filling, and chocolate ganache icing.

      After a huge bite, he turned to Kit. “This is the best damned cake I’ve ever had—even better than the one you served to the employees after lunch. That one was the best I’d had before now.”

      Everyone else chimed in with enthusiastic compliments.

      Kit looked embarrassed but pleased. “I’m glad you like it.”

      “Love it.” He dug into the velvety white cake and chocolate ganache until only crumbs remained, and then helped himself to seconds.

      When dinner wound down, and Kit and the McLeods had cleared the table, everyone insisted on pitching in to clean up in the kitchen, too.

      Kit laughed and smiled with his family as they joked around and made record time with the dishes. Kit had cleaned the kitchen as she cooked, so it hadn’t been a mess.

      Once Carter had seen his family out the front door, he returned to the kitchen where Kit was wiping down the mixer she had used.

      She glanced up and he could swear he heard a small gasp escape her as their gazes locked. Not a gasp from being startled, but one from recognizing a truth—

      She felt the same connection between them that he did, something that was clear in her green eyes.

      Raw. Sexual. Intense.

      A truth of knowing each other in ways he couldn’t explain.

      Shit.

      He was already in over his head and he barely knew the woman. Maybe it was time to get the hell out of there and cool off.

      For one moment he thought about saying goodnight and leaving.

      No.

      One thing Carter McLeod never did was run away from anything, including his feelings. He faced things head-on, figured it out, and determined if he should move on or explore the situation further.

      This was one instance where he didn’t intend to go anywhere.
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      Kit brushed hair behind her ear in a nervous gesture as Carter studied her. She looked tired but still beautiful as hell. The sexual tension between them ramped up even higher now that they were alone.

      She leaned back against a counter, clearly in an attempt to appear casual. “I’ve been so busy all day that I haven’t thought about where I’m supposed to sleep.”

      The thought of her in bed shot erotic images through his mind. He forced away pictures of her, beautiful and naked in his own bed.

      Once he managed to put the slideshow in his head to sleep, he cleared his throat. “I’ll show you where you’ll be staying.”

      The thought of her quitting and driving away flashed through his mind. He didn’t even want to think about her leaving the ranch. Even though he barely knew her, he felt a pull like nothing he’d ever experienced before. It was…magic.

      Shit. What the hell am I thinking?

      She pushed away from the counter. “Everything I have is still out in my SUV.”

      “I’ll help you with your belongings.” He walked toward the hat rack. He glanced back to her. “I take it the purse is yours.”

      “Yes. My keys are inside it.” She waited as he retrieved the purse from the hat rack and he handed it to her. The keys jangled as she dug them out of the leather bag. “I saw two smaller houses.” She looked up at him. “Am I rooming in one of them?”

      “Better yet,” he said, “I have a guest house in the back that you’ll have all to yourself. Belle prepared it for you this morning. It’s about the size of a small apartment and includes a kitchen, bedroom, living room. Lots of privacy with the hedges and trees that surround it.”

      “Sounds fantastic to me.” Her shoulders visibly relaxed. “I thought I would be rooming with other onsite employees.”

      He gestured for her to precede him, then fell into step beside her as they headed to the front door, which he opened for her. His mama had taught him to be a gentleman, and it was second nature to him. Women deserved respect, and he liked putting a woman before himself.

      He walked beside her into the night. Landscape lights illuminated their way as they strolled down the path to the Lexus, and a new moon rose above the horizon.

      “I can drive the SUV to your new parking space,” he said.

      She nodded as she used the fob to unlock the SUV’s doors and handed him the keys.

      Their fingers brushed as he took them. The connection was nothing short of electric—like the air before a storm started and lightning struck. He heard her sharp inhale and his heart thumped hard against his breastbone.

      She tore her gaze from his and hurried to the passenger side. He beat her to the door and opened it. Another zinging sensation passed between them as he helped her into the vehicle. His cock hardened and ached as visions of her bare body beneath his shot through his mind.

      Thank God it was dark so she couldn’t see his erection.

      After he shut the door behind her, his mind spun as he strode to the driver’s side. He hesitated long enough to make sure his cock wasn’t at full attention before he climbed in.

      What the hell was going on? He’d felt strong attraction to women, but nothing like this.

      Without looking at her, he started the Lexus. He inhaled deeply through his nose, her soft, floral scent filling him.

      Get it together, McLeod.

      Gravel crunched beneath the Lexus as the vehicle ate up the short distance to the back of the house. It traveled smoothly—compared to the work trucks—over the uneven ground. He glanced at her. “Nice ride.”

      She looked tired and relaxed in the passenger seat and all together beautiful. “This SUV and I have been through a lot together.”

      He thought about asking her what she had been through with the Lexus. She didn’t offer and it seemed it might be too personal a question to ask when they barely knew each other.

      The headlights bounced on the dirt road that went to the back of the property. The guest house was a fair distance from the house to give the resident privacy, and was usually reserved for family. However, when he hired Kit, Carter had decided to let her live in it for the time being because she had taken such a drastic pay cut to work for him. He’d thought it would only be for as long as she lasted, which could be days or months. He’d figured it wouldn’t be long, and that would give them time to find another cook.

      Now, after one day, he didn’t want her going anywhere.

      He pulled up to the small white cottage-like house surrounded by hedges and shaded by trees fighting each other to reach the sky.

      When he parked the car and killed the engine, he turned his full attention on her. She had her hand on the door handle, like she was ready to bolt the moment she could get out.

      He rested his hand on her forearm and tried to ignore the softness of her skin and the hitch in her breathing. “Let me get the door.” He said his best country good ol’ boy voice, “If you don’t, my mama’s gonna tan my hide.”

      Her expression turned from wary to amused, and she laughed. “We can’t have that.”

      

      Kit let out a sigh of relief when Carter let his fingers slide from her arm, leaving a heated trail on her flesh, it wasn’t hard to imagine what it would feel like to have his strong, callused hands caressing her body, his touch setting her on fire.

      Get it together, Kit.

      She didn’t want to offend his cowboy honor, so she waited for him to come around to the passenger side. Truth was, she wanted the contact of his flesh against hers, but she wanted more than just his hands on her…

      A shiver raced through her as he reached the door. Stop it. No more thinking this way.

      One day on the job and she was ready to fall into this cowboy’s arms. The boss’s arms.

      Was she once again catering herself to a man, falling right back into step with the first man she’s attracted to?

      She struggled to break away from the thoughts, and clenched her teeth to try to ground herself. He opened the door and held his hand out for her to take. She smiled, no easy task with her jaws clamped shut. She forced herself to relax, but felt a little wobbly as his large, warm hand surrounded hers, and from the crazy, tingling sensations his touch sent through her.

      When her feet were on the ground, he held her hand longer than necessary, or longer than she should have let him.

      It took some effort to calm herself, but she managed. She drew her hand away and walked in front of him, around to the back of the SUV. The night air was cool, the slightest of breezes caressing her face and arms.

      He beat her to the back of the Lexus, of course, and he raised the door. She doubted she’d ever be able to move fast enough to avoid his gallant gestures. Did she want to avoid them?

      The back was filled with the belongings she hadn’t put into storage. Mostly clothes and personal items were packed in the SUV, but she had brought along some of her favorite things that she refused to be parted from.

      “I just need my overnight case for now.” She rested her hand on the smaller purple bag. “I can get the rest tomorrow.”

      He slung a duffel over his shoulder then grabbed a pair of large suitcases that matched the overnight bag. “Might as well bring everything in now.”

      His voice thrummed through her, the vibrations sending shivers to every part of her body.

      No doubt she just needed to give in on things like letting him bring in all her belongings, because she wasn’t going to win. Not that winning had anything to do with it.

      She slid the strap of the overnight bag over her shoulder and pulled out a box with some of her personal “treasures.” She followed him to the front of the guest house, glad landscape lighting illuminated the path. Grass extended throughout the backyard of the main house, out to the guest house. It smelled like it had been freshly cut and the diamond sparkles across the tips showed it had recently been watered.

      It was the most adorable guest house she could remember ever seeing. If it was built into a hillside and had a round door, it could have been a hobbit hole. It had a small white porch and a pretty vine-covered arbor arched over the stepping stones before the porch.

      It had been painted a bright yellow with white trim, and had a small front porch with two chairs and a little table. During the fall, winter, and spring the Phoenix, Arizona weather would be perfect for sitting out here. The summer, not so much unless it was five in the morning.

      Carter was so tall he had to duck under the arbor. He set the suitcases on the porch and fished a set of keys out of his pocket. He handed her a key with Mickey Mouse chain attached to it. “This is the key to the guest house. Another key is at the house if you lose yours.” He showed her another keychain with a matching key. “This is my copy. Don’t worry—this is your home while you’re here, and no one will be entering unless there’s an emergency.”

      “Such as flooding?” She leaned against the yellow wall. “Or fire?”

      He glanced over his shoulder and smiled. “Those would qualify as emergencies.”

      The door swung open and he stepped aside so that she could walk through. She expected the place to smell musty and unused. Instead, warm smells of vanilla and cinnamon greeted her.

      Carter flipped on the light switch, and lamps brightened the room, casting a golden glow over the decorator furniture done in tapestry fabrics and mahogany wood. Artwork hung from taupe shaded walls and the floor was wall to wall Saltillo tiles with a colorful braided rug beneath the coffee table.

      “It’s lovely.” Kit stepped into the room. “It has such a homey feel.”

      “Mom decorated the place and Belle keeps it up.” He set the bags down in front of an armchair. “Belle likes to keep it welcoming, so she’s always freshening the place up in between guests.”

      Kit set her down her bags. “Am I going to be in the way when it comes to company?”

      He shook his head. “Nah. We have the smaller of the two employee houses that’s free. It’s larger than this and holds more people. This one is more cozy as Mom would say.” His eyes met hers. “Will this work for you?”

      She looked away from him and swept her gaze around the room again. “It’s perfect.”

      “I’ll bring in the rest of your things.” He started back to the door. “To the left is the hall to your room. To the right, through that doorway, you can see the kitchen.”

      She started to follow him. “I can help get everything out of the Lexus.”

      He paused and shook his head. “I’ve got it. You get settled in.” He turned and ducked out the door.

      She grasped her overnight bag and the box and headed down the hallway to the bedroom.

      Even before she entered the room, she caught the perfume of lavender and rosemary. When she flipped on the light, she smiled. The room was as perfect as the rest of the place. She set the box down on the Saltillo tile, and took her overnight case to the bathroom. A citrus scent filled the soft blue-painted room. On the sink were bottles of orange mango hand soap and lotion, with bottles of the same scented shampoo and conditioner that rested on a shelf in the marble-tiled shower.

      “Perfect.” She smiled to herself. “Absolutely perfect.”

      Carter finished bringing everything and shut the door behind him. “After the long day you had, you should be getting to bed.

      The mere mention of “bed” caused exhaustion to flow over her like a wave. “Until you said that, I was running on my second wind. I think you’re right and I should get to bed. I’ve got an early morning ahead.”

      He moved closer, so that he was mere feet away. “Breakfast is at seven, when the men are finished with their morning chores” His voice was low, husky, even as he talked of the mundane. “The office staff eats lunch with the men. The office hours are generally eight-thirty to five.”

      “Got it.” Kit gave him a thumbs up. “I’ll be ready.”

      He said nothing as his gaze darkened, as if he was drinking her in. She felt self-conscious, yet incredibly sexually aware as everything froze in time. He took another step forward, so that he was only a foot from her.

      She saw everything in his eyes—the desire to touch her, taste her, be inside her.

      Heat flushed throughout her body. She must be tired to read all of that into one look.

      But that look encompassed so very much.

      She wanted nothing more than to step into his arms, let his hands slide over her body as he lowered his head and took her mouth with his.

      What am I thinking?

      His throat visibly worked as he stepped back. “Get some sleep, Kit.” The words sounded almost choked as he spoke.

      “Good night,” she managed to say.

      He gave her one last look before letting himself out and into the night and closing the door behind him.

      Kit dropped into the closest chair. “Oh, God.” She flopped back in her seat. “What in Your name am I supposed to do now?”

      Because not only was she incredibly attracted to her boss, but she was certain he felt the same attraction.

      “It would never work.” She straightened in the chair. “How could it? I’m an employee and he’s the boss. The last thing I want to do is jeopardize my job.”

      Not to mention, she had too many secrets…too many reasons to make him walk away if he eventually found out.

      It wouldn’t be if, it would be when. She could never hold back something so important. And when he found out, that would be the end of it.

      “Better not to start anything you can’t finish,” she said out loud. “You’re going to keep Carter McLeod at a distance and that’s that.”
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      While Kit flipped the last of six pancakes on the large stovetop griddle, she hummed to herself. If she was alone, she would have been singing the Eagles tune aloud, but she didn’t want anyone walking in on her while she belted out Hotel California.

      She reached beside her and grasped the handle of her coffee mug and sipped the still hot liquid. She liked her coffee exotic, black, and the darker the roast the better.

      “Nothing better than the smell of coffee in the morning.” The deep voice behind her caused a shiver to trail up her spine. “What do you have up your sleeve for breakfast?”

      She set her coffee mug on the countertop and looked over her shoulder at Carter, who stood with his arms folded across his broad chest. He watched her as though fascinated by what she was doing.

      Fact was she was fascinated by the big man who always had a flicker of fire in his eyes and a deadly sexy grin. He had a look so sensual she could imagine herself sliding into his embrace. He would wrap his strong arms around her as she pressed herself against him. She could almost feel his lips on hers, his hands roaming her body…

      She cleared her throat and offered a smile. “I need to do some real shopping Sunday, so I went with something quick and easy with what’s on hand—traditional pancakes, scrambled eggs, and sausage patties.” She looked back to what she’d been doing, and slid a spatula under one pancake before lifting up the dome on the platter next to her, and set the pancake on top of a growing stack. She repeated the motions until all six were under the dome. “I need a good couple hours of shopping to give the men and women variety.”

      “The men will be perfectly happy with a traditional breakfast and lunch every day.” Carter moved beside her. “No need to go to a lot of trouble.”

      “It’s no trouble at all.” She poured batter onto the griddle for six more pancakes. “It’s my job.” She looked up at Carter. “And I love my job.”

      He leaned his hip against the counter as she worked. “Hotel California, huh?”

      “At least I know my humming sounds something close to the actual song.” She smiled as she examined the first pancake. “Doesn’t mean I’m on key.”

      Carter gave a low laugh. “I’d say you do a very good humming job.”

      Her face grew hot as “hum job” popped into her mind. She tried to cover her hesitation by shooting him a smile and saying, “I’m flattered.”

      He chuckled. “You must have been out of bed early. I think you were here before the men got to work. The kitchen light was already shining when I went outside.”

      “You don’t run a kitchen and show up after the guests.” She looked from the pancakes to Carter. “Or cowboys in this case.”

      He had the same look of amusement as he’d had yesterday when he’d startled her. “I have to admit it surprised me.”

      “Why?” She flipped a pancake.

      He shrugged. “Past experience.”

      “Hmmm...” She shook her head as she turned over the next five pancakes. “No comment needed on that one.”

      He braced his hand on the counter, next to the buffet dome that would soon house scrambled eggs. The sausage patties were already made and beneath the buffet farthest away from her.

      He tapped his fingers lightly on the countertop. “Feel free to comment on anything.”

      “The fact that you even mentioned any cooks who might not have had food ready on time, says it all.” Even if she was feeling like crap, she would have gotten her butt down to the kitchen and done her job. As a matter of fact, that’s exactly what she’d done throughout her career since graduating from the culinary arts school.

      “What do you have planned today?” She glanced at him. “Roping and riding?”

      He smiled. “Something like that.”

      “My grandparents had a farm, but they didn’t have horses.” A wistful feeling crept over her like fingers stroking her skin. She missed them like crazy. “I always wished they did, but Grandpa said horses need a lot of attention and it’s not fair to them if they can’t get their proper exercise and care.”

      “Your grandpa was right.” Carter shifted against the countertop. “Have you ever been on a horse?”

      She shook her head. “No. But I’ve always wanted to.”

      “We’ll make it happen.” He pushed away from the counter. “How about a week from tomorrow?”

      She glanced at him in surprise. “You’re taking me for a ride?”

      “I know just the horse for you.” He cocked his head. “Pack a lunch and I’ll show you the operation and the property.”

      “Can’t pass that up.” She started using the spatula to move the pancakes from the griddle to the platter beneath the dome. “That would be a Sunday.”

      He nodded. “Yep.”

      “Sure. I’d enjoy that very much.” The moment the words left her mouth, thoughts flashed through her mind that made her pause.

      Her. Carter. Alone.

      Not a good idea.

      A groan threatened to spill out. It was too late now to back out without looking like a jerk.

      She did her best to smile naturally as she scrambled the eggs. “Any special requests for lunch when we go for a ride?”

      He looked thoughtful. “Snickerdoodles. They’re my favorite cookies.”

      “I wouldn’t have pictured you as a snickerdoodle man.” She laughed as she made sure the eggs were done in the giant pan. “More like an oatmeal chocolate chip kind of guy.”

      He grinned. “My grandma baked a lot of great cookies, but snickerdoodles have always been at the top of my list.”

      “I have a killer recipe.” She mentally went through her list of recipes. “I make a variation called a ‘toffeedoodle.’”

      “Sounds like something I’d enjoy.” His expression was sooo damned sexy. It should have been a shootable offense for a man to look that good, that lickable. She could just picture herself licking him like one of the beaters she used to make his birthday cake.

      Stop it. She had to pull herself back together. She turned back to the eggs and frowned at herself. The eggs were going to burn if she wasn’t careful and didn’t pay attention to what she was doing.

      The sound of boot steps sounded against wood outside the back door.

      “Sounds like the boys are coming in for breakfast,” Carter said.

      “Good timing.” Both for the food and to put a halt to her screaming attraction for the man. At least for now.

      It only took her a few moments to finish breakfast as the cowboys came through the door. They came in sporadically over the next ten minutes, until everyone was seated around the larger of the two tables. Carter helped Kit serve the men by assisting her in taking the buffet platters to the table.

      It wasn’t until the men were digging into their food that Kit realized how hungry she was. She should probably feel tired too, thanks to a long trip, late night, and early morning, but she felt energized and keen to start the rest of her day.

      While the men ate, joked around, and laughed, Kit went into the dining room with her own breakfast. She didn’t feel comfortable sitting with the men—at least not yet. But she did want to let them have at it while she was out of the room so that they’d feel free to say whatever the hell they wanted without worrying about what the new female cook would think.

      She ate a piece of toast with marmalade from a jar she had found in a cabinet. In addition to that, she had one soft boiled egg and a small sausage patty.

      When she heard the sounds of the men getting up along with the clank of plates and silverware, she swallowed her last bite of toast, then returned to the kitchen. The men were stacking the plates by the sink and setting the silverware on the counter.

      “Thank you.” She smiled at the men.

      Each one of the men put on their hats, gave her a nod, or said “thank you,” directly to her.

      When they left, Carter came up to her. “Need some help shopping tomorrow?”

      “I’m sure you’re busy.” She started rinsing off the dishes before she put them in the dishwasher. “Thank you for the offer.”

      “Nothing going on Sundays after I do the feeding.” Carter started helping her with the dishes. “I’d be glad for an excuse to get out. Not that I’m crazy about shopping, but I think I’d survive.”

      “Aha.” She rinsed off silverware before putting it into the dishwasher. “That settles it. I go alone.”

      “I’ll take you to the farmer’s market after we hit Costco.” Carter set his dish towel on the counter and moved closer to her. “You don’t have an assistant and I’m sure you can use the help. I’d be happy to.”

      She couldn’t say “No” to the boss no matter how many warning bells were going on in her head. It was clear he had made up his mind.

      “All right.” She wiped down the counters as he loaded the last of the dishes into the dishwasher. “You don’t know what you’re in for.”

      “I’m sure I’ll survive.” He looked at her with amusement. “I’ve been through worse.”

      She couldn’t help a mischievous grin. “You’ve never shopped with me.”

      

      Damn. Carter mentally shook his head. Yeah, right now he should be out taking care of the daily duties involved with running the ranch, but he wanted to be around Kit and get to know her better. She had one hell of a pull on him, and he wasn’t sure how or why.

      “Is that a challenge?” He looked down at her and wanted to pull the clip out of her blonde hair, setting it all free so that he could slide his fingers through the silken strands. Even more, he wanted to draw her warm, hard body against his and taste her lips and her mouth. He wanted to explore every part of her. His throat worked.

      “It might be.” She gave an impish grin. “I doubt you could keep up with me.”

      Carter resisted the strong, primal pull she had on him. Every time he looked at her and their eyes met, he knew she felt the same way as he did, but she would never be the first to take action on those feelings.

      He would love to start right now, right here.

      Damn it. Kit is an employee. Keep your distance.

      The little warning voice was trying to fight its way through his barriers, but his libido was having none of it.

      “You’re on.” He itched to touch her as he thought about what he would like to choose as a reward. “How about when I win, you make both snickerdoodle cookies and the toffeedoodle recipe.”

      An instant of hesitation told him that she was thinking twice about letting him join her on the shopping trip. She was likely just as concerned about what was going on between them…even though nothing had happened. Yet.

      She seemed to switch speeds, humor in her eyes. “When I win, you get to make the cookies for me.”

      “I want a dozen of each.” His grin broadened. “Since tomorrow is Sunday and you don’t need to make lunch, I’ll meet you at the guest house at ten-thirty. Costco will be open by then.”

      “Ha. We’ll see if you can keep up with me.” She picked up a pot scrubber with a long handle, and held it as if defending herself with it. “I’d better get to work on this kitchen and start pulling together today’s lunch.”

      Carter couldn’t help a slow grin. “See you at lunch.”

      She gave a single nod before he turned and walked away.

      It wasn’t only her sexiness that attracted him, but her coolness under pressure and the way she took control of her new position without one moment of hesitation. Belle didn’t express her thoughts or feelings often, but she was fair and just, and had complimented Kit. She had been thrown into the fire pit yesterday, but she’d blazed through it like the professional she was.

      A strong woman like Kit could stand toe to toe with him. He liked a woman who could challenge him in any number of ways.

      He reached for his hat from the hat rack and looked back at her. She had her back to him, her cute backside to him as she scrubbed a pan. She glanced over her shoulder and froze when she saw him watching her. He couldn’t help it—he couldn’t look away from her.

      She broke the connection by turning back to the pot and attacked it with the scrubber.

      He shook his head and smiled before letting himself out the door.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Kit had never felt nervous about going to a market and shopping in all her life, and right now it felt like she had some wild critter bouncing around in her belly.

      Really? You’re nervous about shopping, Kit?

      But then she’d never had anyone like Carter McLeod who had invited himself to go with her.

      Great. Just great.

      She checked her mascara in the mirror, more to do something to quell her panic than to make sure her makeup looked good. She didn’t even know why she wanted to look good. Instead of jeans and a shirt, she’d gone with a boho look with a nice flowy long top and leggings with sandals. While she looked in the mirror, she grabbed a carved wooden hair clip, pulled her hair back, and fastened it with the clip.

      Of course she did. Carter. He was the reason for all these mad feelings stampeding through her.

      She glanced at the clock and saw that it was time to meet up with Carter. She grabbed the strap of her purse and headed for the door.

      The moment she started to turn the bolt lock, the door vibrated as someone knocked on it.

      Carter. It had to be.

      She hesitated a moment before she unlocked the door and opened it. Her heart thumped a little hard when she saw him.

      Dear God. How can anyone look so good?

      He wore Wrangler jeans, a nice pair of boots, and a plain black T-shirt, along with a nice tan western hat. She almost told him he looked good, but snapped the words back before she could.

      Carter leaned one arm on the doorframe and the fire of his eyes sparked as he smiled at her. “Ready to lose that bet, Kit?”

      She liked the way he said her name. Loved the way he said it.

      This was freaking dangerous territory she was stepping into. Beyond dangerous.

      “Good timing.” She hitched the purse’s shoulder strap onto her shoulder. She kept her expression light, not wanting to show how much he affected her. “I was on my way out to meet you, to win that bet.”

      “I like a woman who’s on time.” He held the door open as she stepped through the doorway. “Hell, I appreciate anyone who’s on time.”

      “You and me both.” Kit waited for him to shut the door and they started down the path side-by-side, away from the guest house. “Being late is a pet peeve.” Her ex had always been late, and it had driven her crazy.

      He touched the base of her spine. “How has your morning been?”

      Tingles radiated through her from his touch. She swallowed, trying not to lean closer to him. He drew her like a magnet and it was a wonder she didn’t paste herself against his side.

      “It’s been a good morning.” She brushed her long shirt down with her palm, smoothing the material. “It’s nice having a little down time after a couple of busy days. I’m used to being busy, but starting something new tends to be demanding in its own way.”

      “It can be.” He reached the passenger door to a big red truck, and held it open for her. “Sorry about throwing you to the wolves the moment you walked in the door. I have to say, you handled your first two days like a champ.”

      A swarm of butterflies whooshed through her as he helped her into the truck. She certainly wasn’t handling her attraction to Carter well at all, and that was probably even more important than the job itself.

      Once he made it around to the driver’s side, he climbed in and shut the door before jamming the key in the ignition and turning it. The engine roared as it came to life.

      The prospect of being alone with silence between her and Carter, made Kit feel edgy and nervous. To avoid a gap in conversation during the ten-mile drive to Costco, Kit jumped right into asking him questions.

      She shifted in her seat to look at him. “How long have you owned the ranch?”

      “I’ve owned it for eleven years now.” He looked thoughtful. “Took me a few years to stash away enough funds to buy it.”

      “And you turned it into a nice operation.” She studied his handsome features. “Did you go into ranching because your parent are ranchers?”

      “Ranching has been in my blood since I was born” He nodded. “Might as well have been born riding a horse.”

      “Now that’s some image.” She laughed. “When did you start riding?”

      He looked out the window as he drove. “My dad had me on a horse from the time I could walk.”

      With a grin, she said, “Why am I not surprised?”

      He answered with a smile. “It’s the cowboy way of life.”

      Their conversation was easy, but she noticed that he seemed to be watching where her hand was and his was a little itchy-looking… Like maybe he wanted to reach over and hold hers. Or was this just wishful thinking on her part? Probably.

      It was a relief when they arrived at Costco. The sexual tension she felt when they were together made it harder and harder to think straight.

      After they parked, Carter grabbed a cart. A lot of shopping was in their future.

      They walked past big flat screen TVs, electronic tablets, phones, and on down the main aisle until they reached the huge wine selection.

      He stopped to peruse a selection of the more expensive wines. “What is your favorite type of wine?”

      “A good pinot noir.” She let her gaze drift over the bottles. “My tastes are a little on the pricey side.” She gestured to one. “Williams Selyem is one of my favorites.”

      Carter picked up a bottle and set it in the cart. “What else do you recommend?”

      Kit pointed out a few others that she knew were good wines. He put six in the cart.

      “Where to now?” He nodded to the bakery and the deli area. “Breads? Cheeses?”

      “I bake my own bread.” She started toward the aisle. “I could use a good variety of cheeses.”

      She glanced back at Carter and he smiled and shook his head as he followed her. “You do know you’re feeding cowboys, don’t you?”

      “Cowboys should get good quality food.” She reached the rows of cheeses from all over the world. “Cooking great meals is what I do and what I’m good at.”

      “I do have to keep the ranch in the black.” Amusement was in his gaze.

      “That’s why we’re here.” She smiled at him. “Big quantities, low prices. I’m good at working within a budget.”

      He chuckled and they continued down each and every aisle. With Carter’s help, they filled two carts.

      They spent the time laughing and talking about this and that. Nothing serious and nothing too personal, which Kit was perfectly fine with. She didn’t want to spend the time in deep conversations while they were grocery shopping. Hell, she didn’t want to get into any kind of deep conversations with him.

      She thought back to his question about raising children and guilt twisted her heart. She’d intentionally been evasive. It was a hard topic for her to speak about. But it was a lie of omission.

      Did it really matter? It wasn’t like she was going to get into a relationship with the boss.

      The more time they spent together, the more she wanted to break all the rules and take Carter straight to bed. He was so masculine, so sexy, so…everything a woman could want in a man. Since she’d arrived he’d showed her that he was genuine, honest, caring, willing to jump in and help where needed, and more.

      Didn’t he deserve straight answers from her?

      She mentally shook her head. It really didn’t matter. She wasn’t going to end up in a relationship with him.

      No how, no way.

      Now if she could just get her libido to stop wanting to jump into bed with him. Just being around him did all kinds of things to her heart and her body.

      When they finished shopping at the warehouse store, they loaded all the boxes into the truck, and put items in a cooler that needed to be kept cold. They headed to their next stop.

      The farmer’s market was located five miles from Carter’s ranch. Throughout their shopping trip, he had made her feel at ease and she enjoyed the conversation and his company.

      The whole time she was crazily aware of him. She snuck several glances at his handsome profile and his strong hands on the wheel. He caught her watching him a couple of times, and her face heated.

      Damn. She was far too attracted to the man for her own good. Her own good would mean staying far, far away from the man. As far as her position as cook would allow.

      She’d already let herself become too enamored with him. His voice was smooth and warm, and she enjoyed the ease in which he could engage her in conversation, making her feel as if they had known each other far longer than three days. His sexy smile sent little shivers through her, and the way his lips curved at one corner when he was amused never failed to cause her stomach to flip-flop. She couldn’t get enough of looking at him. His broad shoulders, muscular build, trim hips, nice thighs, and sexy ass were more than enough to send any woman into fits of longing.

      Not me. She tried to convince herself that she was immune to his charms but was failing miserably. I am not like some teenage girl with a crush on the boy next door.

      Right.

      After they reached the market and Carter had parked, he helped her out of the truck. He grabbed a couple of woven baskets out of the back of his vehicle, and she took one of the baskets from him. They strolled toward the produce stands. They’d had to park out away because so many people had come to the market.

      Wonderful smells of fresh fruits and vegetables flowed over her as they neared the produce.

      “This reminds me of my childhood.” She let her gaze drift over the brightly colored produce ahead. “I helped my grandma with her vegetable garden, and picked apples, apricots, and peaches with my grandpa, depending on the season.”

      Carter shifted the basket he was holding. “I grew up with a mom who gardened and a dad who had a small pecan orchard.” He gave a self-deprecating grin. “Unfortunately I didn’t inherit their green thumbs.”

      “I’d like to start a garden.” She stopped before they reached the first vendor as the words tumbled out. “There’s a patch of ground that isn’t being used by the guest house.”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      Heat flushed her cheeks. “I’m sorry. My mind has just been whirring ever since I arrived. I feel like I’m back with my grandparents.”

      “Don’t be sorry.” He rested one hand on her shoulder, and she felt the weight and heat of his hand through her top. She almost couldn’t breathe as he spoke. “You’re free to do what you want with that plot. I’ll get you whatever seedlings and fertilizer you need, and I’ll have the area fenced in to keep out the wildlife.”

      “Thank you. There’s so much I can grow for the meals and to be able to go and pick it fresh will be wonderful.”

      He gave her a slight nod and a sexy little smile. “Anything to keep our best cook ever happy.”

      She laughed as they walked beneath the awning of the tarp-covered market.

      Rows and rows of produce greeted them as they walked onto the dirt path between the stands.

      The basket swung on Kit’s arm as she moved to the first vendor and perused the varieties of lettuce and cabbage. Considering the refrigerators at the ranch contained zero fresh produce, she had a lot of produce shopping to do.

      “I’ve missed this.” Kit smiled as she selected lettuce and other fresh leafy vegetables, including spinach and kale. “I loved the smell of the earth and the vegetables as we harvested them.”

      “My mom always says pretty much the same thing.” Carter paid the vendor and they moved on to green beans and sugar snap peas. “She said there’s something about getting to know mother earth up close and personal.”

      Kit nodded. “She’s right.”

      “A lot of the vegetables are out of season,” she said. “I imagine most of the local growers here at the market have greenhouses.”

      Carter nodded. “You’re right, they do.”

      She gathered tomatoes, onions, and garlic and set them in her basket as Carter paid. “I’ll be able to put together much better and healthier meals now.”

      “What you’ve been making has been damned good.” He looked amused. “Topping that is going to take some work.”

      She flashed a quick grin. “You haven’t seen anything yet.”

      “Looking forward to it.” He reached for the basket she carried. “This looks like it’s getting heavy.” He said as she loaded it with crook neck squash and zucchini.

      She shook her head. “Really, it’s fine.”

      “No arguing.” He took the basket. “I’ll let you carry the empty one. For now.”

      She shook her head but smiled.

      While they shopped, she made sure she collected fresh herbs and spices. Mint, rosemary, thyme, cilantro, dill, and parsley. She also picked up some fresh ginger root, and peppers. She did the selecting and Carter paid.

      After the first basket was nearly overflowing, she started on the next, filling it with fruits, some brought into the market from organic growers since April was out of season for a lot of the items.

      “We’re at the end of the shopping trip,” he said casually as they walked to a large display of several kinds of apples. “You know what that means.”

      She tipped her head to the side as she thought about it then smiled. “I guess you earned your two dozen cookies.”

      “You bet I have.” He raised the basket a bit. “You can see the fruits of my labor.”

      “Oh, please.” She rolled her eyes.

      He winked. “You’ve been so busy I’ll bet you haven’t had a chance to tour the ranch,” he said as she put apples into the basket she carried.

      “It has been a little hectic.” She had to tilt her head to meet his gaze. “I’m sure once I get into the flow of things, I’ll have time to do just that.”

      “I’ll take you around.” His eyes held hers for so long she thought she thought her heart might stop beating. “Let’s plan on it this week sometime.”

      “Sure.” She forced herself to turn away and peruse the oranges, lemons, and limes from Phoenix. “I feel like I’ve been taking too much of your time since I got here.”

      “I have no problems working it around my schedule.” He gave her another sexy grin when she glanced back at him. “One of the perks of owning the ranch is being the boss.”

      She brushed away strands of hair from her face and smiled. “Okay, boss. You’re on.”
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      Humming to herself, Kit stuffed four sandwiches into an insulated bag with icepacks for the horseback ride with Carter. He had cancelled the tour of the ranch earlier in the week, but this morning had said they were on for today’s ride.

      She wore a worn pair of jeans, a T-shirt, and Haylee’s well-broken in boots. They were a tad too big, so Carter had given her two pairs of his socks so that the boots fit better. She wasn’t used to wearing boots, and it felt a little odd and clunky as she moved around the kitchen.

      The day they were supposed to tour the ranch, one of his mares had gone into labor and had a breech birth. Carter had almost lost both of them, but the vet came through and both mare and filly were now fine. It was the second time that month he’d almost lost a mare and baby while the horses gave birth.

      Kit added a couple baggies of handmade potato chips to the sack, along with six each of the snickerdoodle and toffeedoodle cookies she’d made. She’d also filled two large thermoses with cold water—since this was the desert, they couldn’t have too much water with them no matter the time of year.

      It had rained last night, but it was clear this morning, and Carter had said they were still on for the ride.

      Whether intentional or not, he had sent her senses on overdrive every time he was around. He frequently came into the kitchen and spent some time with her when they were alone, usually a little before breakfast and lunch.

      She paused in her motions and closed her eyes.

      Carter had come into the kitchen and talked with her so many times this week, that it felt as if she had been working at the ranch for weeks instead of just a single week. He was intense, but easy to talk with, and he liked to tease and could take it in return. He made her smile and laugh every time he was around.

      By mid-week she had a full-blown adult “crush” on her boss. She knew she shouldn’t let herself get close to him in any way, but everything about him drew her in. His smile, his sexy grin, his intelligence, his great sense of humor, and every other thing about him she could think of.

      She opened her eyes and smiled. She was almost giddy with excitement, something she shouldn’t allow herself to feel. A sigh slipped out. Did she want to stop whatever it was that was happening between her and Carter?

      Maybe. Maybe not.

      Whatever the case, she was too far gone as it was.

      For dinner she had been eating on her own in the guest house. She had offered to make Carter dinner in the evenings, but he had insisted she was off work and the last thing he was going to let her do was cook for him. The first night had been different because of the birthday party. Carter had teased that it had been her “trial by fire,” something Belle had decided to do. He hadn’t known it ahead of time, but went along with Belle.

      “There’s no stopping Belle, once she has her mind set.” He said she might be brusque, but she was fair in all matters and well-intentioned.

      Boot steps sounded on the back porch, bringing Kit out of her thoughts and she swung her gaze to the door.

      It opened and Carter walked in. Her stomach did that silly little twisty-swishy thing again.

      Swoon.

      Damn, she had it bad.

      Today he looked as good as he always did. Something about him went beyond his hard, masculine cowboy looks that made him even sexier. He wore a western shirt and a straw Stetson. Faded Wrangler jeans fit him perfectly, and he wore a crafted leather belt with a silver buckle that had a longhorn steer head imprinted on it. His dusty boots made him look somehow rougher.

      He approached and she steadied herself by bracing a hand on the countertop.

      “Ready to head out on that ride?” He had a slight drawl that many Arizona cowboys spoke in.

      She wanted to sigh and melt every time he spoke.

      “I’ve been looking forward to it all week.” She gestured to the sack of food and the two thermoses. “I think I have enough.”

      He got so close to her she could smell his sun-warmed flesh and the masculine scent she’d come to associate with him. His body heat warmed her even though no part of them were touching.

      The fact that he was regularly in her “personal space” made her certain he had some kind of feelings for her too, whether sexual or more. He would get close enough that all she had to do was lean forward just a bit and she could kiss him. She hadn’t, of course, but she had wanted to.

      She was pretty sure he wanted to as well. Like now.

      “Guess we should go,” he murmured before he picked up the bag with their lunch in one hand and grasped both handles of the thermoses with his other. “Let’s head on out.” He turned and strode toward the back door.

      She nodded and followed. He paused and she almost ran into him. “Do you have a hat?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I didn’t even think about it.”

      He glanced at the hat rack. “Down at the bottom is one of my sisters’ hats. I think it’s Leeann’s. Go ahead and grab it. You can’t go out into the sun without something covering your head

      Kit bent and snagged the small straw western hat that had a leather hat band decorated with Conchos.

      He nodded as she straightened and set it on her head. “That’s better.” He gave her a quick grin. “You look cute in a hat.”

      She laughed. “So do you.”

      He chuckled and shook his head as he turned to go out the back door. “First time I’ve been called cute since I was just a kid.”

      “Ha.” She stepped through the doorway as he held the door open. “I bet all the girls called you cute in high school.”

      He snorted. “That doesn’t count.”

      They walked out into the cool morning, onto the soft ground that was a little damp from last night’s downpour.

      “I love the smell of rain.” She inhaled deeply and looked up to see a few wisps of white across the blue. “Not much in the way of clouds.”

      He eyed the sky before shaking his head. “Doesn’t look like rain.” He nodded to the barn as they neared it. “I packed waterproof ponchos in the saddlebags in case those storm clouds do come on back.”

      “A little rain won’t hurt.” She pushed her hair over her shoulder. “I haven’t been out to your barn yet.”

      “Sorry about missing our date to tour the ranch.” He reached the barn, flipped a latch, and opened the door. “Sasha came into the world earlier than expected.”

      Date. He’d called it a date again.

      She almost rolled her eyes at her silly schoolgirl thoughts.

      “Apologies definitely not needed.” She walked into the cool recesses of the barn and blinked to get used to the dimmer light. The whinny of a horse and a calf’s bawl greeted her.

      “Hold on.” Carter put his hand on her arm. “Don’t step in the cow patty.”

      Kit glanced down at a pile of fresh cow manure.

      “Not sure who missed this one,” he said. “I’ll grab a shovel.” He set the insulated bag and the thermoses on a hay bale before heading to the back of the barn.

      While she waited for him, she let her gaze drift over the stacks of baled alfalfa hay and straw; sacks of grain; as well as a wall of well-kept tack.

      The barn smelled of dirt, hay, and livestock, all familiar smells that reminded Kit of her grandparents’ much smaller barn.

      After Carter took care of the cow patty, he gestured for her to follow him. He started toward the aisle that ran down the center of the barn, between the stalls. “I’d like you to meet Little Joe.”

      Kit joined him and they came to a stop in front of one of the stalls. A huge black and white horse put his head over the stall door.

      Carter stroked the horse’s face. “This here is Little Joe.”

      “Hi, handsome.” Kit reached out and touch the horse, and felt the short coarse hair of his nose against her fingertips. She glanced at Carter. “I hate to be the one to break it to you, but there’s nothing little about this guy.”

      Carter smiled. “Mom named him after ‘Little Joe’ Cartwright on that old show Bonanza. I grew up watching reruns.”

      “I was wondering if that’s who he was named after.” Kit smiled. “Since your dad’s name is Joe, I guess it could have gone either way.” Carter chuckled as Kit looked over the horse. “Is he a Pinto?”

      “Yep. Sounds like you know something about horses,” he said.

      “A little.” She shrugged one shoulder. “No actual experience, but when I was a kid I was fascinated with horses. I was an obsessive reader, and I read a lot about them.”

      Carter patted Joe’s neck. “He’s a great ride for a first timer like you.”

      She pointed to herself. “Me? On a horse this big?”

      He nodded, an amused smile on his lips. “Little Joe is gentle and easy to ride.”

      She looked from the horse to the dirt beneath her feet. “Yeah, but there’s a lot of distance between his back and the ground.”

      “True.” Carter pushed up the brim of his hat. “Trust me. He’s a nice, solid, comfortable ride and doesn’t spook easy.”

      “Sounds like my Lexus, other than the spook easy part. They both have horsepower, too.” She ran a hand along the horse’s neck. His coat was short and smooth beneath her palm. “I’ll trust you this time. But if I end up on the ground, I’m coming after you.”

      He chuckled. “Promise?”

      “Ha.” She shook her head but had to hold back a smile. “Men.” She gave Little Joe one more pat. “I’m going to call you LJ.”

      “LJ?” Carter raised a brow.

      She dug a hair band out of her pocket as she spoke and pulled her hair back into a ponytail. “Sounds more manly that Little Joe.”

      “If you say so.” He moved to the next stall and she stayed close to him. “This is Heidi.”

      “Aren’t you a beautiful girl.” Kit brushed the horse’s soft muzzle. “I bet you’re spoiled.” Kit didn’t look at Carter as she added, “I bet he spoils all his women.” She bit her lip as her face warmed. She couldn’t believe she’d just said that out loud.

      His laugh was so close behind her that hair prickled with awareness at her nape. “I aim to please.”

      “I’m sure you do.” She scratched behind Heidi’s ear, her skin tingling with awareness of how close Carter was behind her. She didn’t dare turn around, because he might just see in her eyes what he was doing to her.

      Kit cleared her throat as she looked at the distinctive coloring on the horse. “She’s an Appaloosa, isn’t she?”

      “Yep.” Carter moved back to the Pinto’s stall and Kit nearly sagged with relief because the intensity of his presence had nearly been too much. He reached for a bridle and slid it over the horse’s head. “Let’s saddle up Little Joe.”

      She smirked as brought the huge Pinto out of the stall. “You mean LJ.”

      “Of course.” He winked before he gathered up tack and started saddling the horse.

      She helped him by following his instructions, still wondering how on earth she was supposed to ride LJ. She didn’t know the first thing about getting on an animal this big, much less avoiding falling off. Guess she was going to learn.

      Carter saddled both horses with deliberate moves, making sure everything was cinched tightly and on securely. He slid the insulated bag into one saddlebag, and shoved one thermos into LJ’s saddlebag and the other into Heidi’s.

      When it was time to get settled into LJ’s saddle, Kit felt like tumbleweeds bounced around in her belly. Carter gave her instructions on what she needed to do.

      After he’d gone through everything, he helped her up and into the saddle on the left side. The leather creaked beneath her as she grasped the pommel and slid her booted feet into the stirrups.

      LJ remained steadfast and solidly in place as she adjusted herself in the seat and tried to get comfortable. She was surprised at how much she was shaking. She held onto the pommel with a death grip.

      Carter put a hand on her thigh and she shot a look at him. “It’s okay, Kit. You’re safe and you’ll do just fine.”

      She barely heard him because all she could do was feel the heat of his touch through her jeans. His palm was big and warm and it sent thoughts through her mind that involved no clothes and lots of skin sliding against skin.

      “Kit?” Carter’s voice cut into her thoughts. “You all right?”

      Not in the least. She nodded and gripped the pommel tighter. “Yes. Just ready to get going.”

      Carter gave a slow nod. “Before we leave, I’m going to go through some things with you so that you’ll feel more comfortable on the ride.”

      She was all for that.

      He spent time showing her the proper way to use the reins, the cues and commands LJ responded to, how to sit in the saddle, and how to use her knees.

      When he was confident that she could handle riding on her own, she nodded. “I’m ready.”

      He patted her thigh and the intensity of his gaze made her whole body shiver with desire.

      She didn’t know if she could handle having him touch her without losing her mind from the need to have him. To be with him.

      He slid his hand down her knee, sending more electricity through her, before he moved to Heidi and mounted the Appaloosa.

      Once they started off, Kit stopped worrying about how Carter was making her feel and focused on riding the horse. Even though LJ was smooth and solid beneath her, she still felt like she was going to slide off the horse and end up being dragged across the desert.

      “You’re doing fine.” Carter coaxed her from her perch on the ledge without her even saying how she was feeling out loud. “You aren’t going to fall off.”

      “I hope you’re right.” She gripped the reins tighter. “Because I’m a lot more scared than I thought I’d be. He’s big, he’s moving, and there’s no seatbelt.”

      “Maybe you need a booster seat.” His voice was teasing. “I can arrange for that.”

      She shot him a look. “Very funny. If you don’t behave, you won’t get any of the treat I brought for you.”

      He looked like he was pretending to think hard. “If I’m good do I get gummy bears? Cheerios?” Or how about ice cream?”

      “Taking ice cream with us would be a neat trick as we ride out into the desert.” She laughed and realized he’d gotten her mind off of riding LJ, if only for a moment.

      She looked ahead of them at the valley and the Superstition Mountains crouched in front of them. The mountains were tall, standing somewhat alone and separate from the other ranges in the area.

      “Lots of history and tales about the Superstitions.” Carter nodded in the direction of the mountains. “The tales they could tell.”

      “Isn’t there a legend about a miner or something?” she asked.

      “There are quite a few legends involving the Superstitions.” He was so relaxed and at home in the saddle that she was envious. “The “Lost Dutchman Mine” is one of the most popular of them all. You’ll find dozens of books and plenty of stories involving a prospector named Jacob Walz. He wasn’t actually a Dutchman, he was born in Germany in the early 1800’s.”

      Carter went on to tell her the tale about the mine, or a version of one, since there were so many. Listening to him took her mind off of her fear of riding because the way he told the story made it so fascinating.

      He told her a few popular tales of what was actually one mountain, a collection of rough terrain with thousands of mesas, plains, peaks, cliffs, bluffs, and plateaus. Many had gone into the mountain never to be seen or heard from again, and much of the area remained unexplored.

      Kit let her gaze drift over the land. I could learn to love this land. She glanced at Carter. I think I already do.
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      A droplet of water landed on Kit’s nose and she wiped it off. She started to say something when more drops sprinkled down on her and the horse. She looked up at the sky, the sun still shining with the closest clouds appearing to be miles away. A drop landed on her cheek, another on her forehead, and one on her eyelid.

      “The devil’s beating his wife.” Carter caught her attention.

      She looked at him with curiosity. “What?”

      “That’s what my grandma always says if we have a sunshower.” Carter glanced up at the sky and looked back at her. “When the sun is shining and it seems like rain comes out of nowhere.”

      “I’ve never been in a sunshower.” Kit shook her head. “What does the saying mean?”

      Carter pushed up the brim of his hat. “The raindrops represent the wife’s tears.”

      “Well, that’s cheery.” Kit smiled and realized no more drops were landing on her. “The rain stopped.”

      “Sunshowers are usually brief.” He adjusted his hat again. “So how are you feeling about the country life in your first week here?”

      “I’m enjoying it.” She shifted in her saddle as LJ picked his way through the brush. “It’s so different than L.A., which is superficial compared this lifestyle.”

      “I can’t imagine living in a place like L.A.” Carter shook his head. “I’ve visited a few times and visiting is more than enough for me.”

      Kit realized she was feeling comfortable with the rocking motion of the horse’s stride and she didn’t feel nearly as nervous as she had.

      “It’s no place to raise a family, as far as I’m concerned,” Carter said. “Do you want kids someday?” His question came out of left field.

      Kit snapped her attention to him. “I like kids.” She swallowed. “But I’m unable to have any.”

      She knew she should tell him the rest, but the pain of guilt and regret burned deep inside.

      His look softened. “Are you all right, Kit?”

      She nodded. Her throat was thick and ached.

      “Not everyone can who wants them.” He gave her a reassuring smile. “Adoption is always an option. Plenty of children out there in the world who don’t have parents and need a good family.”

      She knew that better than anyone. She should tell him about Michael. Now.

      “Phoenix has a homeless shelter who could use a cook now and again.” Carter took her off guard again. “I volunteer once a month. If you’d like to go next Sunday, you’re more than welcome to join me.”

      “I’d like that.” She found herself looking at him with new eyes. He kept surprising her. “I’ve worked with the homeless in L.A.” And I lived with them in San Francisco.

      “I don’t think enough people appreciate what they have.” He spoke in his slow, thoughtful drawl. “So many ignore the plight of people who need a second chance.”

      “My mother, sister, and I were homeless.” Kit blurted out the words. “When my sister and I were teenagers, after our father died. It was the kindness of strangers and my mom’s hard work that finally got us off the street.” As she spoke, she was afraid he would look at her differently now.

      “That’s why you were upset when my sister blundered onto the topic at dinner,” he said quietly. “She’s kind of like a bulldozer sometimes—just plows down anything in her way. Jill doesn’t mean anything by it. She just doesn’t always have a lot of tact.”

      “It’s all right.” Kit looked ahead as LJ and Heidi started heading up an incline. “Most people are fortunate not to have had any experience with being homeless or having a relative who is.”

      “I’m sorry you had to go through it,” he said. “Look how far you’ve come. And you said your mom owns a bookstore coffee shop.”

      “Yeah.” Kit’s heart felt like it weighed ten tons. “But my sister is still on the street. Mom and I have tried to give Sarah jobs, a place to live, and help to get her off drugs, but she still ends up strung out on crack and living in the shelter.”

      “Damn.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry to hear that. Anything I can do to help?”

      The fact that he’d just offered to help Sarah, melted Kit’s heart a little. “Thank you, Carter. I brought her to L.A. to live with me a couple of years ago, but then she disappeared. I was frantic until Mom said she’d shown up back in San Francisco, asked Mom for money, and went back to the street.” A deep feeling of sadness for her little sister penetrated Kit’s bones. “Maybe I need to get her completely away from California and help her start a new life.”

      “Sarah is welcome here.” Carter’s serious tone told Kit more than his words did. “I can find her a job here, at another ranch, or in town.”

      The backs of Kit’s eyes ached, as if she might cry. “You’re a good man, Carter McLeod.”

      He shook his head. “I’m just a man who believes in doing the right thing.”

      She smiled. “My mom would like you.”

      “I’m betting your mom is a great woman.” He smiled. “Mine thinks you’re terrific. Not to mention your cooking. Should have heard her raving to the neighbors when I visited her the other day.”

      “I enjoyed meeting your whole family that first night.” Kit couldn’t believe it was only just over a week ago—it seemed much longer. “They’re a lot of fun.”

      “I like to think so.” Carter moved easily with the horse as Heidi continued up a steeper incline. Kit wasn’t feeling quite as confident on the back of LJ as Carter clearly did on his own horse. It was easy to see that he had practically been born in the saddle.

      “I can’t see you wanting to be a ranch cook for the rest of your life.” Carter looked at her as though trying to figure something out. “What is it you want in the long run?”

      “Who says I don’t want to stay a ranch cook?” She laughed. “Okay, one day I do want to own my own restaurant.” She tilted her head to the side. “I could start out slow, with a great dining experience for patrons in a smaller town, like King Creek. After time, I could sell it and move on up to a more upscale location, possibly Scottsdale.”

      “So you intend to stay in Arizona?” he asked.

      “I’ve always liked my visits to this state.” She looked ahead as they continued into the Superstition Mountain foothills. She glanced back at him. “Yes, I think I’d like to stay here. You’re right about L.A., and it’s a rat race I don’t want to go back to.”

      A sexy smile curved his lips. “That means we get to keep you.”

      She grinned. “Not sure how the men are enjoying what I make. They seem to be choking it down.”

      Carter laughed and shook his head. “Those men are so spoiled now that if you try to leave I think they’d rope you and keep you tied up in the kitchen.”

      “There’s an image.” Kit pictured herself hogtied on the kitchen floor. “How would I get anything done?”

      “I’m sure they’d let you free long enough to cook.”

      She laughed and surprised herself with her next question. “So why aren’t you married and raising a houseful of kids?”

      His voice dropped an octave. “Up until now, I haven’t found the right woman.”

      A thrill rolled through her belly as he looked at her in a way she had never been looked at before. Wanted, desired, needed…and more.

      She wanted to tease him, to get him to say more, but she was afraid she was venturing into dangerous territory.

      Yeah, she should definitely change the subject about now. She shouldn’t have gone there to begin with.

      She looked down at the pommel she gripped while still holding loosely onto the reins. “Where are the best places to eat in King Creek?”

      “Depends on what you want,” Carter said. “If you’d like home cooking and a good fish fry, that would be Mabel’s Diner. The best barbeque in Arizona is Jake’s Longhorn Steakhouse. Los Dos Vaqueros can’t be beat for Mexican food.”

      “I’ll have to try them all.” Kit gave a firm nod. “I’m in the mood for Mexican sometime soon.”

      “I’ll take you.” His easy response made her feel it was the most natural thing in the world for him to be taking her out. “I haven’t had Mexican food for a while.”

      She smiled. “I’d like that.”

      “We have an annual barbeque out at the ranch every summer.” Humor lit his eyes. “Are you up to fixing dinner for a hundred or so of our closest friends?”

      “Only a hundred?” She waved it away. “No problem. I happen to make a mean barbeque sauce, too. Jake’s Longhorn may make the best in Arizona, but I make the best in the west.”

      He chuckled and she grinned. “You think I’m kidding, don’t you?”

      “No, honey.” He shook his head. “When it comes to food, I think you’re damned serious.”

      It was almost noon by the time they entered the shade on the outer edges of a forest.

      His stomach made a loud rumbling sound as they rode beneath fluttering oak and sycamore leaves and past swaying juniper branches.

      She grinned. “Your stomach says let’s eat lunch.”

      He nodded and answered her grin with his own. “Couldn’t be more perfect timing.” He brought his horse to a halt and swung down so both feet were on the ground.

      LJ came to a stop beside Heidi, and Kit realized now she’d have to get off. She’d become so comfortable, thanks to their talks and Carter’s easy storytelling, that she’d forgotten to be scared. He’d been right, LJ was an easy ride.

      Carter appeared at her side, on the left side of the horse. “I’ll help you dismount.”

      She grimaced. “It’s a long way down.”

      “You’ll do fine.” He gave her a reassuring smile. He instructed her how to swing her leg over and helped her down. The moment she was on the ground, she realized two things. First, she was already saddle-sore.

      Secondly, but more importantly, she and Carter were standing so close her breasts were touching his chest, and his hand was on her hip. She tipped her head back and looked into his whiskey-brown eyes that grew darker by the moment. He focused on her mouth and she could see the hunger in his expression. Hunger for her.

      Her nipples hardened to tight points and her breasts and sex ached. Her throat worked and she didn’t know what to say or do.

      A long moment passed. His jaw tightened and his voice was rough when he finally spoke. “I’ll get the blanket and the insulated bag with the food. You get one of the thermoses.”

      “Okay.” The word barely came out as he moved away and grabbed the blanket roll from behind Heidi’s saddle.

      She let out her breath in a rush.

      Dear God.

      She pulled a thermos out of LJs saddlebag and wandered a few feet away. “I can tell already I’m going to be saddle-sore.” Her legs ached, especially the insides of her thighs, as she headed to a clear area beneath the trees. “How’s this?”

      “Perfect.” He nodded as he walked up her side.

      They moved a few rocks out of the way and he laid the blanket down on the earth that was still slightly damp. Trees and bushes surrounded them, and the air was cool in the shade.

      Moments later and they were relaxing and eating roast beef and egg salad sandwiches. He shook his head. “I have never had sandwiches that taste this good. What did you put in them?”

      She shrugged. “A little of this and a little of that.”

      He shook his head as he finished the sandwich. “You are a magician in the kitchen.”

      With a laugh she tossed him a bag of chips. “Try these.”

      He raised an eyebrow before opening the bag and trying one of the chips. It crunched as he bit into it. “Homemade?”

      She nodded. “You betcha.”

      “You’re not just a magician, you’re a wizard.”

      “So now I’ve graduated from magician to wizard.” She laughed.

      “And an enchantress.” He looked at her in a way that made her warm from head to toe.

      After he polished off the sandwiches and annihilated the potato chips, she handed him a large baggie with the twelve cookies she’d brought.

      “You remembered the cookies.” He reminded her of a little boy as he took a cookie out and devoured it. “Damn, they’re good.” He brushed crumbs off his shirt. “There’s something different about them. Not just the toffee, but another ingredient that makes them even better. What is it?”

      She gave a mischievous smile. “Super-secret recipe.”

      He responded in a low, sexy drawl as he set the baggie of cookies down. “I bet I could tickle it out of you.”

      Her eyes widened and she shook her head. “Noooo. Not that.” She was as ticklish as hell.

      She started to scramble away, but he moved toward her too fast. He grabbed her arm and rolled her onto her back before he pinned her body by straddling her hips. She gasped as he gripped both her wrists in one big hand and pressed them against the blanket, above her head.

      With his free hand, he tickled her beneath her arm and she squealed with helpless laughter. She squirmed in his hold, giggling so hard tears flowed from her eyes as he searched for ticklish places on her.

      She cried, “Mercy, mercy.”

      Carter stopped tickling her. “Are you going to give me the recipe?”

      Kit’s heart thundered as she stared up at him. Not just from the bout of tickling, but from the desire that suddenly darkened his eyes.

      Her lips parted and her heart seemed to pound in a choppy rhythm.

      He lowered his head and brushed his lips over hers in a feather-light touch, and she didn’t think she could breathe anymore.
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      Kit sighed as Carter’s lips met hers and it was like everything in the world was perfect and right. He nipped her bottom lip with his teeth before sliding his tongue into her mouth. He kissed her long and deep, and a soft whimper escaped her.

      She wriggled beneath him, wanting more of him, to feel all of him.

      He moved so that his hips were between her thighs and lowered himself so that she felt his weight and his solid muscular body. His erection pressed against her belly and she wrapped her legs around his hips, drawing him even closer.

      His kiss became more passionate and her response was the same.

      Everything shifted as what started out as slow and sensual became rougher and needier.

      A rumble rose in his throat, a primal sound that sent a thrill through her, from her breasts to the place that ached between her thighs. She wanted him inside her, wanted him to fill her in every way possible.

      She wanted him.

      He moved his mouth from hers and she gasped for air as he dragged his lips along her jaw line. His stubble abraded her soft skin as he moved his mouth to her ear.

      His voice was rough and edgy. “I. Want. You.”

      “God, yes.” She slid her arms around him and squirmed, rubbing herself against him, as if that might assuage her need. It only served to make her feel wilder that before.

      He fastened his mouth over hers again. This time his kiss was more forceful, but she still demanded more of him in her answering kiss.

      What had been an easy, playful dance all week rushed to a feverish pitch of their combined desires. He groaned as he slid his mouth down the curve of her neck to the hollow of her throat, and brushed a kiss over the soft skin.

      He moved lower, to the V of her blouse, and then moved his mouth to her breast. She arched her back and cried out as he sucked her cloth-covered nipple into his mouth.

      She writhed in sheer pleasure as he lightly nipped at the taut nub. He slid his mouth to her other nipple and sucked it hard enough that she gasped. She was so wet and needed him inside her so much, and soon.

      He rose onto his knees and she almost begged him to come back to her as her hands slid from his back to his forearms. He grasped her blouse, and in their wild state she almost expected him to rip it open, sending buttons flying all over the blanket.

      Instead, he unbuttoned her blouse, his eyes on hers the entire time. She bit her lower lip as she gripped his biceps.

      He pushed the blouse away, grasped her bra, and pulled it beneath her breasts. Cool air brushed her skin and tightened her nipples even more.

      “Beautiful.” He cupped both her breasts then moved his gaze to meet hers. “Every bit of you is gorgeous.”

      Her whole body heated from his words and the way he seemed to drink her in. She’d never had anyone look at her the way he was right this moment. She couldn’t think of a response, so she reached up, slid her fingers into his hair, and pulled his head down toward her breast.

      He gave a soft laugh that turned into a groan as he slid his warm mouth over her nipple and pinched and pulled her opposite one with his fingers. She groaned, too, as he licked and sucked, and drove her to the point of frenzy the way he teased and tantalized her. He dragged his mouth down the slope of her breast, and a slight breeze tightened the wet nipple.

      “Carter.” His name came out in a rush. “I—please.”

      He flicked her nipple with his tongue before sucking it into his mouth. Her core flooded and she felt a need so great she didn’t think it could be completely satisfied.

      She needed something and she needed it now.

      He slid his mouth up the column of her throat to her lips. He paused. “You take my breath away. Every time I see you, every time I’m with you.”

      Surprise made her still for a moment. Sincerity marked each of his words. She swallowed. “I feel the same way.”

      “Good.” He rubbed his erection against her, “I want you to want me, just as much as I want you.”

      She managed to get out a shaky laugh. “No problem there.”

      Even though she was wearing jeans, his cock was thick and hard between her thighs, pressing against her sex. But he wasn’t naked and he needed to get that way.

      “Clothes.” She gasped as he continued each erotic thrust. “Get them off.”

      He rose up on his haunches as he pulled his T-shirt over his head.

      Dear God, he was beautiful in such a hard, masculine way that made blood rush through her veins.

      His muscles flexed as he dropped the T-shirt onto the blanket, and his expression grew more intense and focused as his gaze held hers.

      He grasped his belt buckle and unfastened it before pulling the belt out of the loops and tossing it aside. The buckle hit the thermos and clanked as it went down.

      She watched him rise. He looked so very tall as he stood on the blanket. He toed off his boots and kicked them away before removing his socks and dropping them onto the boots.

      When he stripped off his jeans and boxer briefs, her mouth watered. Big and thick—she had to taste him.

      She shifted and rose to her knees. He started to take off his hat, but she grabbed his arm. “Leave it on, cowboy.”

      His sensual smile sent tingles through her entire body, tightening her bare nipples and causing more moisture to dampen her panties.

      Still on her knees, she shrugged out of her shirt and ditched her bra.

      

      Carter didn’t think he was going to survive much longer without tasting Kit and being inside her. He began to lower himself between her thighs again. She stopped him when she wrapped her hand around his cock. He stilled.

      “That’s right.” She moved her mouth closer to the head of his erection. “I’ve got you.”

      She darted her tongue out and he hissed a sound of pleasure and desire as she tasted his semen. She slid her mouth down his length, bringing his cock to the back of her throat and he let out a groan that vibrated his entire body.

      He watched her as she focused on him at the same time his cock slid in and out of her mouth. Her breasts swayed and bounced with her movements.

      Well, fuck. He was going to come in her mouth if she kept up the slow assault.

      He speared his fingers into her soft hair, feeling the silkiness of it in his palms. He thrust his hips slowly, in time with her movements as her head slid up and down. His cock moved in and out of the wet heat of her mouth as she sucked and licked.

      Stars started to spark at the edge of his vision. “Stop, Kit.” The words came out in a harsh growl that he hadn’t intended. She let his cock slide out of her mouth before running her tongue along her lower lip.

      His voice rumbled from his chest. “I’m in no condition to control myself if you keep that up.”

      A sexy smile turned up the corners of her lips.

      Lord, he wasn’t going to make it.

      He got onto his knees, so that they both knelt together, and then he put his hands on her shoulders and gently pressed against them. “Lie down, honey.”

      She slowly obeyed. When she was on her back, he grasped one foot and then the other, sliding off each of her boots, followed by her socks.

      “Are your feet ticklish, too?” He ran one finger down her arch. “Answer the question.”

      “Yes.” She hissed the word and squirmed. “You don’t play fair.”

      “No, I don’t.” He couldn’t help a smile. “But that’s good to know.”

      He stopped and lowered her foot before he reached for the button on her jeans. He unbuttoned and unzipped the denim before he tugged her jeans over her hips.

      All that remained were her black panties. He slid his finger over the cloth covering her folds and smiled as he felt the damp fabric.

      Her throat worked. She started to say something, but appeared to have completely forgotten what she had planned to say when he stripped off her panties.

      He didn’t wait for her to gather her senses as he lowered himself between her thighs. “Now you’re mine.”

      

      Kit didn’t have a moment to give his words a second thought. One moment she was breathing, and the next she wasn’t, as he went down on her.

      “Carter!” Her voice bounced off the trees and birds took flight as he swiped his tongue over her clit.

      She wriggled at the pure, sweet torture. He clasped her legs with his big hands, pressing her thighs apart with his shoulders.

      He licked her folds in tantalizing swirls...nipping, licking, sucking.

      Tears wet the corners of her eyes as sheer pleasure swept through her, bringing with it an oncoming orgasm.

      She grasped the blanket to either side of her, as if that might tether her to the earth when she came. She had no doubt about what was coming now.

      All the sensations she was experiencing grew in proportion. Naked on a blanket in a forest...cool air sliding over her skin...Carter’s soft hair sliding on her inner thighs...his stubble rough against her fair skin.

      Closer...God, she was almost there...

      The orgasm tore through her. Her eyes flew open and another cry ripped from her throat.

      She was vaguely aware of the tearing sound of a wrapper. Her thoughts became coherent again the moment Carter slid inside her.

      Her eyes flew open and she gasped as he stretched her, filled her, with his thick, hard length.

      “Fuck,” he said as he moved in and out, his warm brown eyes drinking her in. “I’ve never felt anything as good as you in my life.”

      She wrapped her arms around him, raising her hips in time with his thrusts. She dug her nails into his ass, feeling the hard muscles flex beneath her palms.

      “You feel so good inside,” she whispered. So, so incredibly good.

      Perfect.

      He paused in his thrusts and looked down at her, sweat beading on his forehead. “I could stay like this forever, right inside of you.”

      She moved her palms up his back. “Yes.” She let out a moan as he started moving again.

      They moved in time, faster and faster. Kit thought she just might climb so high she could never come down again.

      And as long as she was with Carter, that would be just fine.

      Her skin flushed with heat, perspiration breaking out over her flesh. His body was slick against hers, the heat between them growing with every movement they made.

      Another climax roared toward her, faster and faster. Like a tsunami raging toward an island, there was no stopping what was coming next.

      Pleasure expanded and grew to proportions that were out of her control.

      Higher, higher, higher--

      Her orgasm slammed into her like a giant wave crashing down on the shore. Her cry was louder this time. A part of her recognized that she might just have scared away every animal in the forest.

      The bigger part of her didn’t care. The fantastic orgasm that swept through her heated her entire body and caused her mind to swim.

      She didn’t think it was going to stop. She didn’t want it to stop. And then it was almost too much.

      Carter stiffened and as she watched him his jaws tensed, his teeth bared. He let out a powerful groan through clenched teeth as he pressed himself tight against her.

      His cock throbbed inside her as her core contracted around him.

      She watched him as his body went lax. All that kept him from collapsing on her were his arms, his muscles bulging as he braced his hands to either side of her head.

      His breaths came in ragged gasps and her own was uneven.

      He watched her, his gaze roving over her face. He brought his hands to her cheeks and brushed away droplets of perspiration from her cheeks.

      “I never planned for this to happen.” He didn’t take his eyes from hers. “But I’m glad it did.”

      She felt him still inside her--even now he still filled her completely.

      “I’m glad, too.” She smiled. “Sorry you didn’t get to finish your snickerdoodles.”

      He laughed and slid out of her before he eased off. He settled on his side next to her, and started to trace figure eights on her belly. “You know I’m going to want more.”

      She gave him a teasing look. “Cookies or sex?”

      “I want the whole package.” The corner of his mouth quirked into the cutest grin. “But I’ll take sex and cookies, too.

      What did he mean he wanted the whole package? She rolled to face him and searched his gaze, as if that would tell her.

      He traced her jawline with his fingertip. “You are an amazing woman, Kit. I’m glad you came into my life.”

      “Yeah.” She smiled. “Me, too.” A sudden gust of wind rushed over their bodies, cooling and drying their skin. She shivered. “Getting chilly out here.”

      He wrapped her in his embrace as he murmured in her ear. “I’ll keep you warm.”

      She relaxed and sighed. She could get used to this. Yeah, she could definitely get used to this.
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      The midnight sky looked like dark blue velvet studded with millions of crystals as Kit stared up at the stars. It was unbelievable how clearly she could see the stars, and how many. She’d never seen anything like this in the city.

      She lay next to Carter, on a blanket on the back lawn. She liked lying beside him, being with him. She thought about the first time they made love, and couldn’t believe weeks had already passed since that day.

      They held hands, a peacefulness between them. Cool air skimmed their skin. It had been a lower temperature today than usual in May, and now that it was so late the coolness chilled her nose.

      The low of cattle came from the north pasture and a calf bawled. A coyote chose that moment to howl, the sound echoing in the night. Several other coyotes started yipping, and then the night quieted again. Other than those distant noises, a sense of peacefulness had descended on the land.

      She sure didn’t miss city noises of traffic and what seemed like the frequent wail of sirens. She could truly come to love this. Truthfully, she already had.

      Fact was…she had fallen completely and hopelessly in love with Carter.

      Which was why she seriously needed to start thinking about moving back to L.A.

      A twinge of sadness threatened to overpower the happiness she felt now. This wouldn’t last, so she needed to leave before her heart was shattered forever. One day he would wake up and realize she wasn’t the right woman for him—she couldn’t have children.

      Anymore.

      She did owe him the truth before she left. He might even hate her when she told him because she had taken so long. She needed to do that tonight. God, it had been so hard trying to get everything out. She didn’t even know where to start. The longer she put it off, the harder it became to explain.

      Day by day she’d been waiting for all of “this” to end—everything good eventually did. She either made wrong choices or what could have been wonderful slipped away.

      Since she was going to leave, anyway, did she need to spill it all out?

      She wasn’t sure she had the strength to get herself to pack up and go.

      I can’t stay. She swallowed. This perfect bubble is going to burst, and I don’t want to be here when it does.

      Carter’s hand felt warm around hers, and comfortable, like they had done this a thousand times before. She liked how he was always finding excuses to touch her and be around her. He came into the kitchen frequently during the day and spent most of every evening with her.

      The last weeks had been filled with getting settled in with her new position, and various trips and activities with Carter. More horseback riding, a visit to a local “Old West” museum, and hiking were some of the things they’d done. He also liked to take her out to dinner on some weeknights and brunch on Sundays—he’d said it was so someone could wait on her for a change. Some evenings they would just snuggle on the couch and watch a movie.

      It wasn’t easy being around the employees and not letting anyone see the boss was dating the brand new cook. Belle watched them closely when she was nearby, with eyes that saw way too much. Kit was afraid Grace had figured it out, too. If she didn’t like Kit allowing the boss to help her wash dishes, Grace certainly wouldn’t approve of a relationship.

      Being around his family members and keeping everything quiet was even harder. No doubt they suspected Kit and Carter were seeing each other, but they didn’t press, and Carter didn’t offer.

      In front of everyone they were casual together, but when alone, they were anything but.

      She didn’t know why she had let it all happen. She hadn’t intended to lead him on. It was like she was addicted to him, or addicted to love, or both.

      “The stars are so bright, and there are so many.” A brilliant light flared in the dark sky and she pointed in that direction. “A shooting star.”

      “Make a wish.” Carter took her hand and squeezed it. “It’s supposed to be good luck to wish upon a falling star.”

      “I’ve never done that.” She closed her eyes, letting herself think about what she could possibly wish for. She had everything a woman could want.

      Carter, her mind whispered. You want a real relationship with him.

      Crazy thinking. She mentally shook her head. I’m leaving. He deserves so much better than me.

      Carter rubbed the back of her hand with his thumb. “What did you wish for?”

      She opened her eyes and gave him a mischievous smile. It was so natural to be playful with him. “It’s super-secret.”

      He ran his finger down her arm to the inside of her elbow, one sensitive spot where she was ticklish, and she shivered. “Do you want me to tickle it out of you?”

      “No.” She frowned at him. “Don’t you dare.”

      He released her hand, shifted, and braced his forearm on the blanket so that he was looking down at her. “Or what?”

      “No snickerdoodle cookies for you for a while.” She hoped that was enough to stop him from tickling her.

      He skimmed his finger from her elbow up to her cheek. “You’re tough.” He slid his finger down to her mouth and trailed his finger over her bottom lip.

      “You don’t know the half of it.” And he didn’t. She had learned to be more than tough on the street when she’d been homeless with her mom and sister.

      He slid his hand into her hair. “You don’t talk about those days.”

      “I don’t like to talk about them.” She sighed. “It wasn’t a high point in my life.”

      “Tell me. I want to know everything about you.” He studied her. “How did you become homeless?”

      She rubbed her jeans with one hand hard enough to make her skin sting, as if that might help her relieve some of the weight of the memories.

      “After my dad died, we learned he’d mortgaged the house to the hilt, had taken loans out, maxed his and mom’s credit cards, and next to nothing was in the bank.” Kit’s throat hurt at the memory. “No life insurance, no retirement accounts. We found out he had a huge gambling problem, worse than Mom had realized. When he passed away, he left us with nothing.”

      “Damn.” Carter’s features darkened as he watched her, but she sensed anger simmering beneath his skin. “I wish like hell I could have been there for you and your sister and mother back then.”

      For a moment they were both quiet, before she started again. “Mom stopped working years before he died to stay at home with my sister and me, so she had no income.” Kit looked back at the stars. “There wasn’t enough social security built up. My dad had his own printing business, which was in the red, and the business owed tens of thousands in back taxes.” She shook her head. “It was the perfect storm to leave us homeless.”

      She continued, somehow needing to get it all out, to let Carter know everything. “When we knew the bank was going to kick us out of the house, we thought we would at least have my mom’s minivan to stay in until we could make enough money for somewhere to live. But two days before we got evicted, Mom’s minivan was repossessed. It turned out that Dad had secured a loan with Mom’s vehicle as collateral. So we didn’t even have that.”

      Anger burned beneath her skin. How could her father have done that to them and have left them with such a mess? She’d asked herself that question a thousand times.

      “Damn.” Carter shook his head. “I’m sorry you had to go through that, honey.”

      “It’s in the past, yet at the same time it feels like it wasn’t that long ago.” She watched another falling star. “We lived in San Francisco, so it was cold most of the time. We were able to sleep in shelters a great deal of the time.”

      Her voice lowered as shame heated her face. “In the early months, I even stole food. I’m not proud of it, but I had to do something so that we wouldn’t starve to death. I think that’s why I became a chef—we never had enough food.”

      “How did you get off the street?” The tenseness in Carter’s voice betrayed his strong emotions.

      “Mom and I took whatever legal and moral jobs we could find.” Kit’s throat constricted even more. “Small jobs at first, then gradually better positions and better money. Mom socked away everything that she made. What I brought in clothed and fed us.”

      “And now look at you both.” A certain amount of pride for her was in Carter’s voice and that warmed her heart. “Your mom owns the bookstore coffee shop and you’re an incredible chef. Being the head chef at a deluxe boutique hotel is no small accomplishment.”

      “Thank you.” She turned her head and smiled at him. “That means a lot.”

      He stroked hair away from her face. “You must have been through a hell of a lot when you were on the street.”

      “Yes.” It was time for her to tell him everything. About things she’d seen and done…about the older boy…and about the baby.

      She had tried to tell Carter so many times, and every single time she got choked up and couldn’t get the words out. It was one of the most painful events in her life, and so much emotion was wrapped up tightly inside her. Pain, embarrassment, shame, guilt. She felt like she could never begin to be able to unravel it.

      The longer she took, the more it was going to seem like a lie. Day by day it got harder and harder. She just needed to do it.

      Her lips parted as she started to speak. At the same time, Carter lowered his head and kissed her.

      His kiss wiped out every other thought in her mind. It was deep and sensual, a kiss that seared her very soul.

      “You’re so beautiful.” He ran his thumb over her damp lips. “I can’t get enough of looking at you. Hell, I can’t get enough of being with you.”

      She wanted to say she felt the same, but she couldn’t get the words out.

      I shouldn’t even be here.

      “I’ve lived a blessed life, I know that.” Carter rolled onto his back with his fingers laced behind his head. “We were poor when we were growing up, but we had a roof over our heads and plenty to eat. We didn’t want for anything—we had everything we needed.”

      He stared up at the stars. “There were so many of us that it took my parents a while to get to the point where they could afford a bigger house and things we wanted, but we never lacked.”

      “What about your grandparents?” He glanced at her. “You mentioned they died on the way to see your father in the hospital.”

      She nodded, her hair sliding against the blanket. “They did.” Her heart twinged with sadness. “Everything they owned went to my dad’s brother. He sold it all and took off to God knows where. He didn’t even help Mom with the funerals. Three of them. That wiped out every remaining penny we had.”

      This time a tear did roll down her cheek. “When I was old enough to learn everything, I swore I’d punch that bastard if I ever saw him again.”

      “Did you?” he asked softly.

      “Never saw him again.”

      “Too bad.”

      She smiled. “It would have been satisfying to let Uncle Darren have it.”

      He was quiet a moment before he said, “The barbeque is only a week away.”

      Her mind started racing. “There’s so much I need to take care of before then. I want to make sure it turns out well.”

      He clasped her hand and brought it to his lips and kissed her knuckles. “Knowing you, it will be perfect.”

      She smiled. “Thank you.”

      “After the day of the party, we’ll get started on that garden you wanted.” He held her hand in his. “Now that things are slowing down, we’ll get it ready to go in no time.”

      “You remembered.” She looked at him with surprise. “I thought you’d forgotten.” She’d also decided it wasn’t a good idea since she didn’t plan on staying.

      The thought of leaving made her heart hurt.

      He rubbed his thumb over her knuckles. “How could I forget?”

      “Thank you.” Even if it wasn’t going to happen, she appreciated that he wanted to do it for her.

      God. She shouldn’t have let things get even this far. Leaving was going to crush her.

      “It’s getting late.” He wrapped her in his embrace. “We’ll be heading for the homeless shelter in Phoenix pretty early in the morning.”

      “I’m so happy to be involved here.” She snuggled closer to him. “I did all I could in L.A., but it never seemed like enough. As a matter-of-fact, I don’t think I can ever do enough. The kindness of strangers meant everything when people helped us or gave us food.”

      “What kinds of things did you do in L.A.?” he asked.

      “I headed a committee to find donors for clothes and items for youths under eighteen, and I cooked and made things for the homeless.” She grinned. “Believe it or not, I can also crochet a mean hat.”

      He laughed. “Crochet?”

      “You bet.” She nodded. “The sport of champions.” He chuckled and she went on. “I also know how to braid rugs and blankets from old T-shirts, which make amazingly comfortable covers.”

      “You can teach me.” He rubbed the tip of her nose with his. “I could crochet pretty little doilies.”

      She almost snorted with laughter as she pictured the big man making doilies. “I think you should stick to the things you do now—like building houses for families in need. You’ve helped with some beautiful homes.”

      “Like you said, it never seems like enough.”

      She nodded.

      “Let’s get to bed.” He released her and rolled to his feet, then reached his hand for hers before helping her up. “I see a good deal of cuddling ahead.”

      She laughed and kissed him. “My crystal ball tells me the same thing.”
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      The Saturday of the barbeque dawned bright and sunny. Carter looked up at a cloudless blue sky that promised a beautiful day ahead.

      His gaze returned to Kit. God, she was beautiful. Every time he saw her, every chance he had to be with her, his heart grew fuller and fuller. He’d enjoyed women, he’d had close relationships with a few—but he’d never loved any of them. Hell, he hadn’t even known what love felt like.

      Until now.

      Love. Damn. But there it was.

      I love Kit.

      Kit swept her gaze over the tables and chairs set out on the extensive back lawn. “This couldn’t be a more perfect day.”

      Carter put his arm around her shoulders “I ordered the weather just for you.”

      She leaned her head against his chest. “Thank you, for being so sweet like that.”

      He laughed. He loved their conversations and their playful banter.

      “I’d better get back to work.” She raised her head and he let his arm slide from her shoulders, even though he wanted to continue to hold her. “You go do your thing and I’ll do mine.”

      He saluted. “Yes, Ma’am.”

      She laughed and swatted him with the kitchen towel she pulled out of her pocket.

      “Ouch.” He rubbed his ass. “I think you’d better kiss my boo-boo.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Get on out of here, cowboy.”

      He checked his cellphone for the time and then ruffled her silky hair. “Guests start arriving in two hours.”

      “Hey.” She smoothed down her hair. “Watch the ’do. I just took a shower and fixed it.”

      “That’s why you smell so good.” He lowered his head and drank in her orange blossom scent. Such a clean and fresh scent. “You always smell good.”

      “Last time I’m going to tell you.” She put her hands against his chest and he felt the heat of them through his shirt. “Go on now.”

      He swooped down for a kiss and felt her soft mouth beneath his, and she parted her lips. Damn, did it feel good kissing her, and she tasted so sweet. He made sure it was a good long one that would take her breath away. It sure took his.

      “See you later, cowboy.” She shook her head and smiled as she started back to the sliding glass arcadia door that led into the house. Her blonde ponytail swung against her back, and he watched her cute ass as she walked. He loved the way her blue jeans and T-shirt molded to her curves.

      She paused at the door and glanced over her shoulder, smiled, and waved her hand in a shooing motion before entering his home.

      He grinned to himself. He didn’t think he’d smiled so much in his life before Kit came to work for him.

      Something came to mind that he’d heard Kit hum a time or two before—an older Dierks Bentley song, What Was I Thinking?

      Carter started whistling the tune. He knew what he was thinking, and it had everything to do with a future with Kit.
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* * *

      Grace rattled on to Carter about God knew what. He liked Grace, respected and trusted her with his business. But Christ, how the woman could talk.

      His attention wandered and he saw Kit talking with his mother. Kit’s beautiful smile radiated from her like welcome sunshine on a dreary day.

      Today was anything but dreary, and in the midst of close to a hundred neighbors and family, Kit still managed to shine brightest out of everyone at the barbeque.

      He had hired several people to handle serving food and drinks and taking care of guests. He’d wanted Kit to be able to enjoy herself after all the hard work she’d put into the event. She still kept checking in on the temporary staff, but all seemed to be going well.

      “Carter?” Grace’s voice edged in on his thoughts. “Carter. Did you hear what I said?”

      No. He brought his attention back to Grace. She glanced in Kit’s direction, as if to see where his mind had been, before returning her gaze to him.

      “How long do you think the new cook will last?” A hint of something like disapproval was in Grace’s voice.

      The tone Grace spoke in made him pause, and he wondered just how much she suspected about Kit and Carter’s relationship.

      “I think she likes it here.” Carter glanced at Kit again, before looking at Grace. “The employees sure as hell love her cooking.”

      Grace frowned. She was a great manager, but it was clear she suspected something. From prior conversations, he knew she didn’t believe in employees having romantic relationships within the business, and Carter was supposed to be setting an example.

      Before she could say anything, Carter went on, “Kit’s been working her ass off for this get together for weeks.” He nodded in her direction. “I’ll check on her.

      Grace looked like she’d just chewed on a cow patty, but she nodded.

      He rested one hand on Grace’s shoulder and smiled. “You’re terrific at your job and you know I appreciate you.” He smiled. “I got this, Grace.”

      She relaxed beneath his touch and nodded. “Go get her, boss.”

      He smiled and squeezed her shoulder before heading toward Kit. He focused on her, watching the way she laughed, her sexy smile, and the amusement in her eyes. He liked how easily she spoke with his family and how comfortably she fit in the environment.

      “Slow down there, pardner.” Justin caused Carter to stop in his tracks. “I’ve been looking for you. I’d like to introduce you to Jennifer.”

      “Welcome to the ranch, Jennifer.” Carter’s focus shifted to the gorgeous brunette at his brother’s side. Carter extended his hand and she took it. “Justin mentioned you.” Every time he’s around. Justin had a thing for the brunette, but then he had a thing for brunettes in general.

      “It is nice here.” Jennifer spoke with an English accent. She had a faint handshake, and it felt as if her hand might turn to dust within his. She appeared slightly bored as she looked around at the guests milling about. She returned her gaze to Carter. “You have many friends.”

      “It’s a good excuse to get together with folks we know.” Carter hooked his thumbs in his pockets as he studied the brunette. Something about her that he couldn’t quite place, told him this one was trouble. He hoped his brother knew what he was getting into.

      After a few moments of talking with Justin and Jennifer, Carter excused himself and headed straight for Kit.

      When he reached her side, he touched her arm.

      She looked at him and flashed a smile that made his stomach tighten. “Hi, cowboy.” She gave a nod toward his mom. “Julie and I were talking about the garden patch you’re going to start this week. She mentioned you told her about it.”

      He wanted to touch Kit so badly it physically hurt to keep his hands to himself. “We’d do anything to keep our favorite ranch chef.”

      “We?” Julie asked with a teasing smile on her lips.

      His face suddenly felt a little hot. Couldn’t hide a damned thing from his mom. “I’m not gonna let this one go, Mom.”

      The light dimmed a little in Kit’s eyes, but she gave him a bright smile. “I’ve really enjoyed my time at the ranch.”

      Julie tilted her head to the side. “I hear a ‘but’ in there somewhere.”

      Kit seemed to backtrack. “No buts about it. I love it here.”

      Screw it. He didn’t care if everyone in the state knew Kit was his woman.

      My woman.

      Carter put his arm around her and pulled her close. He looked down at Kit and smiled at the surprise in her eyes. Right there in front of God, the ranch employees, and what seemed like the entire town of King Creek, he kissed her long and hard.

      When he drew back from the kiss, she appeared to be too stunned for words.

      “About time.” Julie smiled. “I didn’t know how much longer we were all going to have to keep the act up, pretending not to know about you two.”

      “We?” He echoed his mom as he met her gaze, and she laughed.

      Carter spent the next hour with Kit, his arm around her shoulders as he introduced her to family members she hadn’t met yet, as well as friends and neighbors.

      Kit appeared to be enjoying herself, however he sensed something was off. He couldn’t quite place what it was.

      Every now and then he would join her as she checked in with the temp staff. When everyone else had their food, Carter and Kit filled their plates and sat across from each other at the end of a picnic table. He was hungry as hell and dug in.

      “Damn.” He gestured to his plate with his fork. “Don’t tell Mom, but I’ve never tasted potato salad as good as this.”

      Kit smiled. “It’s just made with baby potatoes and a few everyday ingredients.”

      He shook his head. “I think this is another one of your secret recipes that I’m going to have to tickle out of you.”

      “Don’t you dare.” She grinned. “Maybe we could make some kind of deal.”

      He shoveled his meal in his mouth, pausing only to drink water and rave about her food. The cowboy beans and deviled eggs were incredible, but best of all was her secret recipe BBQ sauce.

      When he finished thirds, he pushed aside his empty plate and took both of her hands in his on the tabletop. “Something’s wrong. I can see it in your eyes, Kit.”

      She started to say something, then hesitated a moment. “There are some things we need to talk about. But later, when the barbeque is over.”

      He frowned. “I don’t like seeing you upset.”

      She straightened and smiled, but the light in her eyes had dimmed. “I’m fine. Let’s—”

      Grace’s voice cut into the conversation. “I have someone here to see you, Kit.” She moved aside so that Carter and Kit could see a young man of about eighteen, wearing a San Francisco Giants baseball cap.

      “Hi, Mom,” the boy said to Kit.

      She went totally still. “Michael?”

      The boy kept his eyes on her. “Yes.”

      Kit stammered, “How—how did you find me?”

      Carter felt like something was crawling down his spine as he watched the exchange. He couldn’t wrap his mind around what was happening. Kit had said she didn’t have kids and wasn’t able to have any children.

      But this young man, Michael, was her son? He could see the resemblance. He had the same moss-green eyes.

      Why had Kit clearly not recognized her son? Why did she ask how he’d found her? The questions continued to pile up in his mind until he almost couldn’t think straight.

      He shoved them all aside.

      None of his questions mattered. What did matter was that Kit had lied to him. Lying was something he couldn’t accept. Wouldn’t accept.

      Carter stood and extended his hand to Michael. “I’m Carter McLeod, the owner of Superstition Springs Ranch.”

      Michael shook his hand. “Nice to meet you, sir.”

      Carter saw Kit’s face from his peripheral vision. Her features had gone pale and she looked stunned.

      “I’ll leave you to talk with your son, Kit.” He barely kept ice from his voice. “I’ll see to my guests.”

      “Thank you.” She looked like she wanted to say more, but Carter turned away.

      He sidestepped Grace and strode toward the house. He needed a moment to himself before he joined his guests again—

      Without Kit at his side.
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      Kit tried to come to grips with two things—the son she had given up for adoption when she was sixteen, eighteen years ago, had tracked her down.

      And Carter had just shut the door on their relationship. She knew it with everything she had.

      She’d planned on leaving anyway, right?

      In that moment she realized the truth. The only way she could have left Carter was for him to push her away. And he’d done just that…because she hadn’t been honest with him.

      For now, she had to set that aside. “Let’s go someplace quieter to talk,” she said to Michael.

      “Sure.” He nodded. “I have some questions.”

      Kit rose from the table, and the two of them strode across the lawn to the guest house, which was a good way from the party. Gradually, conversation and laughter faded into the distance. She and Michael were silent, waiting to be alone before continuing their conversation.

      They passed the plot of land where the garden was supposed to go, and her heart twisted. Carter had picked a spot just for her. He’d treated her so well, and she’d lied to him.

      Michael and Kit rounded the guest house. Like Carter, Michael was so tall he had to duck beneath the arbor before they made it to the front door. She had a hard time believing that the baby boy she’d handed over to the adoption agency in San Francisco, now topped her height by six to eight inches.

      She let him into the small house and closed the door behind him. “Have a seat.”

      He picked the couch and perched on the edge as if ready to dive into a conversation. His features appeared relaxed, but he bounced one leg, showing his nervousness.

      “I could use something cold to drink.” She brushed strands of hair from her face with a sweep of her hand. “Would you like water or lemonade?” She wondered if maybe she should put something strong in her lemonade right now. Did vodka go with it? Probably—vodka went well with just about everything.

      He shifted, looking uncomfortable. “Lemonade sounds good.”

      “Relax.” She smiled. She could see his father in him, and maybe a little of herself. “I’ll be right back.”

      He blew out his breath and nodded.

      She filled two tall glasses with homemade lemonade. Carter always loved her lemonade. Just thinking about him made her throat ache.

      When she returned to the living room, she offered Michael a chilled glassful. He set down the culinary arts magazine that she’d left on the coffee table, then took the glass from her.

      She settled near the edge of her seat, too, in the padded straight back chair cattycorner to the couch where Michael sat. She gripped her glass in both hands as they studied each other.

      For a long moment an uncomfortable silence hung between them.

      “You look like your father,” she finally said. “He was a year younger than you when we met. He was so good looking.” And she’d been young and foolish.

      Michael gave a little smile. “I have your eyes.”

      “You do.” Small talk. Couldn’t she come up with something better than banal conversation? She bit the inside of her lip for a moment before speaking. “You know why I gave you up for adoption?”

      He nodded. “Mom and Dad told me when I was young. I wanted to know why someone would want to give me away.”

      The backs of Kit’s eyes ached and her throat threatened to close off.

      “They explained you were young and you were homeless.” Michael spoke quietly. “You had no way to care for me. They only knew what the adoption agency told them, and the records were sealed until I turned eighteen.”

      Kit swallowed. “That’s all true.”

      “I don’t hold it against you for giving me up.” Michael’s earnest eyes held hers. “You did the best thing you could possibly have done for me. I grew up with great parents in a nice home. It wasn’t perfect, but I didn’t lack for anything. They love me, and they mean everything to me.”

      “I always wondered how things were for you. You don’t know how happy this makes me.” She felt like crying from a combination of relief and gratitude. “I’m sad I couldn’t see you grow up, but I’m so glad to know you’ve had a good life.”

      “I have.” He continued to look at her with the same intensity in his expression. “I’ve always wanted to meet you. Mom and Dad pretty much drilled into me how grateful I should be and that one day, if you were agreeable, maybe we could meet. I’m sorry to have dropped in on you this way.”

      The shame and guilt Kit had felt for almost twenty years started slipping. A stone that had settled deep inside her became lighter and began to drift away.

      “I’m glad you did.” Kit’s smile was genuine. “You’ve lifted a burden from my shoulders. I’ve felt so much guilt since the day the nurses took you. They wouldn’t even let me hold you.” The ache in her throat grew. “It was probably for the best. If I had held you, I don’t know that I would have been able to let you go.”

      “I hope you didn’t mind me calling you Mom.” Michael’s lips turned up in a small smile. “I couldn’t get myself to say Kit or Kathryn, and you are my birth mom.”

      “It makes me feel closer to you and I’m thankful you would want to.” Kit set her untouched drink on a coaster on the coffee table. Her fingers were cool and damp from the condensation on the glass. She dried her palms on her jeans, partially from a residual feeling of nervousness at meeting her son.

      “You said you had some questions.” She tilted her head. “What do you want to know?”

      Michael looked down at his fingers that he’d linked between his knees. “I have a rare form of leukemia.” He reached up and took off his San Francisco Giants baseball cap. He was completely bald.

      Kit’s skin prickled as he gave her the news and she saw the evidence that he’d been treated with chemo. Her son could die? This vibrant young man could be gone…just gone?

      “I need a bone marrow transplant.” He cleared his throat as he fiddled with his ball cap. “I was wondering if you would be willing to see if you or my birth father have the same HLA markers.”

      “Of course.” Kit didn’t hesitate. “The moment we can get an appointment for the blood typing, I will be there.”

      Michael’s expression turned to one of relief. “I was afraid to ask.”

      “Never be afraid to ask me something.” She held his gaze. “I may not have been there for you since you were born, but I’m here for you now.”

      “Thank you.” He said his ball cap on the coffee table. “What about my father?”

      Kit looked at her drink, close to his hat. The shame she had felt all these years had evaporated with her son’s news.

      She looked back at Michael. “Your father—I barely knew him. When he and I…got together, it was brief and irresponsible. I never saw him again, and I didn’t give the hospital his name when you were born.”

      For the first time, thinking about Cody wasn’t strictly a bad memory. “He was homeless, too, but maybe he pulled out of it like my mom and I did. His name was a little different and easy to remember—Cody Haymaker.”

      “Cody Haymaker.” Michael gave a slow nod. “My parents might be able to track him down. They own a private investigations firm.” He gave a sheepish smile. “That’s how I was able to find you all the way out here.”

      With all the revelations, she’d forgotten to ask him that question. “I’m glad they did locate me, Michael, and I hope that I’m a match. If I’m not, maybe your parents can find Cody and hopefully he would turn out to be a match. Whatever happens, I’m here for you now. Okay?”

      He smiled. “Thanks, Mom.”

      Kit stood and went to him, and he got to his feet. She hugged him and he returned her hug.

      “I may not have raised you, but you’ve always had a place in my heart, Michael.” She drew away, her eyes wet with tears. “I’ve never stopped thinking about you and just know I love you.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” He smiled. “Whatever happens, I’m just glad to finally meet you.”

      “You’re going to be all right.” She hugged him again, not wanting to let go, not wanting anything to happen to her baby.
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* * *

      Carter had walked away from Kit and the damned barbeque without looking back. He stood in his home office trying to rein in the storm of feelings raging through him. One thing he’d never tolerated was lying. Kit had said she couldn’t have and didn’t have any children.

      He thought about that time when they had first met and he had asked her. He had a damned good memory. What had he asked her?

      It was her first day on the ranch and they’d been standing in the kitchen. “Married?” he’d asked. “Any kids?”

      Kit hadn’t looked at him—he could picture it clearly. She’d looked so beautiful and he’d been attracted to her in ways he had never been attracted to any woman.

      What had been her response? Her words came back to him.

      “I’ve never been married, and I’ve never raised a child.”

      Not a flat out lie, but a lie by omission.

      He dropped his Stetson onto his desk and pushed his fingers through his hair. He moved to the office window and spotted Michael and Kit walking toward the guest house. His gut clenched as the pair headed around the house and disappeared.

      What about the day he’d asked her if she wanted kids? He remembered her telling him she liked kids, but couldn’t have any.

      Was that true? Had something happened that prevented her from having any more children?

      He let his gaze drift over the crowd of people laughing, eating, playing horseshoes, and participating in other activities. His gaze stopped on the kids riding the pony in the small ring they had set up. Once he’d learned she couldn’t have children, his thoughts had immediately gone to adoption and he’d pictured raising several adopted kids with Kit. He hadn’t even known her that long, and he’d already been thinking about kids with her.

      Adoption.

      Michael had to be eighteen or nineteen. If that was the case, then Kit would have been no more than fifteen or sixteen when he was born. If she had given him up for adoption, that would explain why she hadn’t recognized him.

      Kit had been homeless at that age. He tried to see the whole situation from the point of view of a scared, homeless teenager. She would have had no choice, of course. It wouldn’t have been right for the child to raise him on the street.

      How would that have left her feeling?

      Guilt, pain, sorrow.

      He moved away from the window and picked up the scorpion paperweight his sister had given him when he was young. He thought about his little sister being homeless and pregnant, and having to give up her child.

      The thought nearly drove him to his knees. God, what Kit had gone through…he couldn’t begin to imagine.

      When he’d asked her the questions, she had barely known him. He could understand her not wanting to tell a stranger. However, as much as they shared since then, she should have told him everything along the way.

      Yes, she should have, but did she deserve to be treated badly by him? Was it enough for him to turn his back to her and end the special relationship they shared? He loved her so deeply it hurt like hell to think of never being with her again.

      She didn’t deserve to be treated anyway but as the good, wonderful person she was.

      He scooped up his hat and tugged it low on his brow before heading out the French doors of his office and onto the back lawn. He nodded to guests but kept going. His strides ate up the distance between his home and the guest house.

      When he got the arbor, he ducked under it, leaves brushing his hat. He hesitated at the door and heard voices on the other side.

      He knocked and the voices went quiet. A moment later and the doorknob rattled and then the door swung open.

      Kit stood in the doorway, her eyes damp. She’d been crying.

      “What happened?” His protective instincts jumped by a hundred percent. “Are you all right?”

      She nodded. “I’m fine.” She looked over her shoulder before turning her attention back to Carter. “Michael and I were just talking about… I don’t know if it’s something he wants to share.”

      “It’s fine,” Michael said from behind her.

      Kit stepped out of the way to let Carter into the guest house. The moment he stepped inside, he saw Michael. The young man was completely bald.

      Michael scooped his hat off the coffee table and pulled it on. “I have leukemia,” he said as he adjusted the hat.

      “Damn.” Carter walked into the middle of the room, close to Michael. “Do you mind if I ask you what your prognosis is?”

      The young man shrugged. “Sure.”

      Carter took a chair while Michael and Kit sat on the couch. Kit was no more than a couple of feet from Carter’s chair.

      Michael explained about his diagnosis, the steps that had been taken to date, and that he needed a bone marrow transplant. He talked about his search for a donor and hoping his birth father or mother would qualify as a donor.

      “I hope like hell Kit or your birth father are a match,” Carter said. “I’d be happy to help look for Haymaker. Your mother and I can help finance the search.” He looked at Kit’s surprised expression and leaned forward to reach for her hand. He took it in his. “What’s mine is yours, Kit.”

      She looked too stunned to speak.

      “Thank you, Mr. McLeod,” Michael said.

      Carter looked to Michael. “Call me Carter.” His gaze returned to Kit’s. “I think I’m going to be getting to know you a lot better.”

      Michael seemed to realize Carter needed a moment with Kit. “Mind if I go have some barbeque? Those amazing smells have made me so hungry, it’s about to drive me crazy.”

      “We’ll meet you there,” Carter said, and Kit nodded.

      The moment Michael closed the door behind him, Carter took Kit in his arms and studied her beautiful features.

      “I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you about Michael before.” She placed her hands on his chest. “I tried so many times to tell you I had a son I gave up for adoption when I was sixteen, but couldn’t get the words out.” She searched his gaze. “You also need to know why I can’t have more children. Michael’s birth was difficult and a doctor botched it up so that I am incapable of becoming pregnant again.”

      “Shhh. Don’t worry about not being able to bear children. It’s okay.” He brushed hair from her face. “After I learned you have a son…I had to work it through in my head, why you didn’t tell me. I want you to know I do understand, the best I can without having been in your shoes. You were so damned young and going through so much with being homeless. You did the right thing.”

      “I’ve felt so much guilt for so long. It’s so good to have met him.” Her voice trembled as she continued. “But he’s sick and I’m so scared for him.”

      “We’ll do everything we can for him.” He kissed her forehead. “I’ll be here for both of you every step of the way.”

      “Thank you.” She shook her head. “I can’t begin to thank you enough.”

      “No thanks are needed, Kit.” He caught her face in both hands. “That’s what people do for the ones they love.”

      She stilled but didn’t say anything.

      “I love you, Kit.” He smiled. “I intend to spend the rest of my life with you, loving you.”

      For a long moment she just looked at him. “You are the most amazing man I have ever met and I love you like crazy.”

      He hugged her tight. “Good. Then it’s settled.”

      She laughed. “What’s settled?”

      “You. Me. Always.”
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      Kit sighed and leaned her head on Carter’s shoulder as they relaxed on the terrace of a popular Paris café, near the heart of the boho community. The café, along Rue Abbesses, teamed with life and made for fabulous people-watching in what felt very much like a multicultural bazaar.

      She swirled her favorite French cocktail, kir, in her wine glass. She had adopted the drink the first night they had arrived in France. It was made from crème de cassis—a blackcurrant liqueur—topped with white wine.

      Yesterday, they had gone to a world famous restaurant that she had always wanted to visit and now she had, thanks to Carter. The gorgeous, opulent restaurant, Le Meurice, served classic European cuisine.

      It was so exquisite that the dining experience alone would have made the trip. Everything else was cake. Preferably Petit fours at the quaint bakery on Rue Saint-Dominique and Rue Malar.

      The spring afternoon was beautiful with a seductive breeze drifting over her bare arms. She loved watching Parisians and tourists as they hurried past. She had always dreamed of coming to Paris and trying famous and unknown cafés and restaurants. The food had been nothing short of outstanding, everywhere they went.

      She finished her kir, set the glass on their table, and smiled at her new husband. “This has been the most incredible honeymoon a girl could ever want.”

      “Or a guy.” He winked as he filled two champagne glasses with a bottle from the Champagne region of France. He set down the bottle and raised his glass. “To us, sweetheart.”

      She loved when he called her that. The two-carat diamond solitaire glittered in the lighting as she picked up her own champagne flute. “To us,” she repeated and the light chime of crystal rang in the air as they clinked glasses.

      The exquisite champagne went down easily,

      When she lowered her glass, Carter held his up again. “To Michael being in remission and to Cody Haymaker for coming through as a match.”

      After they drank to that, Kit was feeling a pretty good buzz from the champagne and the kir. She probably had an even bigger buzz from happiness.

      Her life, since meeting Carter, had become incredible. It wasn’t perfect, but she knew she was more than blessed. The only thing that dimmed the light a little was that her sister, Sarah, had refused to get off the street. She was too strung out on drugs to care about anything but whatever she was wrapped up in at the moment. Kit knew Sarah had to live her own life, but it was difficult to watch. It gave Kit such a helpless feeling to not be able to do anything for her sister.

      Everything else had been going well in her life and the lives of those around them. Of course there were bumps along the road for everyone, but that was life.

      Carter had treated Michael like his own son from the beginning, and the two had developed a fast friendship.

      The wedding had been wonderful. Daisy had been Kit’s maid of honor and Michael had given her away during the ceremony. Carter had flown in her mother from San Francisco.

      “So much has happened over this past year.” Kit shook her head. “It’s been nothing short of miraculous.”

      He nodded. “And the adoption will be final soon.”

      “I feel like an expectant mother about to give birth.” She laughed. “We will be going home with two sweet toddlers soon. I can’t wait to be a mommy to the girls.”

      Carter gave an adorable smile. “I’m looking forward to being their daddy.”

      How could a woman not melt with a cowboy who loved children and was a fantastic husband?

      Tomorrow, Carter and Kit would leave France and fly to China to finalize the adoption of two-year-old identical twins. His cousin, Lora, had adopted two girls from China a few years ago, and had recommended the agency he and Kit had gone through.

      Two months after they returned to Arizona, they would be opening Kit’s new restaurant, a small place to start, just like she’d planned. Once that business flourished, she would open a fine dining establishment in Scottsdale.

      Carter skimmed his fingers along her forearm. “How about an evening stroll to the Eiffel Tower for our last night here?”

      She smiled. “Perfect.”

      He stood, and like he always did when they went out, he pulled back her chair and helped her to her feet. He had already taken care of the check, so they left the café, Carter with his fingertips pressed against the base of her spine.

      When they were out of the café, they walked hand-in-hand toward a future with nothing but love and amazing possibilities.

      

      # # #
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      The backyard was a haven with its tall sycamores, oaks, shrubs, and flowers. Jessie leaned against a pillar on the back porch and looked up at the stars, enjoying the evening scents and the night sounds.

      She’d packed a bigger bag, climbed into her Mustang, and followed Zane’s truck from Tucson that morning. She had gone back to work photographing the ranch and he’d headed off to work. The entire day she wondered what would happen when he got back.

      He’d taken a shower and then they’d had a dinner of roast chicken, new potatoes, asparagus, and salad. Just as they were finishing, he’d received a phone call and he’d had to leave to take care of a problem on the ranch.

      The French doors leading from the kitchen opened behind her and she sensed Zane’s presence even before he put his hands on her shoulders. He started massaging her neck and shoulders, and she sighed. She leaned back against him, resting against his chest. It felt completely natural and comfortable.

      “How are you doing?” he asked, his voice low.

      “Good.” She tilted her head and looked up at him as he leaned over her. “That feels wonderful.”

      He shifted and kissed her behind her ear then took her by her shoulders and turned her around to face him. He brought his head down and his mouth hovered over hers for a long moment.

      “You’re beautiful, Jessie. Inside and out.” He slipped his fingers into her hair at her nape, causing her to shiver. His breath was warm against her lips as he spoke. “I can’t believe how crazy you make me. No woman has ever made me feel this way.”

      She moved her mouth to his and kissed him. He drew her close, enveloping her in his firm embrace, his arms comfortable and familiar despite the fact that she had known him such a short time. He kissed her with intensity, like he had when they’d picnicked yesterday.

      Her heart rate picked up, warmth flooding through her the deeper they kissed. His hands moved beneath her T-shirt and caressed her bare breasts. His fingers moved to her nipples causing her to moan against his lips.

      His breathing was heavy, matching her own as he drew away. “Come on.” He took her by her hand and led her along the patio to a French door at the opposite end. When he opened the door she saw that it let into a huge master bedroom. He locked the door behind him and still holding her hand, walked across the room and locked the other door, then turned on a single dim light.

      He placed his cowboy hat on a bureau, then caught her by her shoulders and kissed her again. She didn’t just want a kiss, she wanted more of him and she reached for his belt buckle. He moved her hands aside as he grasped the bottom of her T-shirt and she raised her arms as he tugged it over her head. The air in the room felt cool on her bare skin.

      She had small breasts that were so sensitive that she could barely breathe when he grasped them, lowered his head, and licked and sucked her nipples. It was the most incredible feeling.

      The way he looked at her when he raised his head made something dip in her belly and warmth to flood through her body. It was too soon to have fallen in love with him… Wasn’t it? Was there really such a thing as love at first sight, first touch, first kiss?

      Just being around him made her feel special. Feel wanted. Maybe even loved. If she believed in reincarnation she’d have thought that she had loved him in another lifetime and their hearts and souls knew each other.

      His hands found the button on her shorts and they dropped to the floor when he pulled down the zipper. She kicked off her sandals and her shorts at the same time.

      Now wearing only royal blue panties with black lace, she reached up and wrapped her arms around his neck. She pulled him down for a kiss as she pressed her body to his.

      She loved the rasp of his shirt over her nipples and the roughness of his jeans against her mostly bared skin. His kiss rocked her as he brought her tight to him and kissed her with pent-up passion that he’d been holding back until this moment.

      He moved his palms over the silky panties and caught her by her ass and raised her, and she wrapped her legs around his hips. As he squeezed her ass in his palms, his cock pressed against her center and she squirmed with need to have him inside of her.

      “Please.” Her voice sounded raspy. “I want you. I need you.”

      “Hold your horses.” He smiled down at her but his expression was almost pained, like he was having trouble restraining himself. “I intend to take this slow with you.”

      “Screw slow.” She knew her voice sounded urgent. “I can’t wait.”

      “You can.” He tipped her head back using his finger beneath her chin. “And you will.”

      She gave a whimper of protest as he set her on the bed. He caught the waistband of her panties with his fingers and tugged them over her hips and down her legs until he pulled them all the way off. He pressed her thighs apart so that her legs were wide open and then he slipped one finger into her wetness and stroked her clit.

      A gasp escaped her and she bit the inside of her lip to keep from crying out.

      It was like every touch had meaning beyond the desires of two people. Something more existed between them than simple lust.

      Before stripping out of his shirt, he pulled off each of his boots and then his socks. She watched the flex of muscle beneath tanned skin with every movement he made. His blue eyes never stopped looking at her and his expression was dark and intense.

      He unbuckled his belt buckle and pulled out his belt and tossed it aside before unbuttoning his Wranglers and letting them drop and stepping out of them. His thighs were as thickly muscled as the rest of him. He was wearing only boxer briefs and his erection pressed against the cotton, begging for her touch.

      When he pushed down his briefs and got rid of them, her heart pounded harder. His cock was big and thick and she couldn’t wait for the moment that she would feel him inside of her.

      She wanted to taste him. To feel him in her mouth. Before he had a chance to touch her again, she was on her knees on the floor and she wrapped her fingers around his erection. She needed to be closer to him in every way possible.
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      “Armed and Dangerous” series

      By Cheyenne McCray

      

      Zack had never had a meal that was a sexual experience like this one. Every bite Sky took made him feel as if she was thinking about going down on his cock, licking her tongue along his length, and swallowing his come.

      She continued to feed him bites of grilled chicken with her fingers, and he returned the favor, until their plates were clean.

      “Dessert?” the waiter asked when he cleared their plates away.

      Frankly, Zack wanted to get out of the restaurant and out to his truck. He’d never screwed in the cab before, but at the moment it was looking real good.

      Sky glanced up from the dessert menu and licked her bottom lip. “Why don’t we share a piece of chocolate cheesecake?”

      Zack could hardly form a coherent thought, as all his blood had settled in his groin, so he settled for a quick nod.

      In a few minutes, the waiter returned with the slice of cheesecake and set it in front of them with two forks. Raspberry sauce drizzled down one side of the dessert.

      Sky dipped her finger in the sauce and sucked it off. “Mmmm, this is heaven.”

      Zack thrust his fork into the cheesecake. “I know what’s even better.”

      She gave him a seductive smile. “Oh, you do?”

      As he held the bite of cheesecake in front of her lips, Zack’s right hand glided up her thigh, over the silky stockings, and to the bare flesh above.

      She gasped as his hand traveled beneath her dress to the wisp of satin thong beneath. “Zack,” she whispered, but he slipped the bit of cheesecake into her mouth.

      “Better than cheesecake.” He skimmed the crotch of her thong, and smiled when he felt how damp it was. He found the edge of the fabric, and her eyes widened as his fingers brushed over the curls beneath.

      Her hand trembled as she put her own fork into the dessert and she held it up to his lips. The cheesecake was smooth and creamy and melted over his tongue as his fingers glided into the wetness of her folds. He wanted nothing more than to taste her right now instead of that cheesecake.

      “If you keep doing that,” Sky said with obvious difficulty, “I’m going to come right here in the restaurant.”

      “That’s the idea.” Zack fed her another bite of cheesecake as he continued to rub his finger over her clit. “No one can tell what we’re doing.”

      He looked into her eyes, the passion in them driving him wild. “I want to watch you come, sweetheart. Now.”

      In the next moment her hand was in his lap, caressing his cock through his jeans. His own hand shook a little from the feel of her palm on his erection. He thrust his fork into the cheesecake again, then slid the bite into her warm mouth just as she parted her lips and climaxed.

      Her body shuddered with wave after wave of her orgasm. He didn’t let up stroking her clit until the tremors stopped and she relaxed against the back of the booth.

      “Oh. My. God.” she said breathlessly. “Unbelievable.” Watching Sky come had damn near put Zack over the edge. She continued to stroke his cock as she looked at him with heavy-lidded eyes. He slipped his fingers out of her thong and placed his palm over her hand, stopping the motion that was driving him out of his mind.

      With a shaky sigh, she sat straighter in her seat. Her free hand trembled as she picked up her glass of wine. “I’ll never think of chocolate cheesecake in quite the same way,” she murmured over the rim of her glass, and then drained the contents before setting her glass down.

      Zack focused on her lips and kissed her, licking away a bit of raspberry sauce from the corner of her mouth. She tasted of raspberries and wine.

      The waiter approached and set the check on the table. “Anything else I can do for you?”

      Sky shook her head and Zack said, “We’re more than fine.”

      “Great. Come again.”

      Sky burst into a fit of giggles and Zack’s lips quirked. “I’m sure we will.”

      With a puzzled almost smile, the waiter took their empty dessert plate and left. Zack pulled cash out of his wallet and put it in the center of the table with the bill.

      Sky dabbed her lips with her napkin, and then tossed the napkin under the table.

      Zack raised an eyebrow. “What did you do that for?”

      She winked. “Oops. I dropped my napkin. Better get it.”

      Before he could say a word, she slid beneath the tablecloth.
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      By Cheyenne McCray

      

      As they stood beside the fire, shadows jumped and flickered around them, the light dim. The heat from the fire warmed her skin as they stood close to the fire pit, and they put their marshmallows on their sticks and into the flames.

      The marshmallows bubbled, toasting immediately so that they were nearly black on the outside. He held both sticks as she took a graham cracker and piece of chocolate and put it beneath the marshmallow, then another graham cracker on top of it them, and pulled it all away from the stick. To start, they made one for each of them.

      Ryan ate his in a couple of bites. When Megan bit into the treat, her eyes fluttered closed as she tasted the combination of flavors. She gave a small moan as she took another bite and opened her eyes. She finished the s’more and licked her fingers. “That was great.”

      “You did tell me to just wait until you ate a marshmallow.” He looked at her with heat in his gaze. “I’d say that was worth the wait.”

      He stepped closer to her and brought his hand to her face. “You have a little chocolate, right here,” he said and lowered his head. His tongue darted out at the corner of her mouth and then he was kissing her.

      She tasted chocolate and marshmallows, and his masculine flavor all in one. She moaned again, this time from desire.

      When he raised his head, he spoke close to her lips, his voice husky. “Ready for another one?”

      “Another kiss? Most definitely.” She knew that wasn’t what he’d meant, but she smiled and kissed him.

      This time he groaned. He settled his hands at her waist and drew her closer to him so that their bodies were pressed together. Her belly fluttered as she felt the firm ridge of his erection against her abdomen. She wrapped her arms around his neck and his chest was hard against her breasts.

      Their kiss grew almost frantic. She wanted to rip his clothes from his body, take him to the ground, and ride him. She didn’t care that they were in the middle of the forest. All she cared about was being with him.

      He was the first to draw away. “Whoa.” He stepped away from her and caught her wrists in his hands. “I think we’ve got a runaway horse here. If we keep this up, I’m going to be carrying you to that camper and to hell with separate bunks.”

      Yeah, to hell with that.

      She was going to say so when he released her and turned back to the table with the s’mores ingredients. His jaw was tense and there was a fire in his eyes that seemed barely controlled.

      He grabbed one of the sticks and jammed a marshmallow on it. She could see the play of muscles in his forearms as he moved.

      She went to him, caught his face in her hands, and kissed him.

      “Meg, my self-control is on a thin leash.” His breathing seemed heavier and the flash in his eyes was like a flame licking in their depths. “You don’t know what you’re doing.”

      “I know exactly what I’m doing.” She brought her mouth to his and kissed him hard.

      He dropped the stick. And then his arms were around her and he was kissing her with fierce intensity, like he might come undone.

      She wanted him to come undone. Wanted him in every way possible.

      He grasped her by her ass and picked her up, and she wrapped her thighs around his hips. He stopped kissing her long enough to walk to the camper and fling open the door. Their eyes met and held for a long moment.

      “Are you sure, Meg?” His voice was low and gravelly.

      She nodded. “Very.”

      He set her down long enough to turn around and kick dirt on the fire, then grasped her hand.

      And then they were taking the three steps up into the camper and he shut the door behind them.

      Ryan pressed Megan close to his body. He was hard, lean, and muscular and his cock felt rigid against her belly. Butterflies swooped through her abdomen as she looked into his eyes and the burning depths of desire that was just for her.

      She’d never really thought of herself as desirable, but he made her feel gorgeous and sexy, and completely wanton.

      The light from the lantern was low and part of her was glad it was on so that she could see his gorgeous eyes and his rugged features. The other part wanted darkness because she was self-conscious about her body.

      He kissed her, sliding his fingers into her hair before moving his palms down her neck to her shoulders. He rubbed her shoulders and her arms, caressing her through her T-shirt. His kiss was hungry and demanding, and she felt like he could lose control at any moment.

      She wanted him to lose control.
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      Cheyenne McCray is an award winning, New York Times and USA Today Best Selling author who is a rare native Arizonan but refuses to be put behind glass as an endangered species.  

      In her spare time she loves to torture characters—whether they’re misbehaving or not—and kill off deserving individuals. She also totally gets off on blowing things up. All fictionally, of course. She’d rather chew glass than write sweet and sugary. Give her a hideous demon or particularly nasty villain to slay any day.

      Cheyenne enjoys creating stories of love, suspense, and redemption. She enjoys building worlds her readers can get lost in. Hopefully they’ll find their way out, but stranger things have been known to happen.
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