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  Chapter 1


  


  Clint McBride rested his forearms on his thighs as he leaned forward in his seat in the bleachers and watched a female rider chasing the cans. Her barrel racing was effortless, her horse expertly trained. She was clearly the best rider he’d seen in the women’s competition.


  He tugged the brim of his Stetson lower to shade his eyes from the glare of the afternoon sun. It was late March but the Arizona sun shone bright. It warmed his shoulders and his bare forearms where his sleeves were rolled up. His skin had missed the Arizona sun.


  Cheers and shouts of the rodeo crowd nearly drowned out his thoughts. With practice born from years of meditation, he pushed the noise aside and his mind wandered back to the days when he’d been on the pro rodeo circuit.


  Before Bucky died.


  Clint clenched his jaw. He hadn’t planned to come back to Arizona. Cave Creek, just north of Phoenix, wasn’t far enough from Prescott to still his memories or his guilt. Hell, traveling the world hadn’t healed him. Why would he think being back now would be any different?


  Dust spun in a small whirlwind as a brief burst of wind caught up dirt in the center of the arena. The dust devil scattered and spit dirt and dissolved before it reached the end of the arena.


  Something deep within Clint had drawn him back to the States, something he couldn’t identify. It had been seven long years since he’d stepped foot onto U.S. soil. He’d boarded that plane for Europe and hadn’t looked back.


  At least not until recently. He’d felt a call he couldn’t ignore and had left Argentina where he’d lived for the past three years. It had never really been home, just a place where he’d settled. No, his roots were far from South America.


  “You’re Clint McBride, aren’t you?” A young man’s voice captured Clint’s attention and he looked up to see a cowboy he didn’t recognize. “Can I sit here?” the young man asked.


  Clint gave an inward sigh but nodded.


  “I’m Jerry Taylor.” Jerry held out his hand. “Used to watch you all the time when I was a kid.”


  “A pleasure.” Clint took Jerry’s hand and shook it. The young man had a surprisingly strong grip.


  Jerry had an enthusiastic smile as he let go of Clint’s hand. “I don’t think there’s been an All-Around champion as good as you since you dropped off the circuit.” He nodded toward the ring where the barrel racing competition was just ending. “The only one even close is Johnny Parker. He’s been going after a couple of your old records.”


  Johnny Parker. The name sounded familiar, but Clint couldn’t place it.


  “Are you coming back to compete again?” Jerry asked. “You should, you know. You’re the best I ever saw.”


  “Don’t know about that,” Clint said. “I recall some damned fine cowboys. I didn’t always win.”


  “But you won almost every time.” Jerry nodded. “And you set the record for bareback bronc riding. Nobody has ever beat or matched your score and it’s been a ton of years since you rode.”


  Clint shifted on his bleacher seat and looked out at the arena where the calf roping was getting started. He glanced at his hands that were scarred from his many events with steers and horses over the years. He had more scars on his body and old injuries that flared up every now and then despite the fact he was only thirty-one.


  He looked up to see a cowboy roping a running calf with a lariat. The cowboy sprang off the well-trained horse that backed up and kept the rope snug, the calf steady. The cowboy ran to the calf, threw it to the ground, and tied three feet together before flinging up his hands to indicate he’d finished.


  The cowboy had done a good job, but Clint had seen more experienced competitors.


  “You were lots better than that,” Jerry said. “You’ve got to come back.”


  Clint turned his attention to the young cowboy. “I’m just visiting.”


  “You’re from Prescott, right?” Jerry grinned. “I kept track of all of the best riders. Too bad about Bucky Fisher. You two were friends, weren’t you?”


  At the mention of Bucky’s name, Clint felt heat under his collar. “I’ve got to be going now.” Jerry looked disappointed as Clint stood.


  Jerry got to his feet and took the hand that Clint offered. “Nice meeting you,” Jerry said.


  “My pleasure.” Clint gave a nod before stepping down off of the bleachers and onto the dusty ground.


  Again, Clint wondered what in the hell he was doing here. He hadn’t expected someone so young to recognize him. He’d kept his hat low and had hoped he’d escape notice by anyone who would know who he was.


  He almost bumped into a woman carrying two cups of beer, said “pardon me,” and continued on away from the stands.


  “Well, I’ll be damned.” A man’s gravelly voice caused Clint to stop in his tracks. “Clint McBride.”


  “Hi, Walt,” Clint said as he turned and saw his old mentor. A rush of memories, most of them good, washed over Clint as he reached out his hand to the man who had to be in his late sixties by now. Clint smiled, genuinely pleased to see the man who’d taught him almost everything he’d learned about rodeo. “What have you been up to?”


  “Maybe I should be askin’ you that, boy.” Walt took Clint’s hand and gripped it as he looked Clint up and down. “What’s it been, five, six years?”


  “Seven.” Clint and Walt released hands and Walt hooked his thumbs in his belt loops. His skin was tanned and leathery, lines crinkling the corners of his eyes, just like Clint had remembered him.


  “Damned good to see you. Where the hell have you been?” Walt rocked back on his heels. “Last I heard you up and left and didn’t tell a blessed soul where you were headed.”


  Clint shrugged, a hard, dark feeling suddenly filling his chest. “Here and there.”


  Walt eyed him for a long moment, his hazel eyes keen. “You seen Cody yet?”


  Clint shook his head and he wondered, not for the first time, what his younger brother was up to these days.


  “I hope you have a better answer when you talk to that brother of yours.” Walt frowned. “Ran into Cody not too long ago and he said he ain’t seen hide nor hair of you since you up and ran off. Said you haven’t called or sent a post card and didn’t know if you were alive or dead. Have to say I’m glad to see you’re alive and you look good, but I don’t know what kind of howdy you’re going to get from him.”


  Clint grimaced. Yeah, Cody would probably be madder than a pissed-off swarm of yellow jackets.


  “How soon you planning to head up to Prescott?” Walt asked.


  Clint pushed up the brim of his hat with one finger. “Not sure what kind of welcome I’d get.”


  Walt snorted. “Guess you’ll find out, now won’t you.” He said it as a statement rather than a question.


  Clint didn’t respond. Whatever Walt might think, Clint wasn’t sure he was going to go to Prescott. Too many bad memories, the worst one being Bucky’s death, a death that had been Clint’s fault.


  “I got a group of kids I’ve got to check in on, getting ready for their events.” Walt studied Clint. “You look me up when you get home. We’ll have ourselves a nice long talk.”


  Walt gave a nod before he turned and strode around the arena. Clint let out a long, slow breath and looked at the arena where a flagman signaled the end of another timed event. Clint had known he’d likely run into someone from Prescott. After all, he’d been on the pro rodeo circuit for some time before he took off…as if he’d been running from the devil himself.


  Clint went up to the arena fence and watched a little more of the calf roping. Being around the rodeo and watching the events stirred something inside him. He remembered the thrill of competing, the surge of adrenaline that went through him every time he prepared for an event. Bareback bronc riding had given him the biggest natural high back in the day.


  The thought of the event caused a low ache in his belly. Bucky had died while competing in the bareback bronc riding event, thanks to Clint.


  Mixed memories continued to hit him. A lot of good memories were there but they were overshadowed by what hadn’t been so good.


  “Clint?” This time it was a feminine voice that jerked him from his thoughts. A vaguely familiar voice.


  He looked away from the arena and met the big blue eyes of a beautiful young blonde who was looking at him with incredulity. It took him a moment to recognize the former sixteen-year-old girl who’d grown up to be this stunning woman in front of him.


  Ella Fisher. Bucky’s little sister—only she wasn’t so little anymore.


  “Ella,” he said, not really knowing what to say. The emotions raging through him, souring his belly, were of sorrow and regret as he met her gaze. A part of him was glad to see her, but another part of him wished he’d never set foot on the rodeo grounds.


  The surprise he’d first seen changed to shock, pain, hurt, and then anger. Her eyes flashed. “You sonofabitch.” She reached up and slapped him hard enough to snap his head to the side. “How could you?”


  He brought his hand to his stinging jaw and rubbed it as he met her angry blue eyes. “I deserved that,” he said, even as he remembered what a temper Ella had always had. She’d been fiery then, and it was obvious that hadn’t changed.


  “You sure as hell did deserve that and more.” She raised her hand like she was going to slap him again then clenched her fist and lowered it. With her hands balled at her sides, she glared at him. “How dare you leave like you did? You didn’t say goodbye to anyone. You left with no explanation. Nothing. You didn’t even let us know how you’ve been all this time. For all we knew you were dead.”


  “I’m sorry.” He dragged his hand down his face. “I knew that none of you would want to see me again.”


  “What the hell is that?” She scowled. “Some lame excuse to leave behind everyone who ever loved you?”


  She stumbled over the words “loved you,” and he thought he saw something glitter in her eyes. Was it tears?


  “I took everything from you and your family.” Clint swallowed. If they were tears, he was certain they were tears of anger. “You didn’t need me around as a reminder.”


  This time confusion clouded Ella’s eyes but she recovered. “The day after Bucky’s funeral you just disappeared. How could you? We lost Bucky…and then we lost you.”


  “I’m sorry, Ella.” Clint wasn’t sure what he was apologizing for. Bucky’s death or for leaving? Probably both.


  She tilted her chin up. “Sorry isn’t good enough. You broke my parents’ hearts, you know.” Her eyes seemed to say, “And you broke mine.”


  Clint looked away for a moment before meeting her gaze again.


  She crossed her arms over her chest. “Where could you possibly have been for all these years?”


  “A lot of places.” He lifted his Stetson with one hand and pushed his fingers through his hair before setting his hat back on his head. “Too many to count.”


  “Well, you’d better start counting.” She seemed to be holding herself tightly as she spoke. “You have a lot of people to answer to.”


  She clenched her jaw and spun away from him before he could respond. He watched her stomp off in her worn cowgirl boots, her chin still tilted up, her long hair swinging across her back. She was the blue-eyed blonde all-American girl next door, and she couldn’t be cuter.


  He rubbed his stinging jaw and couldn’t stop watching her. In spite of himself, he admired her womanly curves, her soft round buttocks, and her shapely legs beneath her western jeans.


  Disgusted with himself, he turned away. Ella had to be twenty-three now, eight years younger than his thirty-one, and she was his best friend’s sister. His dead best friend.


  Clint tugged the brim of his hat low again. Ah, hell. Coming to the rodeo had been a bad idea. A real bad idea.


  


  Ella’s face felt flushed and the tips of her ears burned. Clint McBride. Clint was back. She slipped into the crowd, determined not to look at him again.


  Seeing him had been such a shock that for a moment she hadn’t been able to think clearly. She’d loved him, her whole family had loved him, and he’d just up and left them all during the worst time of their lives.


  She’d more than loved him like her family had, and how she’d felt had seemed like more than a teenage crush.


  When she was deep in the crowd, despite herself she glanced at the place where Clint had been standing. He was gone.


  So many feelings had swept over her when she’d seen him. The sense of joy and relief that he was still alive had been followed by a surge of anger that had set off her hair-trigger temper. Her hand tingled from having struck him. Maybe she shouldn’t have. Maybe she should have hugged him or something and told him she was glad he was back.


  But he’d left all of them—Cody, her parents, and her too—when they’d needed him the most.


  Tears pushed at the backs of her eyes again. Damn it but she wasn’t going to cry. She’d cried enough over Clint back when she was a teenager and he’d up and disappeared.


  She looked at the arena but didn’t really see the calf roping event that was just finishing up. Instead, in her mind she saw Clint and the man he’d grown into.


  Tall and lean, he was still clearly muscular beneath his western shirt. His sleeves had been rolled up and his forearms were tanned, his hands looking larger and stronger than she’d remembered.


  Surprisingly, or maybe not so surprisingly, he filled out his Wrangler jeans now even better than he had before. She would never have thought that possible. There was something about the way a man’s ass looked in a pair of Wranglers, and his had been mighty fine as she’d walked up behind him. His thighs looked large and muscular beneath the tough cotton, too.


  She stopped in the middle of the crowd and closed her eyes, taking a deep breath of the smells of rodeo. Dirt, cattle, horses, beer, and concession food.


  As she let out her breath, she pictured the confident way Clint had held himself and the strong lines of his jaws. His stubble had been rough beneath her palm, his skin warm when she’d slapped him. His features had hardened some over the years and she wondered if he still had a dimple when he grinned. Did he ever grin anymore? He’d looked like that wasn’t something he did often these days. She’d always loved the cleft in his chin and the warmth of his brown eyes.


  Why did he have to look so damned good? But then again he’d always looked good to her, like he was made just for her to appreciate.


  She opened her eyes, took a deep breath, and began shouldering her way through the throng again. She passed by a group of buckle bunnies hanging out on one side of the arena, just waiting for some good-looking cowboy champion to come by. Hell, the cowboys didn’t even have to be good-looking. They just had to be winners.


  Ella just didn’t “get” the cowboy groupies, but after all these years she’d gotten used to them. A couple of girls she’d known growing up were now buckle bunnies, and all Ella could do was shake her head.


  “Ella!” Bethany’s voice rang out over the crowd noise.


  Speak of one of the devil-ettes.


  Ella fixed a smile on her face. “Hi, Bethany,” she said as she turned to face her old high school friend.


  A tall brunette, Bethany wore tiny jean shorts, new red cowgirl boots, a red blouse tied beneath her breasts, baring her midriff, a red western hat, and a sparkling rhinestone-studded belt buckle. Bethany squeezed her way in between a couple of cowboys and then she jogged toward Ella, large breasts bouncing.


  “Was that Clint McBride?” Bethany looked breathless as she reached Ella. “I saw you with him and omigod but is he even hotter than he was the last time I saw him.”


  Ella shrugged. “Yeah. Apparently he’s back.” But who knew how long he’d be here or if he was even going to Prescott?


  “Where has he been?” Bethany reached up on her toes and looked over the crowd. “I don’t see him anymore.”


  “I don’t know where he’s been or where he’s run off to now.” Ella brushed a strand of hair out of her eyes impatiently. “And frankly, I don’t care.”


  Bethany looked at Ella and rolled her eyes. “Bullshit, girl. You had the biggest crush on him. Everyone knew that.”


  Ella’s cheeks grew warm again. There was no sense in denying it. “That was a long time ago.”


  Bethany gave a shrug of her slender shoulders. “He’s even better looking than he was before. I’d sure love to give him a go-round. Think he’s getting back into rodeo?”


  A surge of jealousy came out of nowhere, catching Ella off guard. She didn’t give a damn about Clint, so why would she feel jealous? “I have no idea what he’s doing or if he’s even going to hang around. For all I know he’s going to take off again.”


  Bethany grinned. “You still have a thing for him.”


  Ella ground her teeth. “I don’t have a thing for that—that—” She couldn’t think of what she wanted to say. Jerk? Ass?


  With a laugh, Bethany shook her head. “You’ve always been as easy to read as a book, honey.”


  Ella took in a deep breath. “I’ve got to go. Johnny is going to be riding soon and I don’t want to miss it.”


  “You know that boy’s in love with you.” Bethany put her hand on one hip. “He’d be jealous as hell if he knew you’d been talking to Clint.”


  “What is it with everyone?” Ella nearly stomped her boot. “Johnny Parker and I have been friends since we were kids. That’s it.” Ella scowled. “And the last thing anyone would be jealous of is me talking to Clint.”


  “Uh-huh.” Bethany smirked. “Just keep telling yourself that.”


  “I’ve really got to go.” Ella gave a strained smile. “See you later,” she added before she turned and strode away.


  The moment she left Bethany, Ella’s thoughts went straight back to Clint. Damn him, anyway. She’d probably never see him again which was just fine with her. Right?


  


  Chapter 2


  


  Why in the hell had he come back to Prescott? Clint shook his head as he drove the rented black Mustang toward town. No, he wasn’t even sure why he was here.


  In the trunk of the car were the only possessions he’d brought with him from his life away from the States. Everything he now owned was crammed inside a large backpack made for long expeditions. The pack was like the one he’d used to hike through country after country, but had replaced long ago.


  Every now and then the full moon broke through the clouds and caressed the land with an eerie silver glow making all that was around him seem somewhat surreal.


  He hadn’t planned on coming back. He’d landed in Phoenix with a four-hour layover before his connecting flight to Montana. The next thing he’d known, he’d found himself at the Cave Creek Rodeo after seeing an advertisement in the local news that he’d been reading on his iPad in the airport. He hadn’t been to a rodeo since he’d left the States. He’d rented the Mustang and had driven straight to the rodeo grounds, knowing he had plenty of time before his flight to Montana.


  But seeing Walt and Ella had made him realize he needed to return home, even if it was only long enough to see his brother. To say Cody wasn’t going to be happy was more than an understatement. His younger brother had always had something of a temper when it came to the two of them and Clint had a feeling this would top anything Clint had done in the past to piss off his brother.


  Clint pulled the Mustang over to the side of the lonely road and parked on the shoulder, letting the motor run. He sat for a moment, surveying the landscape as moonlight again illuminated the land.


  Deep in thought, he opened the driver’s side door and climbed out of the powerful car, the engine rumbling in the night.


  He sucked in a lungful of air, breathing in the clean scent. There was nothing like the smell of home. He’d forgotten just how sweet it was. A cool breeze brushed his skin and a sea of grass on the other side of a barbed wire fence ruffled in the moonlight.


  Clint knelt and grasped a handful of soil then let it slip through his fingers. It was a tangible feeling of home that he felt straight to his soul. Damn, but he’d missed this place, more than he’d ever realized.


  He straightened, brushing his hands together to get the dust off as he stood. He hooked his thumbs in his pockets and let his gaze drift over the land.


  Home.


  He was home.


  The feeling building inside him was surprising. He hadn’t expected it to feel so good to be back.


  But was this where he belonged?


  He’d learned to slow down and wonder at life with his senses. Life was about the little things, the connections, not money and fame. There was a time that he and Bucky had thought only money and fame were important.


  Clint knew the truth now. Life and living it to the fullest, and not taking anything for granted were truly the things that were important.


  But by leaving behind everything he’d ever known, had he forsaken all that meant anything at all?


  The truth hit him hard. Truth that he’d been denying for years. Forsaking everything was exactly what he’d done.


  He climbed back into the Mustang, shifted the vehicle into first gear, and pulled onto the road. He mulled over the past years and the lessons he’d thought he’d learned. Before he knew it, he’d reached town.


  Memories came to him, one after another, as he passed businesses where he’d hung out before he left. His favorite steakhouse; the Highlander, a pool hall he’d gone to every Friday night; the barbershop; a pizza joint; and other places he’d frequented over the years. The Johnson family had owned most everything, and Clint wondered if that was still true.


  There’d been a lot of changes from what he could see. A bakery called Sweet Things had replaced what had been a drugstore where the locals had still been able to get an old-fashioned milkshake. A new restaurant called the Hummingbird was near an equally new convenience store, and next to the Hummingbird, where the Chuck Wagon had once been, was what looked to be an upscale bar called Nectars.


  The streets were deserted as he drove through town, the cloudy, dark night reflecting the direction his mood had turned. It was after two a.m. and even the bars were closed. He drove past a place called Jo-Jo’s that looked nicer than the bars where he’d hung out during his rowdy past.


  A lot of good memories passed through his mind. Growing up in this part of the country on the ranch with his brother, Cody; participating in 4-H activities; spending time with friends he’d grown up with from the time he was just a kid until he’d graduated from high school; the mischief he and Bucky had gotten into; and of course, rodeo. Rodeo had been his life.


  All were good memories he didn’t think he deserved. Not when he’d left the way he had and not when lives had been torn apart thanks to Bucky’s accident.


  Clint’s head ached and he rubbed his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. He needed to check into a motel before he got too tired to drive.


  Like it had so many times since earlier today at the rodeo in Cave Creek, his mind turned to Ella. To say that she’d matured over the past seven years was an understatement. She was so damned pretty. Smooth, beautiful skin, big blue eyes that flashed with fire when she was mad, and a cute, curvy figure.


  He could almost taste her as he kissed her full lips and could almost feel her firm flesh as he ran his palms over the contours of her body. Her hair would feel silky to his touch as he slid his fingers through the soft strands.


  “Dammit.” He smacked his hand hard against the steering wheel as the car rumbled through town. He had no business thinking of Ella in that way. No business at all. Hell, she was so much younger than him. He’d known her since she was a toddler when he used to buy her cherry lollipops, her favorite until she grew older and thought she was too big for lollipops.


  He rubbed his jaw where she’d slapped him earlier today and he could almost feel the imprint of her hand and the sting of her palm against his cheek. She’d packed some power behind her slap and he knew he deserved more than that.


  But he’d seen a depth of caring that her anger hadn’t been able to hide. She was genuinely angry with him for leaving, not just for her brother’s death. Clint had loved the Fisher family as if they’d been his own. But once Bucky died, Clint had known he would have only served as a reminder to her family of what they’d lost. Their own son.


  As he passed an auto shop, Clint’s mind turned to the old muscle car that he’d worked on with his dad up until he’d passed on. Working on that GTO had forged a bond between them that nothing else could have. It had also helped heal their hearts when Mom had died.


  Clint wondered where the old GTO was now. Had Cody fixed it up, maybe sold it? The thought of the car being gone sat heavy in Clint’s gut. But that had been a part of his life he’d shoved aside, just like everything else.


  He dragged his hand down his face. Maybe he shouldn’t have stayed away so long. Or maybe he shouldn’t have come back.


  An older motel came into sight as he drove. He was so tired he didn’t care where he stayed at that point. He pulled into the parking lot, up to the front entrance, and parked the car in an empty space. For a long moment he sat in the car, his hand on the steering wheel as he stared out into the night.


  He shook his head and climbed out of the Mustang, locked it, and headed into the small lobby of the motel.


  A young brunette with almond-shaped brown eyes came out from the back and she gave him a smile. “Hi.” She paused for a moment, looking thoughtful. “I know you.” She tapped her finger to her lips and then her smile brightened. “Clint. You’re Clint McBride.”


  He nodded. “You look familiar…”


  “I was sixteen the last time you saw me and I’ve cut my hair and grown some since then.” She laughed and held out her hand. “I’m Ella Fisher’s best friend, Cara.”


  “That’s right.” He squeezed her hand before releasing it. “Hi, Cara.”


  “I take it you need a room.” She started typing on a computer. “A king or a double queen?”


  He leaned one arm on the countertop. “A king is fine.”


  “You’ve got it.” Her fingers raced over the computer keyboard. After she took his credit card for incidentals, she swiped a keycard for him and handed it to him with a map and pointed to a location on it. “Your room is right here.”


  “Great.” He took the keycard and the map and gave her a quick smile. “Nice to see you, Cara.”


  “Right back atcha.” She gave him a little wave as he turned and walked out into the night.


  


  Chapter 3


  


  Two days after the rodeo and Ella couldn’t get Clint off her mind. Where was he? Had he bothered to come back to Prescott? Or had he gone on his way? Wherever that might be.


  She shook her head as she drove the old ranch truck into town, trying to scatter thoughts of Clint. It had taken a long time to forget him, or at least not think about him as much, and he’d gone and unbalanced her world all over again.


  When she reached Hatch’s Feed and Tack, she parked the beat-up Ford in front of the store, not bothering to lock it. The vehicle was so old and rusted, the paint oxidized, that she doubted anyone would touch it.


  She pocketed the keys and jogged up the steps and into the feed store. Immediately the smells of chicken scratch, leather, oats and molasses, washed over her. Harnesses and other tack hung from the walls and the small, cramped store’s dusty shelves were packed with farm and ranch supplies.


  Tobias Hatch stood behind the scarred wood counter, an old-fashioned cash register in front of him. He looked up as he shut the cash register drawer and gave Ella a smile. His yellowed teeth were crooked and his skin wrinkled, but in his youth, from what she’d been told by Aunt Madge, he’d been a good-looking young man.


  “Well, if it isn’t our little girl, Ella.” Tobias placed both hands on the countertop. “What can I do for you today?”


  Ella smiled as she approached him. She liked the older man. “We’re about out of feed.”


  He nodded. “What do you need?”


  “Fifty-pound bags of sweet oats, cracked corn, horse pellets, and six bales of alfalfa.” She glanced around the shop. “I have that mare that’s getting close to foaling, and I need more of the supplements we’ve been using.”


  Tobias rang up all of the supplies and Ella’s belly twisted as she wrote the check. She’d known approximately how much she’d be spending, but it still wasn’t easy paying it. The ranch hadn’t been doing so well, and it was all Ella could do to keep up with it now that her dad wasn’t able to do a whole lot.


  “Pull your truck around back.” Tobias put the check in the register and slammed the drawer shut. He handed Ella the canister containing the supplement for her pregnant horse. “We’ll get you loaded up.”


  She dug the keys out of her pocket as she descended the stairs and reached the truck. In moments she’d backed it up and had driven around to the back of the store to the dirt lot where hay bales, along with various farm and ranch supplies, were kept beneath metal overhangs.


  Tobias and his son, Tom, loaded up the old truck, which sagged with the load. When they were finished, she waved goodbye and drove the truck from behind the store to the front street. Every pothole caused the truck to bounce hard and jostle her from side to side. The shock absorbers on the old Ford were shot.


  On her way out of town, she decided to stop at Sweet Things. She parked in front of the bakery and hopped out of her truck. Through the plate glass window she could see Ricki, the owner, who was engaged to Clint’s cousin, Garrett McBride, a local private investigator.


  Ella headed into the bakery, bells tinkling at the door as she pulled it open. “Hi, Ricki,” she said as she walked in.


  Ricki smiled. “Good afternoon.”


  If you say so. Ella took a deep breath and inhaled all of the wonderful scents of fresh baked breads and pastries, along with sweet icings and coffee. “Man, I love the smell of this place.”


  Ricki laughed and leaned on her forearms on a glass case. “What’s up with you these days?”


  With a shake of her head, Ella said, “Not much. Same old same old.” She wasn’t about to mention Clint. Ricki had only been in town for a couple of years so she likely didn’t know him anyway. Ella approached the case containing some of Ricki’s delicious pastries. “I think I’ll take home a treat for Mom and Dad.”


  “What would you like?” Ricki stepped back from the cases.


  Ella put her hands on her hips as she studied all of the goodies. “Too many choices.” Her mother, Alice, made everything from scratch, so Ella wanted to get something Alice didn’t make and they both loved. “How about a dozen of your chocolates?”


  Ricki grabbed a small box. “Which ones?”


  “You pick.” Ella tapped her hands on the case. “Just make sure there are a couple of your awesome peanut butter chocolate truffles and some that are dark chocolate. Mom loves dark chocolate and of course I love the peanut butter ones.”


  “You’ve got it.” Ricki opened up the case and selected a dozen chocolates. When she was finished, she set the box on top of the glass, closed the case, and sealed the box. “Would you like coffee or anything else?”


  Ella shook her head. “That’ll do it.”


  The doorbells jangled and Ella looked over her shoulder to see her friend, Cara, walk in. The beautiful dark-haired woman had gone to school with Ella since junior high when Cara’s family had moved here from New York.


  “Hiya.” Cara hugged Ella and gave Ricki a quick smile and a little wave in greeting. “I sure don’t see you around here much,” Cara said to Ella.


  Ella shrugged. “There’s a lot going on at the ranch now and that’s been keeping us busy. Especially since Pistol took off for Wyoming last week.” Pistol had been the Fishers’ only cowhand and he hadn’t given them more than a day’s notice that he was leaving.


  Cara sighed and shook her head, her shoulder-length black hair swinging. “So you’re stuck with just about everything until you can hire some new help.”


  “At this point I don’t know if we can afford to hire anyone.” Ella pushed her braid over her shoulder. “Unless we find someone who’s willing to work for room and board, I don’t know what we’re going to do.”


  The concerned look in Cara’s dark eyes told Ella she’d said too much. Ella put on a bright smile. “But everything always has a way of working out for the best.”


  Cara rested her hand on Ella’s forearm. “Are you making time to sculpt? I know it’s important to you.”


  “I get in what time I can.” Ella tried to remain positive. “It’s all fine.”


  Cara nodded but didn’t look satisfied with Ella’s answer. Cara’s expression changed as she said, “Can you believe Clint McBride is back in town?”


  Ella felt slow heat rise through her. “He’s in town?”


  “You didn’t know?” Cara raised her eyebrows. “Night before last he came into the motel, sometime after two in the morning.”


  “No, I wasn’t aware of that.” Ella ground her teeth as her skin started to tingle. “I did see him at the Cave Creek rodeo over the weekend.”


  “I swear he looks even hotter now than he did the last time we saw him.” Cara shook her hand like she was trying to cool it off. “Damned hot.”


  Ella tried to keep her voice calm. “Do you know where he is now?”


  Cara pointed north. “I just passed the Highlander bar and saw the black Mustang he’s driving parked there.”


  “Back to his old ways?” Ella muttered.


  Cara shrugged one slim shoulder. “Maybe it’s nostalgia.”


  “Maybe.” Ella reached into her pocket and pulled out a twenty and gave it to Ricki who made change and handed it to Ella. She looked from Cara to Ricki. “The three of us should get together for a girl’s night.”


  “Sounds good to me,” Ricki said and Cara nodded.


  Ella took the box of chocolates and headed out the door to the old Ford and climbed in. She set the box on the seat and inserted the key into the ignition. It took two tries but the engine coughed and sputtered to life.


  With her jaw set, she backed up the truck and headed toward the Highlander bar.


  The Highlander wasn’t far and it didn’t take Ella more than five minutes to get to it from Sweet Things. Brakes squealed when the truck came to a stop and she cut the engine. The door squeaked as she opened it and then slammed it shut after she’d climbed out. She’d take a can of WD-40 to the door if it weren’t for the fact that the entire truck creaked, groaned, and squeaked. Lot of good it would do.


  She strode toward the Highlander and her worn boots thumped on the wood floor as she stepped through the open door of the bar. She blinked and it took a moment for her eyes to get accustomed to the dim interior. When she could see clearly, she swept her gaze around the place until she saw a familiar figure sitting on one of the stools at the end of the long bar.


  Clint was leaning over the bar and hadn’t looked up from his beer when she’d entered. He gripped a Corona, his long fingers wrapped around the clear bottle as he stared down at it.


  Ella narrowed her eyes and headed straight for him. When she reached him, he still hadn’t looked up. “It’s only noon and you’re already drinking?”


  He slowly looked up from the full bottle, a wedge of lime still at the mouth of the Corona, and met her gaze. His eyes were clear, his expression focused, and she was certain he wasn’t intoxicated. At least not yet.


  A shiver ran through her and a pang of longing that she hadn’t expected. Out of nowhere, an image of them naked, their bodies pressed together, flashed through her mind and her skin prickled from head to toe.


  Something flickered in his eyes. “Hi, Ella,” he said quietly as he moved his hand away from his beer.


  She put her hands on her hips. “You’re in town two days and you haven’t even called Mom and Dad?”


  And you haven’t even called me. The thought unsettled her. Why would Clint think to call her? She’d just been his best friend’s kid sister, after all. And the last time she’d seen him, she’d smacked him good.


  He pushed the brim of his western hat up and she got a better look at his beautiful brown eyes. “I don’t think Alice and Carl would want to see me.”


  Ella scowled at Clint. “I can’t believe you would even think that after all those years that you weren’t like a part of the family. You were a second son to them.” Although, she sure hadn’t thought of Clint like a brother since her teens.


  Clint’s gaze never moved away from hers. “I was responsible for Bucky’s death. They have no reason to want to see me.”


  Confusion made Ella frown. “What are you talking about?” You weren’t—”


  Moose, the heavy-set bartender with thinning hair, moved in front of them. He gave her a mock frown. “Gonna have to see your ID, little girl.”


  “I’m not staying.” Ella pushed her long braid over her shoulder so that it was hanging down her back. Moose never really carded her but liked to tease her. He’d known her family since she was born. She tried to smile and failed. “I just need to talk to Clint for a moment before I head back to the ranch and get to work.”


  Moose seemed to get the hint. “Let me know if either of you need anything. I’ve got to get a case of beer out of the back.”


  The big man left and Ella turned her gaze back to meet Clint’s.


  


  For some reason the fire in Ella’s eyes made Clint want to smile but he didn’t. She looked sexy and vibrant with her chin raised and her hands on her hips. He was seated but they were almost at eye level. He wanted to reach out and touch her, smooth his thumb over her cheek. He wanted to kiss her.


  The thought made him grind his teeth. He had no business even thinking about kissing Ella Fisher. Hadn’t he already taken enough from her?


  She narrowed her gaze. “I don’t suppose you’re planning on hanging around Prescott for long.”


  “No,” he said. “I’m not.”


  The intensity in Ella’s eyes grew fiercer. “You’re a selfish S.O.B., Clint McBride.”


  “I’m sorry,” was all he could think to say.


  “You’re expected at Sunday dinner.” She glared at him as he looked at her with surprise. “Five o’clock. Don’t be late.”


  With that, she turned and walked away from him. He watched her leave the bar with her head held high and his gut twisted as one thought after another hit him.


  He couldn’t stop the erotic images that went through his mind. Her lips had been full, inviting him to kiss her or have her take him deep into her mouth. Her jeans were snug, her ass well rounded, and her T-shirt tight across her breasts. He imagined having her in his bed and taking her all night.


  The thought had him grinding his teeth again as she walked out of the bar’s entrance. Damn, but he had no right thinking about her that way. She didn’t need a hard, killer cowboy. She needed someone to love her soft and long. She was a forever girl.


  He turned back to the untouched beer. He swiped the rim of the bottle with the lime and set the wedge on the counter before taking a long pull at the now warm beer. It tasted like crap, but after talking with Ella he needed a drink.


  Maybe he should have called the Fishers and his brother sooner, but since he’d arrived he’d done his best to stay low and visit old haunts alone. He’d needed that time to face ghosts of his past. Now it was time to face the living.


  Moose came through the door to the left of the bar, carrying a case of beer. He took one look at Clint and said, “Whiskey?”


  Clint gave a single nod. “Straight up.”


  


  Chapter 4


  


  It was late afternoon, a couple of hours after Ella had left, when Clint finally called Cody. He hadn’t been looking forward to calling his younger brother because he knew Cody would be pissed. It was time to get it over and done with.


  Now that he’d had a few drinks, he felt a little more relaxed but he still couldn’t get Ella off his mind. Talking with Cody would probably take care of that problem.


  He hadn’t had a cell phone in Argentina and hadn’t picked one up since he’d made it to the States. He asked Moose if he could use the bar’s phone and the bartender handed it over. When the big man moved away, Clint pulled a piece of paper with Cody’s cell number out of his wallet.


  The phone rang twice before Cody answered in a slow drawl. “Cody McBride here.”


  Clint let out his breath. “Hi, Cody.”


  Silence and then Cody said, “Clint?”


  “Yeah, it’s me.” Clint gripped his whiskey glass.


  “Where the hell are you?” Cody asked. Clint couldn’t get a read on his brother and tell whether he was pissed or glad to hear from him.


  “At the Highlander,” Clint said.


  Silence and then Cody said, “In Prescott?”


  Clint nodded even though Cody couldn’t see. “Yes.”


  “I’ll be right there.” Cody disconnected the call.


  With a grimace Clint placed the phone on the bar top then tossed back the rest of the contents of his whiskey glass. As he put the glass down, his old mentor, Walt, took the chair next to him.


  “Good to see you made it to town, son.” Walt gripped Clint’s shoulder as he greeted him. “When did you get here?”


  “Day before yesterday.” Clint wondered if he’d get another dressing down for not contacting Walt right away.


  But Walt just nodded as he released Clint’s shoulder. “How’d it go with that brother of yours?”


  “Guess we’ll see.” Clint grimaced. “He’s on his way here.”


  “I take it you didn’t call Cody as soon as you rolled into town.” Walt shook his head. “You’re just askin’ for trouble.”


  “How’ve things been going with you?” Clint was ready to get the focus off himself.


  Walt shrugged. “Not a lot has changed since you disappeared on us.” He nodded to Moose who was polishing a glass with a dishtowel. “The usual, Moose.”


  “You’ve got it, Hoss.” The big man nodded, set down the glass, and reached for a bottle.


  Walt turned back to Clint. “Oh, the town’s changed quite a bit. New businesses, more folks moving here from every damned part of the country. But life has pretty much stayed the same for an old geezer like me. I keep to myself except to work with the rodeo kids.”


  Moose set a lowball glass in front of Walt and poured two fingers of whiskey. Walt picked up the glass and saluted Moose with it before doing the same to Clint. Walt tossed back the contents of the glass, thumped it on the bar top, and waited for Moose to give him another hit.


  Clint nodded to Moose to hit him with the whiskey, too. When Moose walked away, Walt met Clint’s gaze. “I’d like to see you come back and take on rodeo again.”


  “I’m not planning on staying in town for long.” Clint shook his head. “Life might not have changed for this place, but it’s changed for me.”


  “Makes no matter.” Walt continued to study Clint. “Folks of all kinds come through here. A lot stay—some are folks who didn’t think they could handle the slower pace. Now you…your roots are here. This land is in your blood.”


  Clint picked up his glass and took a swallow before setting it back on the bar top, but said nothing.


  “I’d like to work with you on making a comeback,” Walt said. “I know what happened to Bucky took a lot out of you, but you’ve got to let it go. You belong on the circuit.”


  Clint wanted to get up and walk away. He didn’t want to listen to Walt’s talk about Bucky, or Clint making a comeback. He didn’t want to talk about rodeo at all. Hell, he didn’t even belong here anymore.


  Walt eyed Clint. “You just think on it.”


  Clint nodded despite the fact he didn’t plan on thinking about a possibility at all. There was no chance he’d go back to rodeo.


  “I want you to come to the county 4-H rodeo at the Prescott rodeo grounds this Saturday,” Walt said. “Some of my kids are competing.” Before Clint could respond, Walt said, “Looks like you’re about to find out what kind of welcome you’re going to get.” Walt nodded toward the entrance.


  Clint took one more swallow of his whiskey and turned in the direction Walt was looking and saw his brother’s angry features. Cody headed straight for Clint.


  Cody was just as tall as Clint and built much the same, but Cody had hair a few shades lighter and eyes that were the color of polished oak.


  Clint waited for Cody to reach him. The next thing Clint knew, a fist came out of nowhere as Cody clocked him.


  Pain split through Clint’s head as Cody almost knocked him off the barstool. The next thing he knew, Cody had him by the collar and was in his face.


  “You sonofabitch.” Cody’s jaw was tight. “You sonofabitch.”


  And then Cody had Clint in a bear hug. “I ought to knock the shit out of you again.” Cody drew back and released Clint. “Where the hell have you been?”


  “Good to see you, too.” Clint rubbed his face where Cody had punched him. Cody had held back or Clint knew he’d be seeing stars and spitting blood. As it was, he could feel his skin start to bruise and swell.


  Walt climbed off his stool and stood. “I’ll be seeing you two boys around.” He looked pointedly at Clint. “You and me—we’ve got some talking to do.”


  Clint gave a nod and Walt turned and headed toward the entrance.


  “Now it’s time to answer my question.” Cody braced one hand on the bar. “Where the hell have you been for so damned long?”


  Clint let out his breath. “This is gonna take a while.”


  “Then we’ll head to my place.” Cody checked his cell phone. “I’m not on call tonight so it wouldn’t hurt to sit down and knock back a few beers while we clear up a few things.”


  “On call?” Clint asked. “What are you doing that you’d be on call?”


  “Guess we both have some things to talk about.” Cody slapped Clint on the shoulder. “I’m still living on the ranch. Let’s head there.”


  Clint nodded. “I’ve had a few. You can drive.”


  After they’d gone through the drive-thru and grabbed some take-out burgers and fries from the local hamburger joint, they headed off to the ranch. The ride out took fifteen minutes. While Cody drove, he filled Clint in on some of the things that had gone on over the past several years. Property had changed hands; a good number of their cousins were now hitched or engaged, some having babies; and some of the old folks Clint had known had passed on.


  It was early evening when they arrived at the ranch. Clint’s gut twisted. He hadn’t realized how much he missed the old place until the truck rattled over the cattle guard and onto the land where he’d spent the first twenty-four years of his life. When their father died, Clint and Cody had stayed on and had run the ranch together before Clint took off.


  What an asshole-ish thing he’d done—leaving his brother to take care of everything, not even letting Cody know where he’d gone. Clint knew he’d been damned selfish.


  After Cody parked, they climbed out of the truck and Clint took in his surroundings. The place looked somehow smaller than he’d remembered. Everything from the barn to the storage shed to the house looked to be in good repair. Clearly, Cody had kept things up.


  “I thought about selling off the place.” Cody came up beside Clint. “But I just couldn’t get myself to do it. I keep a few head of cattle and a couple of horses, but that’s about it. I don’t have time to put any real work into the ranch.”


  Clint looked at Cody. “What is it you do now?”


  Cody raised his ball cap and pushed his fingers through his hair before tugging it down again. “I’m a firefighter with the Prescott Fire Department.”


  Clint raised his brows in surprise. “I’d never have guessed.”


  Cody shrugged. “I went to the community college and got my two-year degree first, specializing in arson investigations. I’ve been with PFD for five years now.”


  “How do you keep up with the ranch when you’re on duty?” Clint asked as they started toward the house.


  “I’ve hired 4-H kids over the years,” Cody said. “Good experience for them and most of the time they’re hard workers.”


  Clint grabbed the two bags with their dinner, shut the truck door, then walked up to the ranch-style house with Cody. They stepped onto the front porch and Cody unlocked the door and let them in.


  The feeling of being home swept over him and his skin prickled as he looked at all that was old and familiar amongst things that hadn’t been there before.


  The furnishings were much as Clint had remembered. The biggest exceptions were a new leather recliner and a large flat-screen TV where the old Panasonic had been. Clint hung his western hat on the hat rack by the front door and Cody tossed his cap on there, too.


  When he looked at his mom’s rocking chair, a knot formed in his throat. It was there that she rocked them as babies and there that she held them when they were little and she wanted to hold them close. It was there that she spent most of her last few days on this earth.


  “When did Jango pass away?” Clint asked as he thought of the family Australian shepherd that had been ten years old when Clint left.


  “He held on for a couple of years after you were gone,” Cody said. “Ready for another beer to go along with the burgers and fries?” He was already headed for the kitchen and Clint joined him.


  After Cody had grabbed a couple of Rolling Rocks and they’d popped off the lids, they went back into the living room where they each took a bag of the fast food. Cody sat in the newer leather recliner and Clint took a seat on the brown leather couch.


  Cody set his bag and beer on a small table next to the recliner. “Start talking.”


  Clint took a swig of his beer then placed it on one of the end tables beside the couch. “It’s a long story.”


  Cody reached into his bag and brought out one of his two burgers. “We’ve got time.”


  A pause as Clint thought about what he was going to say. “After Bucky died, I had to get out of here.” Clint dragged his hand down his face. “I wanted to get as far from Arizona as I could. So I packed up a few things and headed to Phoenix, but had to stick around there until I could get my passport. Then I took off for Scotland.”


  Cody had just stuffed a couple of fries into his mouth and finished chewing then swallowed. “So what the hell was there?”


  With a shrug, Clint said, “It just seemed like a good place to start.”


  “Start what?” Cody asked before taking a bite of his burger.


  “Backpacking across Europe.” Clint munched on fries as Cody studied him. After swallowing, Clint said, “I spent a lot of time soul-searching and spent four years traveling. I’d stop somewhere for a while, work long enough to make a little money to stash away and move on.”


  Cody continued to eat as he listened to Clint.


  “I spent time in each country I traveled to,” Clint said, “getting to know parts of it fairly well.”


  “You said you backpacked across Europe and wherever the hell else you went for four years,” Cody said. “What did you do for the next three years?”


  “Headed to South America.” Clint gave a wry smile. “I settled in Argentina, close to the Chilean border, raising horses for nearly three years. I’d saved all I could over the previous four years and bought a small place,” he went on. “Raised Criollo, a breed native to the country. They’re fine horses, bred from Arabian, Andalusian, and Barb stock. Started with a couple of mares, had them serviced, then went on from there.”


  Cody nodded for Clint to go on.


  “A month ago I sold off my horse ranch for a decent sum,” Clint continued. “After all was said and done, I headed back to the States. I planned to go to Montana and buy a ranch there, but wound up here.”


  “Montana?” Cody narrowed his brows. “You intended to go to Montana instead of Prescott?”


  Clint raked his fingers through his hair. “I’ve been gone for so long I didn’t think there’d be much of a welcome here.”


  Cody shook his head. “I should have given you a good ass-kicking at the bar instead of a little tap.”


  Clint rubbed the side of his face. “I guess I deserved that.” First Ella had slapped him and then Clint had let him have it. They were two of the hottest-tempered people Clint knew, but also two of the kindest and best people he’d ever known.


  The thought of Ella made his gut clench. He’d been summoned to dinner with the Fishers and he wasn’t looking forward to it. Although he had to admit that he wanted to see Ella again, even if there would never be anything between them.


  Cody balled up his paper bag. “How long have you been back in the States?”


  Clint shrugged. “A few days.”


  “I should kick your ass twice over for not calling me as soon as you got to town,” Cody said. “I imagine you have a story or two to tell.”


  Clint gave a small smile. “Something like that.”


  Cody’s gaze grew serious. “You should have called, sent a postcard, anything to let us know you were alive. Garrett tracked you as far as Phoenix and then you boarding that plane. So we knew you took off for Scotland but your trail grew cold almost right away.”


  It was Clint’s turn to be surprised. “You and Garrett?”


  “He is a private investigator after all,” Cody said. “We decided not to tell anyone. We figured you’d come back eventually and we’d hear from you, where you’d been, and what you’d been up to. Maybe even get in touch with me. But you never came back and we never heard from you.”


  “The longer I was there, the harder it got.” Clint let out a rush of air. “I had an entirely different life.”


  “I don’t suppose a woman was the reason you finally settled,” Cody said.


  “Nah.” Clint shook his head. “There was a woman I met in Argentina but turned out she couldn’t settle for just one man. It took me some time to catch on to her, but when I did I decided I wasn’t ready to settle down anyway. It was like a part of me knew I’d be coming back.”


  The last thing he’d said caught him a little off guard but he realized it was true. A part of him had known he’d return.


  Cody gestured toward Clint’s bag. “Your food is getting cold.”


  Clint stuck his hand into his bag and pulled out a burger. “Why don’t you do the talking and I’ll eat a bite?”


  Cody leaned back in his recliner and put his feet up. He took a long pull from his beer before resting the bottle on his thigh as he held it with one hand. “Like I told you, not a lot has changed since you’ve been gone. Folks coming and going, getting married, having kids, and some passing on.”


  While he listened to his brother, Clint ate his cold burgers and fries and drank from his now warm beer.


  Cody told Clint some of what he’d seen and done as a firefighter and went into more detail about old friends they’d had and what they were up to now.


  “You still play guitar?” Clint asked.


  Cody nodded. “Whenever I’ve got the time.”


  When Clint finished eating, Cody got up from his recliner and took Clint’s bag. He tossed the garbage then gave a nod toward the front door. “I have something to show you,” he said.


  They headed outside and walked in the direction of the barn. Motion-sensor floodlights came on at the house and then at the barn. Cody unlatched the doors and as they swung open he switched on a light, flooding the area where the alfalfa and feed were kept. Horses neighed as they walked to the storage area at the back of the barn.


  A dusty canvas tarp covered something on one side of the area. Cody strode to the canvas and dust filled the air as he pulled the cover away from the old black GTO.


  “You kept it.” Clint smiled, feeling a twinge in his chest, an ache that told him he’d missed home even more than he’d realized. “I wasn’t sure you would have.”


  Cody shrugged as he looked at the car. “It’s a part of Dad and it’s a part of you, too. I couldn’t let it go.” He turned his gaze on Clint. “It’s yours, of course. Dad would want you to have it.”


  Clint walked to the car and ran his hand along the side. The primer felt a little rough beneath his palm where they hadn’t sanded it yet. He suddenly itched to work on the car again, to fix it and make it whole like he and Dad had planned.


  You’re not going to be here to fix anything, Clint thought to himself, but looked at Cody and said, “Thank you for watching after her.”


  Cody shrugged again. “There’s plenty of room here in the barn.” He gestured toward the car. “You have your work cut out for you, though. She’s been sitting here just waiting.”


  “It would take some time, that’s for sure.” Clint smiled to himself as he thought of the work he and their dad, Ed, had done on the car.


  Working on the GTO had been a bonding time for the two of them and when they’d been at it the rest of the world had seemed far away. He hadn’t touched the car since Ed had passed away from cancer, two years before Clint had headed off. Instead of working on the car, Clint had thrown himself into riding, putting everything he had into rodeo.


  “You might as well stay the night,” Cody said. “I’ll drop you off at your car in the morning. You can sleep in your old room.”


  Clint nodded. He’d had too much to drink today so he’d be better off sleeping here and driving tomorrow.


  “All right,” he said and smiled at his brother. “Got any Oreos?”


  Cody laughed. “You know I always keep a stash.”


  “Good.” Clint put his hand on his brother’s shoulder as he grew serious. “Can you forgive me for leaving and staying away like I did?”


  Cody grew solemn, too. “You really pissed me off—hell, I’m still pissed. But you’re my brother and damn it, I love you.”


  Clint squeezed Cody’s shoulder. “Thank you.”


  Cody gave Clint a serious look. “That’s what brothers are for,” he said before they headed back to the house.


  


  Chapter 5


  


  Ella pulled her hair back out of her face and knotted it while she looked at the drawing she’d sketched out last night when she hadn’t been able to sleep. The drawing was more detailed than usual and she studied it with a critical eye before turning her gaze back to the armature she’d created that was partially covered by clay.


  This morning she’d woken early, and after taking care of chores around the ranch, she’d gone to the cabin that housed her studio. The cabin was a ways from the ranch house, back in a secluded area surrounded by oak and mesquite trees. There were three entrances to the cabin—one through her studio and two into the main cabin, front and back. There was also a door that she could go through from her studio into the main cabin if she wanted to use the small kitchen where she kept some of her favorite snacks.


  Itching to get started, she’d stripped down to her black panties and pink tank top before sitting on her stool, inserting her earbuds to listen to music, and getting to work. She didn’t have to worry about anyone seeing her because no one ever came up to the cabin or entered her studio without knocking. She enjoyed the freedom from the restriction of clothing. Somehow that feeling transformed her, allowing her to escape the bonds of everyday life and fall into her creations.


  When she was in her element, she was at her happiest. She could forget everything stressful in her life and just enjoy. She loved the feel of the clay in her hands, the satisfaction of bending wires to her will and creating something out of nothing but a lump of clay and wire. She even loved the smell of clay that filled the studio.


  While she worked she listened to country music. Kenny Chesney, Keith Urban, Carrie Underwood, Scotty McCreery, and Joe Nichols were a few of her favorites.


  She smiled as she turned her gaze from the drawing to the clay and metal. First thing, she’d opened a new bag of clay and had rolled and pummeled it to make it soft and malleable. She’d then transferred her drawing, sketching the picture into the clay. When she’d finished that, she’d gone to work on the armature, bending and shaping the wires to fit her design.


  Next, she’d started to form the clay around the wires, her drawing beginning to come alive as a three-dimensional work of art. She hummed to the music as she molded the clay and tapped one bare foot in time with the tune. When clay completely covered the armature, she leaned back and looked at what she’d done. She’d been at work for hours and it was coming along fine.


  She looked at the drawing again and her forehead wrinkled as her smile turned into a frown. The drawing was of a rodeo cowboy riding a bronc bareback—the horse kicking, its hind legs high in the air, the cowboy holding on with grim determination on his face.


  She studied the features, the strength in the cowboy’s profile down to the cleft in his chin. And then her body warmed when she realized what she’d done. The sketch looked remarkably like Clint McBride. She straightened in her chair and turned her gaze on the beginnings of the clay sculpture. Even her subconscious was thinking of Clint. For one moment she was tempted to throw the whole thing across the room and against the wall.


  Instead, she took a deep breath and let out a slow exhale. This could easily be the best sculpture she’d ever created if she continued with it. The drawing was one of the best she’d ever done and she’d begun the process of turning it into something tangible and filled with life.


  She would spend many long, tedious hours sculpting the piece until she felt she got it right, but she would love every minute of it. Each sculpture would end up approximately twenty-two inches in height and fifteen to sixteen inches in width.


  Then would come the process of casting the piece into bronze, and it would weigh around fifty pounds once cast. It would take four to six months to complete a single bronze. Considering patience had never been one of her virtues, it was a wonder she’d fallen in love with an art form that took so much time to complete.


  With renewed determination, she worked a little more on forming the clay around the armature until she was satisfied with that step. It would take some time before she would be satisfied with the clay sculpture itself.


  With her additional ranch duties, now that Pistol had moved on, she wasn’t left with a lot of time to work in her studio. She treasured every moment she did have to spend on her work.


  As she used her sculpting tools, her thoughts returned to Clint. She clenched her teeth and had to focus to keep her hand steady. He hadn’t bothered to come to the ranch to see them—she’d had to track him down and tell him to come to Sunday dinner.


  An image came to her of Clint joining her family for dinner in just a few days at the round table…Clint sitting next to her while the four of them ate.


  In the old days, when Bucky had been there, laughing, teasing, and goading had gone on incessantly. Sometimes Bucky made her so mad and had embarrassed her in front of Clint. But she’d take those days back readily just to have her brother with them again.


  An ache formed at the backs of her eyes and her vision blurred slightly and she had to stop working on the sculpture. For a long moment she bowed her head, struggling to compose herself. It had been seven years since her brother had died during the rodeo, but sometimes it was as if it had happened yesterday. Her heart squeezed, the pain a reminder of what they’d lost.


  Why couldn’t he have played it safe? With his condition, riding was out of the question, so why did he do it?


  Taking in a deep breath as she raised her head, she composed herself. She blinked away the moisture in her eyes and straightened on her stool. She took another deep breath and slowly exhaled.


  Forcing herself to concentrate on her sculpture, she took a tool and worked on one of the cowboy’s arms after covering the rest of the piece to make sure the clay didn’t dry out.


  As she worked, her thoughts drifted to Clint. He’d looked so damned good when she’d seen him in the bar. Muscular and powerful. But there was something in his eyes, a hardness that hadn’t been there before.


  Does he smile anymore? she wondered once again. She wanted to see him smile, and wanted it to be for her.


  Her attraction to him was almost unbearable. This time it wasn’t a teenage crush, an infatuation. This time she was a woman who desired a man so much that she ached inside. She wanted him in more ways than she could think of.


  But he’d also told her he didn’t plan on sticking around Prescott for long. Heat flushed through her and she clenched her teeth as her whole body tensed.


  Part of the hand she’d been working on snapped off, jerking her back to the moment.


  “Damn it.” She held the piece of broken clay in her palm and looked at the cowboy’s arm. It had been coming along nicely but now she was going to have to rework it from the elbow up.


  She pushed loose strands of hair from her eyes then removed the clay down to the cowboy’s elbow. Just as she started to put more clay on the sculpture, her cell phone vibrated on top of the nearby table. She glanced at the caller ID and saw that it was her mom.


  Ella sighed. She knew her mother wouldn’t call her while she was in her studio if it wasn’t important. Her hands were dirty from clay and she hurried to wipe them off with a cloth before taking out her earbuds, grabbing the cell phone, and answering it.


  “Hi, Mom.”


  “Sorry to bother you, sweetheart,” Alice said, “but the fence is down in the north pasture and the cows are on the road. I’d help your dad if I could—”


  “I know you would,” Ella said as she started to put away her things one-handed. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll head down there now and help get those cattle back in and repair the fence.”


  “Thank you,” Alice said. “Your dad already left.”


  “I’ll meet him there.”


  After disconnecting the call, Ella washed her hands in the sink and rinsed off the tools she’d been using before drying everything off and putting it all away. She made sure the start to her sculpture was covered well so that the clay wouldn’t dry out, then pulled on her old work shirt, jeans, socks, and worn boots. Her work gloves had been tucked into the back pocket of her Wrangler jeans, but they’d fallen out, so she picked them up and returned the pair to her pocket.


  When everything was set, not much more than five minutes had passed. She put on her western hat, walked out of the studio’s front door. She always locked it just in case a drifter came by or a storm threatened to blow it open.


  As she walked away from the cabin, she thought how different the two worlds she worked in were. From the careful handed artist to the hard working, physical ranch worker.


  With a sigh, she shook her head before heading to the old work truck.


  


  Chapter 6


  


  The familiar sights, sounds, and smells of a rodeo stirred something in Clint’s blood that had lain dormant for years. He hadn’t planned on coming but showed up out of a sense of duty to Walt.


  He moved through the growing crowd, keeping his hat low so that he wouldn’t be easily recognized. The last thing he wanted to do was talk to someone who recognized him every five feet.


  Young 4-H boys and girls wore numbers on their backs, so it was easy to tell who was competing. The participants represented most of Arizona’s fifteen counties.


  When Clint caught sight of Walt and his 4-H kids, Walt waved Clint over. The older man didn’t seem a bit surprised to see Clint. Likely, as far as Walt had been concerned, he’d been certain Clint would show up.


  Walt whistled and caught the attention of a group of five young cowboys and cowgirls, who looked to be anywhere from thirteen to seventeen, and they gathered around him. Clint pushed up the brim of his hat with one finger and looked at each kid.


  “This here is Clint McBride.” Walt gave a nod in Clint’s direction. “He was one of the best.”


  “Are you the same Clint McBride who holds the high score for bareback bronc riding?” a boy of about fifteen asked.


  “Last I heard,” Clint said. “I haven’t been around for a while.”


  A young cowboy who had to be around seventeen spoke. “I saw you compete when I was ten. I’ll never forget how you swept all the events like you did.”


  A teenage girl who held the reins of an Appaloosa smiled at him. “Are you making a comeback?”


  Clint started to shake his head, but Walt nodded. “He’s workin’ on it.”


  “Awesome,” a boy said.


  Walt clapped his hands together. “Looks like everything’s about to start. Get ready to chase those cans, Missy,” he said to the teenage girl who’d just spoken. She nodded and mounted the Appaloosa.


  She leaned forward and patted the horse’s neck before she clicked her tongue and guided her mount away, in the direction of the holding area. The number on her back fluttered in a light breeze.


  Clint turned his attention to Walt, who gave a nod toward the arena. “Watch Missy. She’s first up and a hell of a barrel racer.”


  When they reached the rails surrounding the arena, Clint and Walt rested their arms on the top rail and watched Missy and her horse move up to the start line. The moment the signal was given, the horse charged into the arena at full speed toward the first of three fifty-five-gallon barrels placed in a wide triangle inside the arena. Missy maneuvered the horse in a cloverleaf pattern, tight around each barrel, before shooting across the finish line. The flag dropped the moment she crossed the line and the crowd cheered even more when her time was announced.


  “Fifteen seconds.” Walt gave a nod. “Damned good for this arena.”


  Clint nodded. “Takes a lot of skill to ride as well as she just did. She did a fine job of training that horse.” Like a good barrel racer did, Missy and her Appaloosa had come so close to the barrels that it looked like the horse might hit one. They hadn’t knocked over a barrel, which would have added a five second penalty to her score for each one knocked over.


  “I’m gonna check on Becky.” Walt pushed back from the rails. “It’ll be her turn soon. She’s a good rider, but it’s hard to beat Missy.”


  While Clint watched the next competitors, his thoughts turned to how easy it would be to stay on in Prescott, then the reasons why he shouldn’t. Ella was one of the reasons why he needed to move on. He wasn’t sure he could keep his hands off her if he was around her much longer.


  The smell of popcorn came from the concession stand and Clint moved his gaze toward it. A familiar figure, carrying what looked like a heavy load, walked from the parking lot toward the back of the concessions.


  Ella.


  One part of him knew he should stay right where he was, but the part that wanted to be close to her won out. He found himself striding toward her. She looked cute in her western jeans, white tank top, and brown western boots. Her thick blonde hair was pulled back into a ponytail, which fell over her shoulder and covered one breast. She looked tanned and healthy and very much a grown woman.


  He saw that she was carrying a case of cola with a box of paper napkins on top of that. He reached her just as she made it to the back door of the stand.


  “Let me take that.” He took the load from her without waiting for a response and hefted it into his arms.


  “I don’t need you to carry that for me.” She put her hands on her hips and glared at him. “I was doing perfectly fine.”


  He managed to hold back his amusement. She looked so damned cute as she glared at him. “There’s nothing wrong with asking for a little help now and then.”


  She narrowed her gaze. “Your help is the last thing I need.”


  He nodded toward the door. “Want to open that for me?”


  She let out a huff of breath. “Might as well,” she grumbled.


  After she opened the door, he set the box to the side on the floor and saw two women working the concessions. Before Ella could go in, he closed the door and cornered her outside.


  “I need to get in there.” She tried to push past him but he wouldn’t let her. She put her hands on her hips again. “And for future reference, I can carry something all by my little self.”


  Every time he was around her she made him want to smile and he hadn’t done a lot of smiling in a long time.


  He wanted to reach for her and touch her soft skin but he hitched his shoulder up against the doorframe. “Why don’t you just accept my help?”


  She blew out her breath and pushed her ponytail over her shoulder. She looked like she’d realized she was overreacting but it was killing her to admit it. “Okay. Thanks, Clint.”


  He did smile then. “No problem.”


  “Where’d you get the shiner from?” She frowned and crossed her arms over her chest. “Back to your wild ways?”


  “Those days are long past.” He shook his head and touched the side of his face with his fingertips. “You slapped me. My brother punched me. I think you each got your message across.”


  “Cody punched you?” Her lips twitched like she wanted to smile. “Can’t say you didn’t deserve it.”


  Clint nodded. “I deserve more than that.”


  “Damn straight.” She gestured to the door. “I need to get to work.”


  He stepped out of the way. “I’ll see you tomorrow night.”


  She reached for the door handle, turned it, and pushed open the door. “Don’t be late,” she said as she entered the concession stand and closed the door behind her.


  As he walked away, he thought about how fiery she got when her temper flared. She was like a wild mustang that needed to be tamed—strong-willed and fired up when she didn’t get what she wanted.


  He liked her that way, liked getting under her skin.


  Her personality reminded him a lot of Bucky and he felt comfortable with her, despite the fact that she probably wanted to slap him whenever they were around each other.


  She was a grown woman now, a beautiful woman.


  A woman he wanted to touch, to taste.


  He gritted his teeth and shook his head. He needed to get his mind off of Ella and back to thinking about the future and exactly where he belonged.


  


  Chapter 7


  


  After the rodeo ended for the day, Clint spent time talking with Walt. The older man spoke as if Clint’s comeback was signed and sealed, and just had to be delivered. Clint gave up on telling Walt that he didn’t even know if he’d be hanging around much longer.


  As he was walking away from Walt, Clint spotted his cousin, Reese McBride. Clint was a good six years younger than Reese. When Clint was just a kid he’d had a case of hero worship when it came to Reese.


  Reese shook Clint’s hand while gripping his shoulder. “Where the hell have you been?”


  “Here and there.” They released hands. “Was out of the States for a while.”


  “I’ll say it’s been a good long while,” Reese said. “Planning on hanging around?”


  Clint shrugged. “I’m not sure.”


  “We need to get together.” Reese hooked his thumbs in his jean pockets. “We’ll have a barbeque. A good ol’ McBride family reunion.”


  At that, Clint couldn’t help a grin. “Now that would be some reunion, especially now. I hear your brother and all five of Bull’s sons are hitched or engaged, and there’s a young one or two running around.”


  “Won’t find me getting that serious about a woman or having kids.” Reese shook his head. “But I have to say my brother and our cousins married a fine bunch of ladies.”


  “Still with the police department?” Clint asked.


  Reese rocked back on his heels. “Detective now.”


  “Moved up pretty fast,” Clint said.


  “Not that fast.” Reese shrugged. “You’ve been gone a good long time.”


  “True.” Clint pushed his Stetson with one finger. “No telling what I’ve missed.”


  “Yep.” Reese glanced around. “I’ve got to find my partner. She’s here somewhere.”


  “Then I’d better let you get on out of here.” Clint slapped Reese on the shoulder. “Good to see you.”


  “Same here.” Clint gave a nod.


  When they parted ways, Clint headed for the parking lot. He rounded a pickup and caught sight of the familiar cute little ass of a blonde who was lifting a box from the ground to put into the back of an old truck.


  He strode up behind Ella, took the box from her grasp, leaned over the side of the vehicle, and set the box on the truck bed.


  When he turned back to face Ella, she had her hands on her hips again. “Clint McBride, I told you—” She gasped in surprise as he took her by her upper arms, drew her tightly to him and brought his mouth to hers.


  For a moment she struggled, fighting him. She placed her palms against his chest, trying to break free of his hold. Within moments she gave in with a soft moan and began kissing him back as if she was starving for him. She moved her hands up his chest and wrapped her arms around his neck, holding on to him as if she needed his support.


  He tasted her sweetness and drew in her scent. Damn, but she smelled good, a light floral perfume that caused him to growl low in his throat. The need to have her, to possess her was so powerful that his cock hardened and he pressed her even more tightly against him.


  The kiss grew fiercer and all he could think of was grabbing her up in his arms, going someplace where they’d be alone and taking her hard. He knew she’d be a wildcat in his embrace. Untamed and free, demanding her pleasure.


  When he finally had to catch his breath, he broke the kiss and raised his head. She stared into his eyes, looking slightly dazed and completely taken off guard. Her lips were red and swollen, and no doubt his stubble had chafed her skin where it was pink.


  In the next instant, her features changed from soft to hard. “You—you—” She sputtered the words. She spun out of his arms and marched to the driver’s side door of the old truck.


  He did his best to hide a grin as she climbed in, the door squeaking as she slammed it shut. He stood outside the driver’s side window and smiled at her. The truck coughed and sputtered as she tried to start it. On the third try the vehicle rumbled to life and the gears groaned as she shifted into reverse. He stepped away as she backed up the truck. She came close to hitting another car before she slammed on the brakes and threw the truck into first. Tires squealed as she stomped on the gas and the vehicle lurched forward.


  Damn, but he enjoyed getting a rise out of her.


  As she drove away he realized his cock and balls were still aching with need for her and he adjusted himself. His jeans felt tight and constricting as his cock pressed against the tough material.


  His amusement faded, replaced by a sense of frustration. He wanted her badly and he had a feeling she wanted him just as much. But now she was gone and he was left to head back to his hotel room.


  A part of him felt guilty for what he’d just done, and for the thoughts rampaging through his head. All of the things that he’d been thinking and feeling about her were wrong.


  But at the same time a sense of satisfaction also went through him. He’d stirred her up and had given her something to think about. And just maybe she’d admit that she wanted him.


  He shook his head as he walked to the Mustang and adjusted his jeans again.


  It took fifteen minutes from the time he left the rodeo grounds to walking into his hotel room. He gritted his teeth and rubbed his cock through the jeans. He was still as hard as hell. He couldn’t stop fantasizing about what he wanted to do to her and with her.


  He stripped out of his clothing, his cock big and hard, jutting out as he walked into the bathroom and straight for the shower. He waited until it was almost hot before he stepped under the water.


  The spray hit him full in the face as he tilted his head back. His cock ached and he grasped it in his hand before leaning forward and bracing his other palm on the tile.


  He closed his eyes, picturing Ella’s face, the fire in her gaze as he held her up against him. He imagined pushing her down so that her face was directly in front of his cock. He’d unfasten his jeans, release his erection, then grasp her head in his palms as he pressed his cock against her lips until she parted them as he slid inside her mouth.


  As he pictured her on her knees, sucking him, he moved his hand up and down his erection, his cock aching more with every stroke.


  She’d suck on him until he couldn’t take it anymore. He’d bring her down to the floor, strip away her clothes, then thrust his cock deep inside her. She’d moan with pleasure as he fucked her and watched his cock move in and out of her wetness. He’d take her hard and fast, and she would cry out as she climaxed.


  He stroked himself harder then came with a rush. He opened his eyes as his semen spurted against the tile, stroking himself until he was spent.


  His cock was still big, as if one orgasm hadn’t been enough. He braced both palms against the cool tile and lifted his face to the spray. When the ache wouldn’t go away, he switched the water to cold.


  Damn, but this was insane. He wanted what he couldn’t have. Shouldn’t have. And he didn’t think his desire for Ella was going to go away anytime soon.


  


  * * * * *


  


  Ella plopped onto her bed and fell on her back, half-on, half-off the mattress. She stared at the ceiling, trying to ignore the throbbing between her thighs.


  She didn’t like how she was on fire for Clint, didn’t like it at all…except that she’d dreamed of his kiss before. It had been a long time ago, when she’d been young and naïve and hadn’t thought about sex. She’d imagined what it would be like to be in his arms, to feel the warmth of his embrace.


  A schoolgirl’s fantasy.


  Her fantasies were altogether different now. Yet here she was, still a virgin at twenty-three. She wasn’t “saving” herself for some special man. It was only that the right one hadn’t come along, and most of all, she hadn’t had the time to even look for the right one.


  Working on the ranch took up so much of her days that she wasn’t left with a lot of time for anything else. It had been that way since Bucky had died—her parents hadn’t been able to handle the ranch without her help. Not with her mother’s disability, and her father’s failing eyesight before they could afford to make payments on a cataract surgery. It had taken a long time to pay off that surgery.


  Ella had been a surprise baby, her parents already forty-five when she was born. She hadn’t had a lot of friends given that she’d had no time to party like other kids she knew. She’d rarely had the time to do more than go to school and complete her homework. Although there had been guys who’d wanted to date her, she’d never had a boyfriend. All she’d been able to do was say no when they’d asked her out on dates.


  In her high school art class, she’d fallen in love with sculpting and when she’d had time, she’d read every book she could get her hands on. The artist she’d loved the most was Remington and she’d wanted to emulate him, but in her own style.


  When her parents were finally able to afford to hire Pistol, Ella had been able to throw her free moments into her art. That was what had mattered to her more than dating, more than anything but her family. Her father had even let her use the room in the cabin as her studio and had helped her make it the perfect place to allow her to be free to pursue her dreams.


  She’d had a year at an art school in Phoenix before she’d had to return to the ranch. She’d driven the three-hour round trip four days a week. The gas alone guzzled by her old truck had cost a small fortune. One year was all they’d been able to afford, but she’d loved what time she’d had.


  Life had gone back to working the ranch and slipping away to work on her art when she had a little time. That was until Pistol left and time in her studio had become rare.


  That had been her life up to this point in time.


  Now Clint was back, turning her world upside down. He’d rekindled her fantasies of him, only now they were far more intense. She didn’t know how to make love, only what she’d read in books, but she knew he could show her. She closed her eyes and stretched her arms over her head. Her nipples felt hard and ached, and she imagined Clint touching them, sucking them, while at the same time filling the burning need between her thighs.


  She groaned, rolled onto her belly, and buried her face in her hands. Clint made her so mad on so many different levels. But she wanted him…needed him… She sighed and flopped onto her back again.


  He’d come back and turned her world upside-down even before he’d kissed her. Now she was thinking about him more than her art or her work around the ranch.


  She clenched her teeth. She had to get him out of her mind and not let him affect her like this. Kissing him again was out of the question. She couldn’t even believe that she had let him and even reciprocated the first time.


  With a feeling of deep frustration, she got off her bed and headed out of her room and to the kitchen to help her mother with dinner.


  And to help keep her mind off of Clint.


  


  Chapter 8


  


  “Damn,” Ella said over the boom of thunder as she removed her latex-gloved hands from the birth canal of the mare that was lying on her side in the straw. Ella leaned back and wiped sweat from her forehead with her upper arm. “Rosie’s foal is breeched, hind legs first, Dad.”


  Rain pounded on the roof of the old barn and lightning flashed as her father, Carl, frowned and pulled his cell phone from his pocket. “We’d better call Doc Tanner.”


  “It’s been twenty-five minutes since Rosie’s water broke and she’s getting tired.” Ella shook her head with frustration. The barn lights flickered after lightning cracked the sky followed by more thunder. “It was rough on Rosie when her other foal was breeched. I’m afraid this one isn’t going to be any easier.”


  Carl gave a nod. “Doc was here the last time. Let’s hope he can make it now.”


  While Carl called the vet, Ella removed her gloves and stroked Rosie’s head. “Relax, girl. Everything’s going to be fine.”


  The mare raised her head from the straw and whinnied. She stirred as she rested on the straw again.


  “I can’t get through to Doc.” Carl closed his cell phone as wind buffeted the barn. “It’s going straight to his voicemail. We’re going to have to help deliver Rosie’s foal on our own.”


  “The storm is probably causing outages with cell service.” Ella’s belly sank, a queasiness settling in. “I’ve never delivered a breeched foal.” She’d been present at the roan Quarter horse’s last foaling, but the vet had gone in and made it look easy.


  “We’ll do it together, Ella.” Carl gave her a reassuring look.


  “Just tell me what to do.” She set aside the bucket she’d used for soapy water with disinfectant. Her father’s arthritic hands would make it too difficult for him to do the foaling. She would need to bring this foal into the world using Carl’s instructions alone.


  “You said it’s coming hind legs first.” He crouched down beside Ella who was kneeling next to Rosie. She grabbed another set of gloves and slipped them on. “You’re going to need to—”


  “Is everything all right?” A male voice came from the open stall door.


  Ella looked up to see Clint. Her heart pounded a little faster at the sight of him. Water dripped from the brim of the western hat shading his eyes, his rain-soaked clothing plastered to his muscular body. She’d been so busy with Rosie, and so concerned, that she’d forgotten he would be arriving soon for dinner.


  “Clint.” Carl got to his feet and shook Clint’s hand. “Good to see you. I’d give you a proper greeting but we have a mare whose foal is breeched.”


  “Is the vet on the way?” Clint moved beside Ella as she rested her palm on the horse’s heaving side.


  Ella shook her head. “We can’t get hold of him.”


  Clint asked her a few questions as he put his hands into the bucket of water and disinfectant and washed them.


  “Let me get in there.” Clint gestured to where Ella was kneeling. “I had a horse farm and I’ve had to deliver a couple of breeched foals.”


  For a brief moment she thought about protesting that she could do it herself, but he had experience and she wasn’t going to let her stubbornness get in the way of Rosie’s foaling. Any number of complications could arise and she prayed that he could save both the foal and the mare.


  When Clint took off his hat, Carl took it and put it on top of a nearby pole. Clint moved in behind the horse and slid his disinfected hands into the birth canal.


  Ella knelt beside Rosie’s head and stroked her neck as she watched as Clint adjusted and rotated the foal so that it could slide out more easily when the mare strained. Clint looked grim as he worked to help the roan mare with the foaling. Outside the rain continued its assault on the barn and thunder sounded even louder than before.


  The hind feet came first and Ella found herself holding her breath, praying even harder that the foal and Rosie would be all right. Ella spoke softly to Rosie, trying to soothe her and let her know she was going to okay.


  It seemed like it took forever, but only eight minutes at most had passed from the time Clint had taken over to the moment the hind hooves first appeared. Ella’s heart beat faster as more of the foal emerged from the birth canal.


  Her breath whooshed out with relief when the entire foal slid onto the straw. She saw that it was a male and he was coal black. Even though the foal was out, they had to work quickly to resuscitate him and to take care of the umbilical cord. When he was breathing and they were certain he was healthy, they stepped away to let the mare and foal get acquainted with each other.


  In moments the mare was standing. She nuzzled and licked the baby, stimulating the foal to get up, something that would also cause the suckling reflex to kick in.


  They watched as the foal tried to get up, then stumbled, and fell. As much as a human’s reaction was to help something that seemed so fragile, it was better for the foal to be left alone and learn how to stand himself, with his mother’s encouragement.


  As Ella watched the mare and her baby, her heart filled with emotion. She didn’t even try to push away from Clint when he put his arm around her shoulders and squeezed her to him. He released her almost at once and she realized he was looking at her father. Carl either didn’t notice them, or pretended not to notice.


  “What do you want to name him?” Carl asked as he hooked his thumbs in his pockets.


  “Ben, after my great-grandpa.” Ella smiled at her dad.


  “Ben it is.” Carl gave a nod of approval.


  The three of them stayed with Rosie and Ben for a while, making sure that both mare and foal were doing well.


  “Your mama’s bound to have dinner ready.” Carl took his hat off and slapped it against his knee before starting out the stall door. “I think Rosie and little Ben will be just fine.”


  Clint grabbed the bucket of soapy water before Ella could, along with the towels they’d used to clean up with. Ella picked up the last of the items, including the soiled gloves, and Carl shut the stall door behind them.


  Ella paused long enough to look over the stall door. “I’ll check in on you after dinner, Rosie.”


  The Quarter horse whickered and bobbed her head as if in acknowledgment before turning her attention back to the foal.


  Before they walked out of the stall, Ella glanced at Clint to find him watching her. Their gazes met and held and her belly flipped before she turned away and headed out. Clint closed and latched the stall door behind them and they strode through the barn.


  “It’s damned good to see you,” Carl said as they reached the barn doors, and he slapped Clint on the shoulder before walking out into the rain.


  


  Clint paused for a moment. He couldn’t take his eyes off Ella as she left the dry barn and was immediately soaked in the pouring rain. Rather than running to the house, she walked beside her father who was clearly not able to hurry. His arthritis must be getting bad.


  In a couple of strides, Clint caught up with Ella and Carl. She leaned into the wind as lightning lit up the sky. For that brief moment he could see how the rain and wind plastered her shirt against her slender body, showing her curves from her nice-sized breasts to her indented waist. Her snug jeans were dark from the rain and hugged her ass and thighs perfectly.


  Clint shook his head. He felt like he was being torn apart from the inside. His guilt and his desire for Ella warred inside him, like nothing he’d ever felt before. It wasn’t sex he wanted from her. It was something far more that had broadsided him before he’d known what was happening.


  Damn. It had been a bad idea coming tonight, even if Carl Fisher had greeted Clint like he’d been genuinely pleased to see him.


  Lightning crashed and thunder rumbled as they walked through slick mud puddles. By the time they reached the porch, they were all soaked clear through their clothing to the skin.


  When they reached the porch steps and were under the overhang, Clint, Ella, and Carl shucked off their boots.


  Ella opened the door and leaned in. “Mom,” she called out. “We could use some towels.”


  “And some dry clothes.” Alice appeared in the doorway immediately, as if expecting them. Her eyes met Clint’s and she smiled. “Clint, dear, I’m so glad to see you.” She looked at each of them. “Now hold on one moment while I grab a few towels.”


  Ella crossed her arms over her chest, clearly shivering from the cold wet evening. Clint felt a chill, too. A short time later, Alice showed up holding an armful of thick towels and handed one to each of them.


  “You dry off good and proper and get to your rooms and change,” she said to Carl and Ella. Alice turned her gaze on Clint. “I might have something for you, too.”


  After drying themselves as best they could, and once they’d given Alice all three hats to set on the hat rack, Ella and Carl stepped onto the Saltillo tile and went to their bedrooms. Alice limped up to Clint as he closed the door behind himself. She held an armload of clothes and handed them to Clint.


  “I think these might fit you.” She gestured down the hall. “You remember where the hall bathroom is, I’m sure.”


  “Thank you.” Clint gave a nod and took the clothes from Alice.


  She smiled at him. “It is so good to see you.” She pointed and added, “Now, get on out of here, change those clothes, and bring the wet ones back.”


  Clint couldn’t help but smile back at the sweet woman who he’d loved like a mother after his own had passed away. “Right away,” he replied before leaving her and heading down the hall.


  The work shirt and Wrangler jeans fit him well, and he also slipped on the pair of socks she’d given him. As he dressed he realized the clothing had to have belonged to Bucky, and he wasn’t sure how he felt about that. Bucky had been stockier than Clint when they were young, but they’d been close in height. Now that Clint had filled out and was more muscular, he fit into Bucky’s clothing just fine.


  Clint gathered up his wet clothes in one arm after he put on his belt and walked out of the bathroom, nearly colliding with Ella who was carrying her blouse, jeans, and undergarments. He caught her with his free hand and kept her from stumbling. She dropped something and he knelt and picked up her lacy black bra and handed it to her. Her cheeks turned pink and he held back a grin.


  “Mama will want these in the laundry room.” She snatched the bra from his grip and turned away from him before hurrying to the kitchen that they’d have to walk through to get to the laundry room.


  “Smells good,” Clint said to Alice as they walked into the kitchen. It smelled like Mexican food, his favorite.


  “I remember how much you liked enchiladas.” She smiled at him as she limped from the stove to the sink. One of her legs was twisted and mangled as a result of a birth defect, but she’d never let that slow her down. “Dinner’s ready. Hurry on up now and have a seat at the table.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Clint said with a nod and a smile. Alice had always made him smile in the past.


  When he reached the laundry room, Ella took his clothes from him. Her hands brushed his and he felt an instant surge of desire for her, straight to his groin. She must have felt it too, as her eyes widened slightly and her lips parted as her gaze met his. She turned away, breaking the moment, and put his clothes into the open clothes washer.


  Carl appeared in the doorway and Ella took his clothing. She added it to the washer before putting in laundry detergent, starting the washer, then heading back into the kitchen.


  Clint walked behind Ella, watching her ass for a moment as she moved in front of him. Her hair swung across her back, straight and still damp from rain. He quickly looked away before her mother and father could see him staring at their daughter’s backside.


  The small kitchen table that seated four was already set. At the center of the table was a baking dish filled with rolled enchiladas, a bowl of black beans, another serving dish with Spanish rice, and a big salad of mixed greens, tomatoes, avocado, and sprouts. Salsa, hot sauce, guacamole, and sour cream were on the side, along with a bottle of chipotle ranch dressing for the salad.


  They seated themselves with Ella to his right and Alice eased into the chair on his left. Carl sat across the table from Clint. When he’d eaten at their house in the past, they’d used the larger dining room table so that all five of them could fit at the table. Now, with Bucky gone, there was no reason to use the bigger one.


  Dinner was the best Clint had eaten in a long time. He’d been afraid the meal would be silent, but it was filled with talk about the new foal and the breeched birth, as well as Clint’s help.


  “Thank you for saving Rosie and her foal,” Alice said, her eyes glistening a little, as if she might cry. “Rosie’s a sweetheart of a horse and I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to her.”


  “I’m sure Ella could have done it,” Clint said quietly. “Carl would have guided her through it just fine.”


  Ella shook her head. “I’m glad you were there, Clint.”


  Alice’s expression turned sober. “I’m so happy you’ve come home,” she said to Clint. “We missed you so much. It was like we lost two sons when you left.”


  Everyone at the table went silent. A lump lodged in Clint’s throat and the backs of his eyes burned. He couldn’t think of anything to say.


  Alice looked at her plate before raising her eyes and putting on a bright smile. “Who wants seconds?”


  


  Chapter 9


  


  After they’d cleared the table, Alice shooed Clint, Ella, and Carl out of the kitchen, insisting that they’d had a hard day and she could finish up. Alice had taught her family and Clint long ago that she didn’t want anyone feeling bad about her disability or that they had to baby her in any way. It was a matter of pride to her to be able to take care of her family.


  Clint followed Ella out onto the front porch. She leaned her forearms on the railing and looked out into the rainy night. The air smelled clean and fresh, and he moved so that he was standing at the railing beside her.


  Neither of them said anything for a long moment. Clint didn’t know where the words came from, but he found himself saying, “I’m hoping you’ll forgive me.”


  What did he want her to forgive him for? Being gone for so long? Or for Bucky’s death?


  Both. Although truth be told, he didn’t deserve her forgiveness.


  She turned her head and studied him. “You left us for a long time without a word. We didn’t know if you were alive or dead. And then you just show up one day and expect forgiveness?”


  He looked down for a moment at the old floorboards. When he looked back at her, he shook his head. “No. I don’t.”


  She studied him for a long moment before saying, “I’m going to check on Rosie and Ben.” She went to her muddy boots that were still on the porch. Clint turned to go with her but she shook her head. “I’m going alone.”


  He watched her and his gut twisted as she walked from the house and into the rain. Soon she was swallowed up by the darkness before appearing again when she reached the barn and stepped into the illumination given by the floodlight above the huge double doors. She opened one of the doors and slipped into the barn.


  What had made him ask for forgiveness like he had? It had just come out, like his heart was speaking and it was something he had to say.


  That wasn’t all he needed to say. He needed to sit down with Ella’s folks and apologize to them for what had happened to Bucky. They’d still have their son if it weren’t for him.


  Ella’s words came back to him, the words she’d spoken in the bar.


  “I can’t believe you would even think that after all those years that you weren’t like a part of the family. You were a second son to them.”


  And then what Alice had said at dinner tonight. “It was like we lost two sons when you left.”


  How could they still think of him as a part of the family?


  He rubbed the corners of his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. All he could do was ask Alice and Carl to forgive him.


  He turned away from the porch railing to put on his boots and follow Ella to the barn when the door opened and Carl walked through the doorway. He shut the door behind him before taking a seat in one of the three rocking chairs that were lined up along the porch on one side. A two-person swing was on the other side of the door.


  “Have a seat,” Carl said and nodded to the chair next to him.


  Clint obliged. It was clear that Carl wanted to talk, Clint just didn’t know what to expect but he hoped he knew the right words to say.


  Carl took a pipe out of his shirt pocket along with a pouch of tobacco. He tamped tobacco into the pipe before lighting it and taking a puff.


  “Ella go out to check on Rosie and her foal?” Carl asked.


  Clint nodded. “A few minutes ago.”


  For a long moment they sat in silence. Just as Clint was about to speak, Carl blew out smoke and said, “We’ve missed you, son. We were afraid you were gone and that we’d lost you both.”


  Clint swallowed past the lump that had reemerged in his throat. “I didn’t think you’d want me around after Bucky died.”


  Carl turned his gaze on Clint and frowned. “We needed you then, more than ever.”


  Clint shook his head. “I was responsible for Bucky’s death. How could you want me around after that?”


  “What in God’s name are you talking about?” Carl held his pipe away from his face. “You weren’t the reason Bucky died.”


  “I was the one who let Bucky get on that bronc at the rodeo. He had to have been drunk the way he was acting. He insisted on riding and I couldn’t get him off that horse.” Clint looked down at his hands. “I should have tried harder. I should have pulled him off that damned bronc. He would never have taken a fall and wouldn’t have been trampled to death.”


  “For God’s sake, is that what you think?” Carl’s voice rose. “That Bucky dying was your fault?”


  “It was.” Clint pushed his hand through his hair. “He was drunk, damn it.”


  “He wasn’t drunk.” Carl’s voice was clear and calm. “He had a heart attack while he was on that horse.”


  Clint’s gaze cut from the rain to Carl. “What do you mean he had a heart attack?”


  Carl let out a deep sigh. “Bucky insisted on keeping his heart problems from everyone, including you. He had a rare heart defect and didn’t want anyone feeling sorry for him.” Carl shook his head.


  Clint stared at him, stunned into being unable to speak, his mind reeling. What Carl was saying was like a punch to Clint’s gut.


  “He was stubborn that way, like his mother.” Carl took another puff on his pipe before he went on. “If I’d known you blamed yourself, I would have told you.” Carl leaned back in his chair. “But instead of staying and talking to me, you left without a word.”


  Clint looked away from Carl and stared out into the night, watching raindrops sparkle and fall in the soft porch light. Bucky had suffered from heart problems all those years and hadn’t told Clint? It was almost like a slap in the face. Clint had been Bucky’s best friend since they were kids. How could Bucky have kept something like this a secret from Clint?


  He turned back to Carl, still having a hard time comprehending what the older man had said. Clint swallowed. “You’re positive that’s what happened?”


  “Know it for a fact.” Carl rocked back and forth in his rocking chair. “Coroner did an autopsy.”


  Clint shook his head. All these years he’d been running from his past, from something that wasn’t his fault? “If I’d known about Bucky’s heart problems… He said he wasn’t drunk and that he was going to ride. I didn’t believe him… Damn.”


  Carl blew out a puff of smoke. “Don’t beat yourself up about it one way or another. You can’t change things and like I said, Bucky was as stubborn as they get.” Carl continued rocking in his chair. “I like to think Bucky went the way he’d have wanted to go. Ridin’ a bronc.”


  With his forearms on his thighs, Clint leaned forward and watched the rain come down. He listened to the drum of raindrops hitting the porch overhang. The news of Bucky’s heart attack and the fact that it wasn’t Clint’s fault still had him feeling stunned.


  “What’ve you been up to since you’ve been gone?” Carl continued to rock. “What’s kept you away for such a long spell?”


  Clint had to draw himself back to the present to answer Carl. “Traveled abroad for years.” Clint continued to stare into the night. “Raised horses for a while.”


  Carl nodded. “You’ll have to tell me all about it when you’re ready.”


  “I’d like to apologize.” Clint faced Carl. “I should have been here for you and Alice, and Ella, too. I shouldn’t have run away like I did.”


  “What’s done is done.” Carl eyed Clint evenly. “You can’t change the past but you can learn from it. I’m willing to bet you did a lot of growing up while you were off doing God knows what, God knows where.”


  “A hell of a lot of growing up.” Clint gave a wry smile. “Apparently I have more growing up to do.”


  Carl seemed to focus in more on Clint. “You have anything lined up now that you’re back?”


  Clint shook his head. “I wasn’t even sure I was staying.”


  “And now?” Carl asked.


  Clint thought about it for a long moment before he answered. Ella came to mind and he had to push that thought aside. He surprised himself, though, as he said, “I’ve decided I’m going to stay for now. After that…I’m not sure, not yet.”


  Carl didn’t look as though Clint’s statement surprised him at all. “Ever since we lost our ranch hand, Ella’s had to do most of the ranch work.” Carl raised his arthritic hands. “I’ve got this damn rheumatoid arthritis in my hands and my knees. I can’t do what I used to.”


  The older man paused and Clint waited for him to continue.


  “You and me—we chose to be cowboys,” Carl went on. “But in my heart, I believe that Ella wouldn’t have picked this life if she hadn’t been forced to.”


  Carl continued to speak. “I’ve got a proposition to make to you.” He lowered his hands. “I’d like to bring you on as my ranch hand while you’re here or until you decide to find something permanent. Hell, I’d make you permanent if you’d take on the job.” Carl was talking as if Clint would come around and stay for sure.


  Clint was taken aback for a moment by Carl’s offer. Before he could respond, Carl went on. “I’m feeling mighty guilty because Ella isn’t able to do much of what she loves. Her art.” Carl was serious then smiled when he said, “She’s good, damned good.” His smile faded.


  Memories of a young Ella drawing horses and making them out of Play-Doh came to mind. When she was older her drawings had become more detailed and beautiful, but she wouldn’t let him see most of them. In fact the only ones he’d seen were those that her proud mother had shown off when Ella wasn’t around.


  “Since Pistol left, Ella’s been too busy to spend much time in that studio of hers that she’s got all fixed up,” Carl was saying. “I can’t pay you a lot but I can give you room and board. I’ve got a cabin that you can stay in.”


  Several thoughts shot through Clint’s mind. He’d be able to help a family that he loved, a family he felt he owed something to. He’d have something to keep him busy until he decided what he wanted to do, and he’d have a place to stay.


  And he’d be close to Ella.


  The last thought threw him off a bit, but he pushed it aside and nodded. “I’d be glad to do whatever I can to help out.”


  Carl gave a nod and appeared to be pleased. “I’m mighty glad you’ll be coming on. I know you likely will find something more permanent, but I’ll be glad to have you as long as you can.” He held out his hand and Clint took it. The older man had a firm grip as he shook Clint’s hand.


  “Thank you, Carl.” Clint and Carl released hands. “For everything.”


  Carl braced his hands on the arms of the rocking chair. “What do you say we have a shot of whiskey before you head on out?”


  “I’d like that.” Clint glanced toward the barn. “Ella is still with the mare and her foal. I should go see how she’s doing first.”


  “I’ll get out the whiskey,” Carl said as he started to get up.


  Clint held himself back from offering to help Carl who was clearly hurting as he got to his feet. It wasn’t just Bucky and Alice who were stubborn when it came to admitting they could use some help. Carl and Ella were just as mule-headed. But he’d loved every member of the family.


  As Carl walked into the house, Clint’s gaze moved to the barn. Back then he’d cared for Ella like a little sister. That sure as hell had changed in seven years. Ella wasn’t so little anymore. She was a grown woman now.


  A woman he wanted to get to know in every way possible.


  


  Chapter 10


  


  Clint pulled on his muddy boots that were still on the porch and headed out into the rain, soaking his borrowed clothes immediately straight through to his skin. He didn’t know how Alice was going to feel with him and Ella coming in a second time, wet and muddy again.


  The rain was cold, the spring air cool. The barn door creaked when he opened it and he walked inside and closed it behind him. He went to Rosie’s stall, where Ben was busy feeding from his dam’s teat.


  Ella sat on an upturned bucket and didn’t look up when Clint appeared in the stall doorway. She was so pretty with her hair straight from the rain and hanging down her back. He couldn’t help noticing her nipples that pressed against her wet T-shirt, pebble hard from the cold.


  He hitched his shoulder up against the doorframe and moved his attention from Ella to the roan mare and her black foal. “They’re beautiful,” Clint said after a moment of silence and he looked back at Ella.


  She nodded but didn’t look at him. “They are.”


  Goose bumps pebbled her arms. “You’re cold,” he stated as he went to her and crouched next to her.


  She shook her head. “I’m fine.”


  They were eye level as he knelt on one knee beside her. She turned to face him and caught her breath when she found her face so close to his.


  He ran his knuckles along her cheekbone, her cheek cool to his touch. Her lips parted and her eyes widened. He slid his hand into her wet hair and cupped the back of her head. Without waiting for an invitation, he brought his mouth down on hers.


  This time she didn’t fight him. She gave a soft moan and kissed him with an intensity that caught him off guard. She moved her arms around his neck and held on, as if she was afraid of falling.


  In the next moment he found himself taking her down to the straw. She was wet from the rain and wild beneath him as she wrapped her thighs around his hips, holding him to her as they kissed. She started unbuttoning his shirt and slipped her fingers onto his bared skin, her hands cold as she moved them over his chest.


  He groaned and rocked his hips so that he was rubbing his jean-covered cock along her center and that seemed to make her squirm even more. He separated his mouth from hers and moved his mouth along the curve of her neck and to the hollow of her throat.


  “Please.” She clench her hands in his hair. “Please, Clint.”


  He grasped her wet T-shirt and pulled it up before tugging her bra beneath her breasts and she gasped as the cool air tightened her nipples even more. He captured one of her nipples in his mouth and sucked, causing her to cry out and clench her fists in his hair. He moved his mouth to her other nipple and she arched her back, begging for more. He eased his hand over her belly to her jeans, down until his fingers were pressed against her center.


  She whimpered as he sucked her nipples and rubbed her clit through her jeans.


  He braced his other hand in the straw, to the side of her head. With his cock pressed against her, he looked down at her, studying her beautiful features. Her bared breasts and large nipples, her hair splayed across the hay, her lips parted, her eyelids heavy, and raw desire in her gaze.


  With a groan he lowered his head and closed his eyes, trying to pull himself together.


  “What’s wrong?” Her voice came out soft and unsure.


  “Nothing is wrong.” He held her gaze. “It’s just that you deserve more than a romp in the hay.”


  “Is that what this is?” Her brows narrowed. “A romp in the hay?”


  He shook his head. “That’s exactly what I don’t want it to be.”


  Her cheeks turned red and she put her palms to his chest and shoved him. He let her push him off of her and he stayed beside her in the hay as she sat up and arranged her breasts in her bra and tugged down her T-shirt.


  He frowned at the anger in her eyes. “Ella—”


  “Don’t say anything else.” She scrambled to her booted feet and glared at him. But behind the glare he saw hurt. “I don’t want to hear it.”


  She spun and hurried out of the stall, straw sticking out of her hair and on her wet backside.


  “Ella,” he called out. “There’s straw all over you, honey, and it’s in your hair.”


  “Don’t call me honey.” She paused and started brushing off the seat of her jeans and the backs of her legs, giving him time to close the stall door behind him and reach her.


  “Let me help.” He grasped her upper arm so that she couldn’t take off and pulled straw out of her hair. He brushed off more hay from her back and everywhere else he could see it.


  When he finished he turned her around, holding on to both of her shoulders. “This isn’t over,” he said softly. “We’re not through.”


  She raised her chin. “This never happened and it will never happen.”


  “You and I both know it did.” He brought her up against him. “And it will happen again, I promise you.”


  “Leave me alone, Clint.” She narrowed her eyes. “This was a mistake that I don’t intend to repeat.”


  With that she jerked out of his hold and marched out of the barn and into the rain.


  By the time he’d closed up the barn and made his way into the house, Ella was already inside and out of sight. Alice was ready with his own clothes that she’d taken out of the washer and dried, along with a big towel. Again he left his muddy boots on the porch.


  After he’d changed and had taken his borrowed wet clothes to the laundry room, he met Carl in the living room. “I’m driving, so just a little whiskey,” Clint said as Clive brought out a bottle of Jim Beam.


  Carl’s hands shook as he poured two small glasses of whiskey, but Clint knew better than to offer to help. Carl handed Clint his glass then took a seat in his recliner. Clint sat on the couch nearby.


  Alice walked in from the kitchen and smiled at Carl and Clint. “Goodnight, you two young men. I’m off to bed.”


  Clint set his drink aside to stand and give Alice a hug. She kissed his cheek then patted it with her hand. She went to Carl and kissed his cheek, too, before heading down the hall to the bedrooms.


  After Alice left, Clint settled back on the couch and began answering Carl’s questions. They talked about places Clint had gone, and things he’d seen and done.


  At one point, Carl got up and gestured to him to follow to where a bronze sculpture was resting on a credenza.


  Clint studied the bronze of a rodeo cowboy riding a horse, lasso in the air, a calf running ahead of the horse and rider racing behind it. The detail was amazing and it gave such a feeling of motion that Clint could imagine the scene in his mind. “That is a great sculpture.”


  “Ella sculpted it,” Carl said with clear pride.


  Clint shot his gaze to Carl. “Ella made this?” Clint looked back to the bronze. “It’s incredible.”


  “Let me show you another.” Carl turned away as Clint dragged his attention from the sculpture.


  Clint followed Carl to another sculpture, this one resting on a sturdy table with a lamp. The light illuminated another detailed sculpture. This one made him smile. It was a pair of rodeo clowns, now called bull fighters in the rodeo world, getting the attention of a wild looking bull as they tried to get the beast out of the arena.


  Clint was still thinking about the bronzes as he and Carl sat again.


  When Carl began to look tired, Clint leaned forward on the couch. “It’s about time I head back to the motel.”


  Carl nodded. “When can you start?”


  “Tomorrow morning I need to go to Phoenix to return the Mustang to the rental agency then buy myself another vehicle.” Clint dragged his hand down his face. “By the time I get back it’ll be late afternoon, early evening.”


  “Day after tomorrow, then.” Carl got to his feet and Clint stood, too.


  Clint thanked Carl who slapped him on the shoulder then saw him to the door. The rain had stopped but the night was still dark and heavy with clouds. Clint tugged on his boots then headed down the stairs and to the Mustang.


  He glanced back at the house and saw a light in the window of the room he knew was Ella’s. He thought about the wild kiss in the hay and how he had almost taken her then and there. It had taken more restraint than he’d known he’d possessed to stop.


  Ella’s reaction hadn’t surprised him. She was strong-willed and when she didn’t get what she wanted, she’d always tended to get a little pissed off.


  And tonight she’d wanted him.


  Once Clint was on the road, he turned over in his mind everything that had happened that evening. The revelation about Bucky’s death, Alice and Carl’s warm welcome, and what had happened with Ella in the barn. Damn but he had wanted to take her, right there in the horse stall. But like he’d told her, she deserved a hell of a lot more than some brief romp in the hay.


  Clint blew out his breath and shook his head. Maybe he should feel guilty for wanting Ella, but he didn’t. There was something about Ella that brought out a hunger in him like he’d never felt before. Not just for sex… For something far more than that.


  But those were feelings he didn’t want to explore right now.


  He tried to still his mind as he drove back to town, but memories started assaulting him. His head ached as memories of Bucky and the night everything had gone horribly wrong rushed over him.


  Bucky had stumbled a couple of times when he’d walked to the chute and Clint frowned. He put his hand on Bucky’s shoulder to stop him. “You’ve been drinking. You can’t get on that bronc.”


  Instead of responding to Clint in his usual good-natured way, Bucky shoved Clint’s hand away. “You know I don’t drink and ride.”


  “And I’m not going to let you start.” Clint didn’t smell alcohol on Bucky but something wasn’t right.


  Bucky spun on Clint, his eyes narrowed. “Don’t you try and stop me. I haven’t had a damned drop to drink. I’m ridin’.” Bucky walked the few feet to the bucking chute where the bronc was waiting and he climbed up the metal pipes to the top.


  “Wait,” Clint said, but in the next moment his friend was on the saddleless horse.


  The bronc tossed his head and shifted uneasily beneath Bucky’s weight but couldn’t move because the chute was so narrow.


  Bareback riding was physically rodeo’s most demanding sport with muscles, ligaments, joints, and bones strained and pounded mercilessly. Bareback bronc riders’ bodies suffered more abuse and had more long-term injuries and damage than any other rodeo sport.


  Clint couldn’t let Bucky on a horse if his friend wasn’t in peak condition. “Bucky, stop.” Clint’s voice was hard as he climbed up the side of the chute, speaking in a hard, warning tone. “Don’t do it.”


  Bucky gripped the leather rigging, concentrating on the horse and ignoring Clint.


  Clint started to tell the cowboys preparing Bucky and the bronc to stop everything but Bucky gave the signal for the gate to be opened.


  The bronc shot out of the gate with Bucky gripping the rigging. The horse bucked and twisted—


  And Clint’s heart nearly stopped when Bucky slumped and tumbled off the bronc. Immediately the rodeo clowns shot toward the horse but it continued bucking, slamming its rear hooves down on Bucky as if the bronc had every intention of killing him.


  Clint climbed over the chute railing and ran toward the bronc and Bucky.


  Horror tore through Clint when the bronc’s hooves came down on Bucky’s head.


  Bucky was completely still.


  The rodeo clowns managed to get the bronc out of the ring but Clint knew it was too late. There was no way Bucky could have survived the damage done to his face and skull.


  Still, he dropped to his friend’s side, trying to resuscitate him.


  But Bucky was dead.


  Clint snapped out of the nightmarish memory. He blinked, trying to separate what was real and what wasn’t.


  He was parked on the side of the slick, muddy road, his body shaking and his skin clammy and cold. His knuckles ached from the death grip he had on the steering wheel as he tried to catch his breath.


  Shaking his head, Clint tried to separate the memory from reality. How had he ended up at the side of the road? He had to thank God that he hadn’t ended up in the ditch just feet away.


  He tried to swallow past the lump in his throat, but his mouth was dry and the lump too big. No matter what Carl had said, Clint should have dragged Bucky down as he was climbing the pipes to the top of the chute.


  What would life be like for Bucky now if he’d been alive? Maybe he’d have a family and his own ranch.


  How different would life have been for Clint?


  Clint lowered his head until his forehead touched the steering wheel. He worked through everything in his mind. No matter what he’d done, could he have stopped Bucky? A doctor could have been called and Bucky saved when he’d had the heart attack. Right? But maybe it had already been too late.


  Bucky would never have stopped. It wouldn’t have mattered what Clint had tried, stubbornness ran deep in the Fisher family. And Carl was right—Bucky would have wanted to go out riding.


  Clint leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes. When he opened them he recognized the truth. It wasn’t his fault.


  He swallowed as his breathing evened out. He’d been running for so long from something he couldn’t have prevented.


  Clint dragged his hand down his face, feeling the sandpaper stubble beneath his palm. He couldn’t change the past. All he could do was live in the present, and that included forgiving himself for the things he’d done wrong and allowing himself to enjoy life again, something he hadn’t done in a long, long time.


  He put the Mustang back into gear, pulled the car onto the road, and headed into town, thinking about what tomorrow, and the day after that, and the day after that, might bring.


  


  Chapter 11


  


  Early Tuesday morning, Ella pulled her hair back in a ponytail as she looked at herself in the mirror. She looked tired, with dark circles under her eyes. There had been too much to do on the ranch and she hadn’t had time to work on her latest sculpture much at all for the past several days.


  When she did have time, the more she’d worked on it, the more it had looked like Clint. After Sunday night and his kiss, she’d been tempted to scrap the thing. But, like she’d decided before, it was going to be one of her best works.


  She turned away from the mirror, sat on her bed, and pulled on first one boot and then the other before tugging her jeans down over them. She always tried, but rarely beat her father out to the barn in the mornings even though there weren’t a lot of things he could do with his arthritis. She guessed it was the cowboy in him that kept him going.


  Ella stepped carefully down the wooden stairs from the second floor to the first, avoiding the creakiest steps to try not to wake her mother. Alice was a light sleeper and she’d be up and in the kitchen, fixing breakfast instead of sleeping in.


  After Ella grabbed her western hat off the hat rack, she walked out the front door. The sky was starting to lighten. She came to a halt when she saw a strange truck parked in the driveway next to her old rusted pickup. The unfamiliar truck was a red late-model Ford king cab that she’d never seen before.


  Who could possibly be here this early in the morning? She jogged down the porch steps and headed for the barn. The barn’s double doors were open, a sure sign that her father was up, and apparently he had company.


  She strode into the barn, expecting to see her father, and instead saw a man with his back toward her. He was standing in front of Rosie and Ben’s stall. The man’s posture and build were all too familiar.


  “What are you doing here?” She braced her hands on her hips as she spoke to Clint.


  He turned to face her and she almost melted on the spot. Was it even legal to look so good and so sexy that it sent her belly tumbling and caused her skin to tingle? She was afraid she was drooling over the way he filled out his work shirt and jeans. She had to remind herself that she wasn’t happy with him for any number of reasons, including the way he’d left them all for so many years.


  The corner of his mouth quirked as he caught her staring at him. He pushed up the brim of his Stetson with one finger and she saw the golden brown of his eyes. “Your dad didn’t tell you?”


  Ella gathered herself and marched up to Clint. “Tell me what?”


  He hooked his thumbs in his jeans. “I’m the new hired hand.”


  Her jaw dropped. “Dad hired you to replace Pistol?”


  Clint gave a single nod. “Yep.”


  She shook her head. “We’ve been doing just fine without you. We don’t need you around.”


  He studied her. “Your dad thinks your family does.”


  A hot flush crept over Ella. She clenched her fists at her sides then forced herself to relax them. “I don’t need your help.”


  “Well, you’re going to get it whether you want it or not.” He gave a casual shrug that made her madder than she already was.


  She gritted her teeth and went around him toward Rosie and Ben’s stall. She looked in to see that Rosie had already been fed a flake of alfalfa hay and some sweet oats and horse pellets. Even the stall had been mucked out. How early had he come to the ranch?


  “Your dad said it’s time to check the fence line,” Clint said from behind her and she turned to face him. “I’m going to saddle up Charger and head on out. It’ll give me a chance to get to know the ranch better. Want to join me?”


  For one moment, Ella was tempted, but instead she shook her head. “I’ve got things to do here.” She wasn’t going to mention that she’d planned on checking the fence line herself.


  He gave a nod. “Suit yourself.”


  “I always do,” she snapped back.


  The corner of his mouth quirked. “Need any help before I leave?”


  “I don’t need your help with anything.” With that she went to Buttercup’s stall to muck it out only to find it was already done and the horse was fed, too.


  “All of the horses are taken care of, and I fed the cattle, too.” Clint went to Charger’s stall.


  Ella bit the inside of her lip to keep from snapping at him again.


  “I’ll check the stock tanks while I’m out.” He looked at her. “Sure you don’t want to go out with me?”


  “Positive.” She straightened. “I’ve got things to do.”


  While he saddled Charger, she went out to her mother’s greenhouse. The one thing Alice loved to do was putter around in the greenhouse. Lately she hadn’t come out as much because her leg bothered her more than usual.


  Ella checked on the plants and harvested some of the kale, Swiss chard, and butter lettuce, as well as carrots, beets, tomatoes, and a few herbs. She made sure everything was watered then took the basket of vegetables into the house.


  The smell of sausages and eggs made Ella’s stomach rumble the moment she walked into the house. She hung her hat on the hat rack then headed to the kitchen.


  Alice stood in front of the stove. “I see you’ve been in the greenhouse.”


  “Yep.” Ella smiled at her mother as she set the vegetables on the countertop. “How are you doing this morning?”


  “Great.” Alice was almost always positive. She was usually in pain but rarely showed it. The pain had to be exceptionally bad for Alice to need to rest and be less than her normal cheery self. “You didn’t have to take care of the greenhouse. I’d planned on doing it this morning.”


  Ella began washing the vegetables in the sink. “I found myself with a little free time.”


  “Oh, good.” Alice took a pair of tongs and turned over sausage links. “That must mean Clint started.”


  Ella frowned. “Why didn’t anyone tell me Clint would be working here?”


  Alice glanced up from the cast iron frying pan. “Didn’t your father say anything?”


  “Nope.” Ella shook her head. “It was sure a surprise to find Clint there this morning and to see he’d already done the morning chores.”


  Alice looked pleased. “Now you’ll be able to sculpt more.”


  Ella shook her head. “You and Dad don’t need to be spending money on a hired hand.”


  “We sell enough cattle to pay for someone to help and to get by on.” Alice slid a spatula beneath an egg and turned it over. “It’s important to all of us that you have enough time for your artwork.”


  “Sculpting isn’t more than a hobby.” Ella shook water off the wet vegetables as she laid them out on a clean towel. “We should be saving money for more important things.”


  “You have the talent to sell your bronzes.” Alice gave Ella a serious look. “You could save money for things that are important to you.”


  Ella dried off her hands with a towel. “You and Dad are what’s important to me.”


  “Then you’ll want to make us happy.” Alice smiled as she set the spatula down on the spoon rest. “And knowing that you’re happy doing your sculpting will make us very happy.”


  Ella went to her mother and hugged her. “You’re both the best.”


  Alice hugged Ella in return then pulled away and rested her hands on Ella’s shoulders. “You are the best and we love you, sweetheart. You need a life beyond this ranch and taking care of your folks. So start enjoying life a little more.” Alice smiled. “I expect you to be out in your studio.”


  “Okay.” Ella let out her breath. “I’ve got some things to take care of around the ranch this morning. I’ll head out to my studio this afternoon.”


  “And now, breakfast.” Alice was back to the business of being a wife and mother. “Call your father in and Clint if he’s around, too.”


  Ella thought of how good Clint had looked this morning. “He’s out checking fence lines. Said he’d be back by noon.”


  Alice nodded. “Then we’ll set another place at the table for lunch.”


  Ella’s stomach flipped. She was beginning to wonder just how she was going to manage being around Clint, the most maddeningly sexy man she’d ever met.


  Looked like she was going to find out.


  


  Chapter 12


  


  Ella stiffened as she heard the snort of a horse and the sound of hooves against gravel. Clint had returned.


  She kept her back to the stalls and continued to straighten the tack room. It had been a long while since she’d had a chance to give it a good cleaning. After all she’d managed to do over the past couple of hours, she was sweaty and grubby and was certain she smelled.


  Clint’s voice carried to her as he spoke low and steady to Charger. Likely Clint was removing the horse’s tack and brushing him down.


  Ella was just finishing up rubbing her saddle with leather polish when she felt prickles run up and down her back. Clint was in the tack room and he was close to her. Before she could face him, strong arms slipped around her waist and he nuzzled her neck.


  She caught her breath and tried to pull away, yet not too hard because his hands felt good on her. He held her back snugly against his chest. She probably stunk of sweat, dust, and horse. She squirmed. “Let me go, Clint.”


  “You feel so soft and you smell like orange blossoms,” he murmured in her ear.


  “Orange blossoms?” She had to hold back a giggle that surprised her. “I think you need to see a doctor about your sense of smell.”


  “Mmm.” He turned her in his arms so that she was facing him but he still had a hold on her. “And you look beautiful. Every time I see you it gets harder and harder to resist.”


  He meant sex, no doubt. She swallowed as she saw the intensity of desire in his gaze. “You’re crazy.” She wriggled but couldn’t get free. He was so strong and powerful and he made her feel so soft inside.


  No. She wasn’t going to let him make her feel this way.


  She was just about to stomp her booted foot on his when he brushed his lips over hers. A sigh of longing came out of nowhere.


  And then his mouth was on hers and he was kissing her. She inhaled his masculine scent of sunshine and leather, drawing it deep inside her. She kissed him back with a kind of wildness she hadn’t known she possessed, a frantic need that only he could fill.


  He picked her up by her ass and set her on a sturdy wood workbench and pressed himself between her thighs. She moaned as she felt his rigid erection through her jeans and his. He slid his lips along her cheekbone while his fingers glided to her nipples and he played with them through the soft cotton of her T-shirt. He moved his palms beneath her shirt and pushed it up her belly to her bra and pulled the lacy fabric of her bra over her breasts. Her nipples tightened even more as he trailed his lips over her naked breasts and she gasped and felt herself grow wilder in his arms.


  Her eyes flew open as she realized what she was doing. “My dad, he could come in—”


  Clint paused only long enough to murmur, “He left for town when I got back, and he won’t return for a while.” Clint licked her nipple and her eyes widened at the erotic sensation. “Your dad said your mom never comes into the barn, so it’s just the two of us, honey. Me and the boss’s daughter.”


  His words made it feel almost taboo, him working for her father and taking her right here in the barn. But she wanted him so badly she would do anything to have him and have him now.


  He moved his big hands to her breasts and kissed her as he pinched her nipples. In the back of her mind she heard a rumble coming closer and closer. She was barely conscious of the sound but then it hit her the moment she heard the squeak of brakes and realized the rumble was a truck engine.


  “Someone’s here.” She pushed Clint away and pulled up her bra and tugged down her T-shirt, her face and body hot as she heard the sound of a truck door closing.


  Clint helped arrange her clothing and hair before helping her off the workbench. She tried to compose herself as she heard a man calling her name.


  Johnny Parker was in the door of the barn as she came out of the tack room. “Hey, Ella.”


  “Hi, Johnny.” She hadn’t noticed he was holding anything until she reached him and he handed her a box with Sweet Things Bakery written across it.


  “Your and Alice’s favorite chocolates.” Johnny’s hazel eyes held warmth. “Ricki said to say hello to you both.”


  “Aw, thank you.” She reached up and kissed him on the cheek. “You’re so sweet.”


  When she drew away he looked almost shy which was odd considering they’d known each other since they were kids.


  Johnny’s smile faded into a frown as he looked over her shoulder. “Clint McBride,” Johnny said. “What are you doing here?”


  Feeling confused at how Johnny sounded almost accusing, Ella turned from him to Clint and back. “Clint works for Dad now,” she said. Johnny’s brows narrowed and she felt a raw undercurrent between him and Clint. “I take it you two know each other?”


  Johnny shook his head. Clint said nothing. “I just know of him,” Johnny said.


  “Then let me introduce you.” Ella kept her smile bright as she hurried to do just that. “Clint, this is Johnny Parker, a close friend of mine.” She turned to Johnny. “Clint was Bucky’s best friend.”


  Johnny nodded and shook Clint’s hand when he extended it. But neither he nor Clint said anything.


  Ella hooked her arm with Johnny’s. “Come to the house. I know Mom would love to see you and I know she’s going to be thrilled with the chocolates.”


  Johnny met her eyes and his expression softened. “Sounds good to me.”


  Ella glanced at Clint who now wore a scowl. She looked away from him and walked arm in arm with Johnny to the house.


  


  Clint growled beneath his breath as he watched Ella walking away with the young man she’d introduced as Johnny Parker. Her sunny laughter carried back to him on the breeze along with Johnny’s now cheerful tone. Clint couldn’t make out what they said, but he didn’t like this, didn’t like it at all.


  He turned back into the barn, heat burning him through. Written plainly over Johnny’s face was the fact that he was in love with Ella. Did she feel the same way about him? Would she have let Clint kiss her if she was in love with Johnny?


  It had never occurred to him that Ella might have a boyfriend. Was that what Johnny was? Ella’s boyfriend? Clint clenched his fists at the mere thought that Ella might be taken. He wondered if Cody would know anything about Ella and Johnny.


  Clint headed back into the barn and saddled Charger again. He needed to get out of here and clear his head.


  Mentally, he paused. Was he just running away, once again? He shook his head and mounted the horse.


  Even as he rode Charger out onto Fisher ranchlands, heat burned beneath his skin. He wasn’t sure what he was so angry about. What right did he have to Ella? Hell, he’d been gone for so damned long and Ella had been just a teenager when he’d left.


  He rode Charger at a gallop, trying to clear his mind and feeling the wind against his face. Even though the breeze was cool, it didn’t cool him off. He still felt hot after riding the Quarter horse at least five miles.


  As he rode, he thought about riding with Bucky across the property. They’d done it so many times, since they were just kids. They’d rounded up cattle, checked fence lines and stock tanks, helped with branding, and any number of other ranching chores.


  He and Bucky had learned to ride broncs on the Fisher ranch. It was here they’d practiced, gotten banged up and bruised, but had ended up the best at what they did. A friendly rivalry had existed between Clint and Bucky, but that’s all it had been. Friendly. Eventually Clint had been the one to set records and win competitions, but his and Bucky’s friendship had never wavered.


  Clint’s gaze drifted toward the east pasture. A small cemetery was in that direction, where Bucky was buried.


  Instead of being in a grave, Bucky should be here now, riding the range with Clint, laughing and bullshitting like he always did. He’d made Clint laugh, had made everyone laugh. Clint’s gut tightened. Damn but he missed his friend.


  What would Bucky have thought of him being so damned attracted to his little sister, and doing his best to capture her attention?


  Eventually, Clint brought the horse to a walk and dragged his hand down his face as his thoughts turned to Ella. Working for Carl and Alice might not be such a great idea after all.


  But as he turned the horse around to ride back to the Fisher ranch house, Clint came to one clear realization. He didn’t care if Johnny Parker was in love with Ella. Clint intended to win her over. She would be his.


  The thought surprised him. He hadn’t even known whether he was going to stay in Prescott, much less lay claim to a woman he was falling for.


  He frowned. He was falling in love with Ella.


  Hell, the truth was that he already loved her. Loved everything about her. Yeah, he hadn’t been in town long, but he’d known Ella for a long time. Now that she was grown up she was everything he could want in a woman. He loved her fire and spirit, and everything else about her.


  He shook his head. Damn, but he had it bad. He had it real bad, and there was only one thing he could do about it.


  


  Chapter 13


  


  After her afternoon chores were taken care of, Ella slipped away and walked along the path to her studio in the cabin. When she walked into her studio, she inhaled the smells of cedar then clay. The scents relaxed her and helped make the world slip away.


  She closed the door behind her and stripped down to her panties and tank top before sitting on the stool in front of her workbench and taking the cover off the sculpture.


  It was coming along nicely, despite the fact she’d had so little time to work on it. She covered most of the sculpture again, leaving out only the part she intended to work on. After putting in her earbuds, she turned on some Miranda Lambert and started working on the arm with the broken hand. She’d been ignoring the piece, afraid she would break it off again just because she’d get so mad at Clint.


  At the thought of Clint, she clenched her teeth. She’d managed to avoid him after Johnny left. She couldn’t believe how she’d lost it with Clint in the barn. All she could think about was being with him in every way possible.


  Her hand trembled and the sculpture’s hand snapped off again.


  “Damn it.” She groaned. Why had she decided to work on the hand when she was so worked up over Clint, she had no idea. “Dumb, dumb, dumb,” she grumbled.


  Miranda wasn’t exactly the right artist to listen to when trying to not think about a man. Miranda made a girl want to kick a man’s ass.


  Ella switched to Carrie Underwood who started taking a bat to her boyfriend’s truck for cheating on her.


  With a groan, Ella turned on some George Strait. That would keep her from thinking about her own cowboy.


  Her cowboy? She rolled her eyes. With a sigh, she reattached the hand then left it alone to work on the cowboy’s lean yet muscular body. She still couldn’t believe she was creating a sculpture of Clint busting a bronc.


  Her memories took her back to when she’d been very young, from before she was even in elementary school. Clint had been like a big brother to her and used to have a cherry lollipop in his pocket whenever he came over. She smiled. She’d forgotten about that. Cherry had been her favorite.


  She’d been a tomboy and had followed Bucky and Clint around the ranch, everywhere possible. They’d tolerated her most of the time, and Clint had always been nice to her, but often the boys would slip away before she could find them.


  When a rattlesnake had spooked her horse, and she’d fallen off and hit her head, her horse had taken off and gone back to the ranch. Clint and the rest of the family had come looking for her, but he was the one who’d found her. He’d carried her home from the north pasture all the way to the house. She’d been a tough kid, but that had been a bad spill.


  When she was young, Bucky and Clint had played kid games with her like Go Fish and Chutes and Ladders, and then Monopoly and Scrabble when she was a little older. In her pre-teens they had taught her poker and she’d gotten pretty good at it.


  Once she’d entered her teens, everything changed. Clint no longer seemed like a brother and she’d been certain she was in love with him. Of course he’d been so much older than her that he still considered her his best friend’s little sister. She’d gone through a real awkward period in her life where she had become shy and embarrassed in front of him.


  To her horror, when she was a teenager he’d once overheard Cara teasing her about having a crush on him. One moment it had just been her and Cara in her family’s living room and the next, Clint had been right there. Ella never knew exactly how much he’d overheard.


  Her crush had lasted from junior high through high school until he left for God knew where. Even then she’d continued to think about him, to pine after him. It had taken a long time to get over Clint and realize he was never coming back.


  Yet, now here he was, and he was interested in her in ways she’d only dreamed of. The age difference between them didn’t seem quite as big as it had when she was young.


  But she still held against him the fact that he’d left them without a word, and stayed away without contacting them for so long. And now he was so sure of himself, arrogant and treating her as if she couldn’t do certain tasks without him.


  The worst part was that he was probably going to be moving on… And she already knew she hadn’t fully gotten over him. In fact, she was petrified he’d take her heart with him again.


  Clenching her jaw, she turned her thoughts away from Clint to concentrate on her sculpture. It took a while, but she finally relaxed and fell into sculpting, listening to music, and letting the world slide by.


  Time slipped away before she was jerked her out of her artistic trance. Frowning, she raised her head. Something was off—she could feel it from head to toe. She glanced at the time on her cell phone and saw that she’d been sculpting for over two hours.


  She took out her earbuds and set them on the workbench beside the sculpture and cocked her head. She heard a thump and her skin prickled. Maybe her dad had stopped by, yet no knock came at the front studio door.


  The noise was coming from inside the cabin.


  Her heart beat faster as she heard a scraping sound then felt the vibration of the front door closing. Her dad would not have come in either door unannounced, although maybe she just hadn’t heard him.


  As she stood, she glanced at a short two-by-four close to her workbench and snatched it up before crossing the room and putting her hand on the doorknob. She took in a deep breath, opened the door, and came to an abrupt stop.


  A pile was in the middle of the floor that included two duffel bags and a backpack. No one was in the main room that consisted of the kitchen and a living room that doubled as a bedroom with a pull-down wall bed and a couch. A bathroom was off to one side but the door was open, the light off.


  Hair prickled at the back of her nape. The first thing that came to her mind was that some squatter had come in and planned to stay in the cabin, thinking no one would know. But that didn’t make sense because the cabin clearly wasn’t abandoned, so why would someone think they could squat here?


  The cabin’s front door opened and Ella’s heart lurched as she whirled to see a large man silhouetted in the doorframe. She blinked against the sunlight, trying to make out the face as she raised the two-by-four.


  The man shut the door and Ella’s body sagged with relief. It was Clint.


  “Didn’t know that you came along with the cabin.” He moved his gaze slowly down her body and up again. “Nice.”


  Her body tingled from head to toe and a flush crept over her face as she realized she was nearly naked in her tank top and panties. “What are you doing here?”


  “I take it your dad didn’t tell you.” Clint shook his head. “You two really need to have a talk. This is where I’m staying while I’m working on the ranch.”


  Her jaw dropped. “You can’t stay here.”


  “In addition to pay he offered me room and board.” Clint looked amused as he studied her. “He mentioned you have a studio in the cabin.”


  Why hadn’t her father told her? She’d been so busy the past couple of days that she hadn’t seen much of her dad, but he could have mentioned it at dinner. Although, when she thought about it, since he’d become more and more forgetful he may have forgotten that he hadn’t told her.


  She was at a loss for words as she stared at Clint. The last person she wanted to be near had just invaded her space, and wasn’t planning on going anywhere.


  He moved close to her and she felt his body heat straight through to her skin. “Love your working clothes,” he murmured as he skimmed his knuckles over her shoulder and the strap of her tank top.


  She flushed. “Just stay out of my way,” she said as she fisted her hands at her sides, doing her best to not let him know how much he unnerved her.


  “I don’t know why you keep fighting it.” He stroked her cheek with his fingertips, slipped his fingers into her hair, and cupped the back of her head with his hand. “I know you want me.”


  His arrogant statement had her grinding her teeth. “Back off, Clint.”


  He settled his hand on her hip and pulled her up against him. “Tell me to stop and I will,” he murmured before he lowered his head, his mouth hovering over hers. “Go ahead, Ella. Can you tell me to stop?”


  She caught her breath at the feel of his rough clothing through her silky panties and her skimpy tank top. Tingles raced from her belly to that place between her thighs that had suddenly come alive.


  He slid his palm from her hip and cupped her ass, pressing her closer until she felt his erection against her, long and hard.


  She moved her hands to his biceps, feeling his power and strength through her palms. She knew she should tell him to stop, but instead she found herself clenching his shirt in her fists.


  He gave her a slow, sexy smile before his mouth met hers. She gave a soft moan as he began kissing her with a seductive intensity that had her mind spinning. He lightly scraped his teeth over her lower lip before nipping at it. The sensation was so erotic that it sent her mind spinning and she felt like her knees might give out on her.


  The way he was holding her to him made her feel like she had nothing to worry about—like he’d never let her go. He continued to kiss her gently and she kissed him with her own restrained desire. It was nothing like the fiery moments in the barn. This was slow and sensual, a seduction of her mind and body.


  Why had she been fighting her attraction to him? Didn’t she want him more than she could have ever thought possible? Even when she’d had a long-time crush on him, she had never imagined the kinds of feelings he stirred in her now that she was an adult.


  As he kissed her, he eased his hand down her belly and moved it beneath her panties and she stilled as he settled his palm on her mound. She trembled as he slipped one finger into the wetness between her thighs.


  Her body went tense as he raised his head and she looked up at him, her lips parted. Before she knew it, she fell into the sensations of his finger rubbing her clit, causing her whole body to feel like she was on fire. It was the first time any man had touched her there. She had given herself orgasms, plenty of times, but experienced the touch of a man, never. Her eyelids fluttered closed and she moaned.


  “Look at me.” His voice was rough as he spoke.


  She opened her eyes again, her breath catching as she looked at him and the raw hunger and emotion she read in his gaze.


  He watched her face as he moved his other hand to one breast and fondled her nipple. She fisted his shirtsleeves tighter, hanging on with all she had as he slid his fingers through her wetness, moving away from her clit and into her core. “You have no idea of the things I want to do with you, to you,” he murmured.


  She swallowed, hard, unable to think clearly, much less speak.


  “Do you like this?” He stroked her clit and she gasped. “Tell me.” He stilled his hand. “Do you like it?”


  She wanted to scream at him not to stop but all she could do was nod and whisper, “Yes.”


  The look in his eyes was one of satisfaction. He started to stroke her clit again and she whimpered.


  He continued to play with her nipple as he moved his finger in her wet folds, and he brought his mouth down on hers.


  An orgasm built inside her as she fell into the kiss, and she knew her climax would be more than anything she’d experienced before. She dug her fingers into his biceps as she held on to him, needing him to anchor her.


  His kiss grew more passionate, but he continued to take it slow, building every sensation inside her until she thought she would truly go out of her mind.


  Closer and closer she came to the peak, until her whole body was so sensitive she knew she couldn’t take much more.


  And then she was flying, her orgasm sending her spiraling and spiraling. She cried out against his mouth and he seemed to take it from her and keep it, as if savoring her pleasure. He continued stroking her until a tear rolled from her eye. She struggled against him, begging him with her body to stop.


  But he didn’t. He kept going until another climax swallowed her whole. More tears wet her cheeks and she sobbed from the incredible pleasure that was almost too much to bear.


  When she came down she realized he’d raised his head and was watching her. Both his hands were now on her hips. “You look so beautiful when you come.”


  She bit her lower lip, feeling suddenly embarrassed.


  He moved his hands from her waist to her thighs and back to her waist again. “You feel so good. So soft and sweet.”


  Heat burned through her. She’d thought that more than anything she wanted sex with Clint. But she wasn’t ready. She wasn’t experienced, couldn’t give him what he probably needed. He wouldn’t want a virgin.


  She pushed out of his embrace, her face flaming. She turned, bolted into her studio, and locked the door behind her.


  “Ella?” he said from the other side of the door. “Are you all right?” He sounded concerned as he spoke.


  She jerked on her shirt, jeans, and socks, more tears welling in her eyes. She wasn’t sure why she was so upset except that she felt entirely inadequate. When her boots were on she sat on her stool. With her elbows braced on her thighs, she buried her face in her hands.


  “Ella, come out here.” Clint’s voice was low, almost comforting, but it had the opposite effect on her. She felt worse than ever.


  “Go away,” she finally said. “Just leave me alone.”


  “I’m not leaving.” He spoke firmly. “Come on out. Let’s talk, please.”


  Ella stared out the front door of the studio. She got to her feet and headed straight for the door.


  


  Chapter 14


  


  Clint pulled his new truck up to his family’s ranch house and parked. When he climbed out, he breathed in the rain-fresh scented air. It had rained like hell again last night but today was clear as could be.


  He avoided a puddle as he strode toward the barn where Cody was talking to a kid who nodded and took off in the direction of the corrals. Likely the kid was one of the 4-Hers who Cody had said he hired for help.


  Cody slapped Clint on the shoulder when they met up. “I’m off work so you caught me on a good day,” Cody said. “Now you can take that old wreck off my property. So, Carl Fisher offered to let you keep it at his place?”


  Clint nodded as they walked into the barn. “Carl has room in his shop and I can work on the GTO in my spare time. The tow truck should be here soon.”


  Cody grinned. “So you’ve decided to hang around Prescott.”


  With a shrug, Clint said, “For now.”


  “You’re not going anywhere.” Cody shook his head. “Now that you’re back you know that this country is in your blood.”


  “I’ve heard that somewhere before,” Clint said dryly as he thought of what Walt had said to him. “We’ll see.”


  Cody snorted as they walked through the barn to where the GTO was being kept. “I wager you’re not going anywhere.”


  Clint’s mind turned to Ella and he knew he shouldn’t take any wager from his brother. No matter what he’d told Cody, leaving Ella wasn’t something Clint wanted to do.


  “You know a cowboy named Johnny Parker?” Clint asked Cody.


  “Worked for me some time after you left, when he was seventeen. A real hard worker and a good kid.” Cody braced one hand on a beam. “He’s a rodeo champion now and damned good.”


  “Know anything about him and Ella Fisher?” Clint asked.


  “You got something for that Fisher girl?” Cody frowned. “She wasn’t more than a kid when you left. Fifteen?”


  “Sixteen.” Clint blew out his breath. “She’s twenty-three now.”


  “Ella’s turned out to be a hell of a beautiful woman.” Cody shifted and hooked his thumbs in his Wranglers’ pockets. “Now you’ve got a thing for Bucky’s little sister.”


  Clint looked away at the old muscle car before looking back to Cody. “Tell me about Ella and Johnny.”


  “I don’t know that there’s much to tell.” Cody rested his back against the beam. “Whenever I happen to be at an event, she’s cheering him on. I have no idea if they have a thing going on past that.”


  Maybe that was why Ella had run from him yesterday. Clint ground his teeth. He should never have touched her. She likely had a relationship with Johnny and he should have waited until she ended it with the young cowboy before going after her like he had. As far as Clint knew, if Ella was seeing Johnny, she could be feeling guilt over what she and Clint had done. Damn, but he didn’t want her going through that kind of emotional rollercoaster.


  Cody eyed him. “What happened?”


  “Nothing.” Clint looked at the GTO as he heard the rumble of a big truck. “Sounds like the tow truck is here. Might as well get this thing loaded.”


  Cody gestured to another tarp-covered area. “Bunch of your old parts and tools are under there. I’ll help you load them into your truck.”


  Clint directed the driver of tow truck to the back of the barn. While the driver loaded the old car onto the big vehicle, Clint and Cody took care of the parts and tools. When they were finished, the truck driver followed Clint to the Fisher ranch.


  Guilt caused an ache in Clint’s belly. He shouldn’t have pushed Ella like he had. He needed to talk to her and apologize. He dragged his hand down his face. Seemed like he was doing a hell of a lot of apologizing lately.


  He didn’t see Ella but he sensed her presence as he directed the tow truck driver to unload the GTO. Clint had the car parked in Carl’s workshop that the older man didn’t have much use for now that he had so many problems with his arthritis.


  Once the car was in the shop, Clint paid the driver and when the tow truck was gone he finished unloading his own truck. After he was finished, he stood for a moment and studied the GTO. The car needed a lot of work, but then who was he to judge? He obviously needed some work, too.


  Memories surfaced of him working with his father while talking about his rodeo dreams. He’d never dreamed that life would have gone in the direction that it had… His father passing away so soon, Bucky dying, and then Clint leaving rodeo to spend so many years wandering so far away from home… No, not in a million years would he have believed any of it.


  After he’d covered up the car, he finished up his work around the ranch then headed to the cabin. He wondered if he’d see Ella there, but doubted he would. Somehow he’d have to corner her to get a chance to talk with her.


  The cabin was locked when he reached it and he used the key Carl had given him to open the door. He stepped inside and shut the door behind him and heard nothing but silence. He didn’t feel Ella’s presence but he went to the studio door inside the cabin and knocked.


  No answer. He knew he probably shouldn’t, but he turned the knob, opened the door, and walked into the studio.


  It felt like Ella in here. He could almost smell her perfume along with the smell of clay and cedar. He looked around the room and saw Ella everywhere. Not only did he see art supplies, but a pencil drawing was pinned to the wall above a workbench that had something on it covered by a small tarp. On other walls were framed pencil drawings while matching sculptures sat on tables and benches below each drawing.


  He walked around the room, studying the drawings and sculptures, amazed by her talent. What Carl had shown him in the house had been only a taste of her abilities. Six bronze sculptures and one clay sculpture were in the studio.


  Clint stopped in front of a bronze of a rodeo cowboy lassoing a calf. The horse, rider, and calf were frozen in place yet had the feel of being in motion. Everything about it felt so real that he could clearly see the scene in his mind as if it were happening now.


  Another bronze was of a cowgirl barrel racing, the horse leaning in close to the barrel yet not touching it as they rounded it on one side. Again, it was as if the sculpture could come to life at any moment.


  A third bronze was of a cowboy hogtying a calf. The horse was in perfect position to keep the rope taut while the cowboy tied the calf.


  The next was one of a bull rider on the back of a bull, trying to hold on for the full eight second count. The cowboy held one hand up high while gripping a bull rope in his gloved hand. A flank strap that was used to make the bull buck and twist was around the bull’s flanks.


  Clint moved to the tarp-covered object. He guessed that it was probably her current project. He raised the tarp and studied the partially sculpted cowboy riding a bronc bareback. One of the rider’s hands was lying on the table beside the sculpture and he wondered what had happened to it.


  He lowered the tarp and studied the drawing above the worktable. The detail was amazing, and the cowboy looked familiar. He raised a brow. The drawing looked like him.


  A grin curved the corner of Clint’s mouth. Was Ella creating a sculpture of him?


  “What are you doing in here?” came an angry female voice from the front entrance to the studio.


  He slowly looked away from the drawing to face Ella. She had flushed a pretty pink and had her hands fisted at her sides. He had been leaning close to the drawing and he straightened as he moved away from it.


  “Your work is amazing.” He gestured around the studio. “These should be in an art gallery.”


  “It’s none of your business and you don’t belong in here.” Ella moved away from the door. “Please leave.”


  He shook his head. “We need to talk first.”


  She crossed her arms over her chest, a stubborn expression on her face. “I have nothing to say to you.”


  “Well, I have something to say to you.” He moved closer to her but she took a step back. He stopped and studied her. “I’m sorry.”


  She kept her arms tight across her chest and said nothing, but he thought he saw surprise in her eyes.


  “I shouldn’t have touched you the way I did.” He had to hold himself back from touching her now. “I’m sorry,” he said again.


  After a long moment, she finally spoke. “It takes two.”


  “If you have something going on with Johnny Parker,” Clint said, “I shouldn’t have done what I did.”


  Her throat worked as she swallowed. He’d hoped she’d deny there was a relationship between her and Johnny, but she said nothing.


  “Ah, hell, Ella.” Clint shoved his hands in his pockets. “Why don’t we start over? Call a truce?”


  Several seconds went by and then Ella nodded. “Okay, a truce.”


  He held out his hand and she slowly took it. Her eyes widened and he was certain she felt the same currents through her that he experienced whenever they touched.


  Damn, he wanted to kiss her so badly he ached with it. He hadn’t given up on her, but she’d have to come around to him when she was ready. He hoped she’d realize that he was the one for her, not some young cowboy still wet behind the ears.


  She jerked her hand away from him as if she could hear his thoughts. He wondered if her thoughts matched his but she wouldn’t acknowledge them. He was certain of her attraction to him. But if she was torn between him and Johnny, he had to give her some space.


  He just didn’t know how long he could wait. He’d never been a patient man when it came to something that he really wanted.


  “I just came up to get something out of my studio.” She held her hand to her belly. “I didn’t know you were in the cabin.”


  “I’ll get out of your way.” His gaze held hers before she turned away, breaking eye contact with him.


  He shook his head as he stepped out of the studio door, not wanting to leave. He turned to face her again but she shut the door between them.


  


  Chapter 15


  


  Dust motes caught in slats of sunlight swirled around Ella and Clint as they groomed the horses in the barn. The air smelled of horse, hay, and manure.


  “You haven’t told me where you’ve been all these years.” Ella looked away from combing Rosie’s mane to Clint who was grooming Charger. “You’ve been pretty close-mouthed about it.”


  Over the past week, they’d worked side-by-side under their truce. She didn’t know whether she was relieved or irritated that he hadn’t tried to kiss or touch her again. But right now she was irritated by his casual shrug.


  “Not much to tell,” he said as he focused on the big black Quarter horse.


  Ella stopped combing Rosie’s mane. “Seven years and there’s not much to tell?” She gripped the comb as she put her hands on her hips. “You’ve been out of here and seen this big beautiful world and you can’t share even a little bit about where you’ve been?”


  He turned his gaze on her and she felt a pinging sensation in her belly when their eyes met. Moments like this had happened day after day, but he’d always turn away and get back to doing whatever it was he’d been taking care of.


  It was maddening, really. She kept thinking of the orgasms he’d given her and her whole body would tingle.


  He was quiet for a long moment and she could hear the sound of Ben suckling on Rosie’s teat. “What do you want to know?” Clint finally said.


  She raised her hands. “Everything.”


  The corner of his mouth twitched. “Trust me. You don’t want to know everything.”


  Heat prickled her skin. It was clear he was talking about a woman. Probably many women. If he’d wanted to embarrass her to throw her off, he was doing a good job of it.


  “Start from the beginning.” She did her best to act casual. “I want to know everything from the time you decided to leave town.”


  He blew out his breath. “That’s a tall order.”


  It was her turn to shrug. “Then I guess you’d better get started.”


  While they groomed the horses, she listened as he told her how he’d gone to Phoenix and stayed there until he got his passport before heading off to Scotland. He took his time, describing ordinary things in detail.


  “It’s going to take you a long time to get in all those years at this rate,” she said and he gave her a quick grin. “You can skip to the good stuff.”


  “I did a lot of things, Ella.” He stroked Charger’s neck, the horse’s coat nearly gleaming from the grooming. “Do you want me to tell you about backpacking across Europe, Spain, and South America? Do you want to know about my visit to Asia? Should I go into detail about all of the jobs I worked over the years as I moved from one place to another?”


  She felt taken aback for a moment. “You went through all of those places?”


  “It would take a long time to tell you everywhere I’ve been,” he said. “I spent four years traveling from place to place.”


  She tilted her head to the side. “What did you do the last three years?”


  He walked Charger toward his stall. “Raised horses in Argentina.”


  “Argentina?” She set down the comb she’d been using on Rosie. “You mentioned that you had a horse ranch. I had no idea you’d been in a foreign country at the time.”


  He closed Charger’s stall door behind the stallion. “Up until several weeks ago, that’s exactly what I’ve been doing.”


  “Tell me more,” she asked, wanting to know everything she could about him and his years away.


  “I usually worked farm jobs as I moved through one country after another,” he said. “Most included a place to sleep, even if it was in a barn. I didn’t stay in one place very long, but I always managed to find some kind of work.”


  She stroked Rosie’s combed mane. “From everything I’ve read and from what we studied in school, it’s a whole different world over there.”


  He pushed up the brim of his western hat “Antiques in our country are practically like new compared to the age of places and things that I’ve been to or seen. It still blows my mind when I think about some of them. I never did get to Egypt, but I would have loved to.” He had a faraway look in his eyes. “But after four years I was tired of wandering and no home to call my own. I never expected it to go as long as it did.”


  Ella walked Rosie to her stall with Ben at her side. “If you don’t mind me asking, you traveled around the world doing odd jobs, so how did you afford a horse ranch?”


  “While I traveled, I used a small amount of what I earned for food and saved the rest.” He started cleaning up the tools they’d been using to groom the horses. “By the time I ended up in South America, I had enough to buy a small plot of land and two mares. I made a deal with another horse rancher for stud service and my little ranch was up and running.”


  “You must have saved up a lot,” she said.


  “I didn’t have anything to spend my money on,” he said. “During those first four years, I spent just enough to keep clothes on my back, shoes on my feet, and food in my mouth. I didn’t have bills to pay, and in most places the cost of living was so much less than here.”


  “That’s incredible.” She had a hard time imagining what it must have been like to do all the things he had done. “Were you ever in any dangerous situations?”


  “Plenty.” He shook his head. “Sometimes I’m amazed I made it through alive and intact.” He braced one hand against the side of the barn and stared ahead like he was seeing something she wasn’t. “Early on I was mugged, but I learned from that mistake and it never happened again.”


  She went toward the fifty-five gallon drum containing a bag of sweet oats and took off the old wooden lid that had been made for the drum. “That must have been scary. Putting it mildly.”


  “I learned a type of martial arts that involves street fighting,” he said. “I practiced every down moment I had.”


  She scooped out a can of the sweet oats. “I imagine you’ve been to Paris and Rome.”


  “Among other touristy spots.” He hung Charger’s bridle on a metal hook on one wall of the tack room next to other bridles. “But I preferred back roads, small towns, and villages.”


  Ella poured the oats into a feed trough for Rosie, then retrieved more oats for Charger while Clint grabbed a couple flakes of alfalfa.


  After the horses were fed, Ella put the wooden lid back on the drum of sweet oats. She didn’t look at Clint as she asked, “Why did you bring that old car here when you’re planning on moving on?”


  He was quiet for a long moment and she faced him. Heat slowly crept through her veins. He hadn’t changed his mind and a part of her had hoped he had. A huge part of her.


  “Never mind,” she snapped before he could answer her question. She turned and strode out of the barn. She could feel his gaze on her back but he didn’t call her back, didn’t say anything at all.


  


  Clint watched Ella walking away. He’d wanted to tell her he was staying, but he didn’t know if he could make that kind of promise. Yet, at the same time, he wasn’t sure he could leave this place again.


  He dragged his hand down his face. Damn. It was time he made a decision.


  In his heart he’d already made that decision. He was going to stay.


  A calmness came over him. Walt and Cody were right, he did belong here and this land was in his blood. He regretted a lot of things but he wasn’t going to allow himself to make another decision he’d regret, and leaving would be a big one.


  As he worked around the ranch, he considered his future. One thing he knew was he didn’t want to leave Ella. He also wanted to invest in some land and a home. For now he’d continue to work for Carl until the older man found someone to replace Clint when he was ready to work his own ranch. Not only would he have a place to stay during the transition, he’d also be close to Ella.


  His thoughts turned to her art. While talking with her this week, he’d learned that she hadn’t shown her art to anyone outside the family. He wasn’t sure if it was from a fear of rejection or lack of confidence in her work, but she had been making the sculptures for years and had quite a collection.


  And then it hit him and he pulled out his cell phone. He knew exactly what he was going to do.


  


  Chapter 16


  


  “You what?” Ella’s eyes widened as she looked at Clint with incredulity as they stood in the kitchen after breakfast. She couldn’t believe what he’d just told her. “You actually took the two bronzes I gave my parents and showed them to the owners of an art gallery?”


  “Your dad agreed.” Clint’s gaze was steady as he held his glass of orange juice. “When I went to the Phoenix area yesterday, I took the pieces to a gallery that specializes in Western art in Old Town Scottsdale and they loved what they saw. They want to see sculptures that you would be willing to sell.”


  Ella felt almost dizzy and she braced her hands on the back of a kitchen chair. It had been a dream of hers to have her art in a gallery, but she had never been sure her work was good enough. And now Clint had arranged for her to meet with the gallery owners who’d said they loved her work. She was speechless. She didn’t know whether to hug him or be mad at him for taking the liberty.


  “You have an appointment at noon.” He offered her a smile. “We’ve already done the morning chores. There are just a couple of things that I need to take care of while you get ready and gather what you want to take.”


  Ella found her voice. “Noon? You should have asked me first.” She put her hands on her hips. “I can’t just leave Dad to take care of the ranch while we go to Scottsdale.”


  “I’ve already talked with Carl and he’s thrilled about it.” Clint set his juice glass on the countertop. “I’ll have everything taken care of and we’ll make it back in time to do evening chores.”


  Ella rubbed her palms on her jeans. “What if they don’t like my other pieces?”


  “They will love them.” Clint took her by the shoulders. “I’ve seen a lot of artwork during the years that I traveled and yours is among the best I’ve seen.”


  She bit her lower lip for a moment. “You aren’t just saying that?”


  “I don’t say anything I don’t mean.” He eyed her steadily. “That’s something you can always count on.”


  “All right.” She straightened and he released her shoulders. “If you’re sure you don’t need me for anything, I’ll get ready.”


  “When I’m finished with what I have to do, I’ll drive my truck up to the studio and load the bronzes you pick out.” He reached up and tugged at the end of her braid like he used to when she was young. “The things have to weigh at least fifty pounds each.”


  “About that.” As much as she liked doing everything herself, one thing she did need help with was carrying the sculptures. She was strong but fifty pounds was a lot and she didn’t want to risk damaging any of her pieces.


  “I’ll meet you at your studio in two hours.” He glanced at the kitchen clock. “Around nine.”


  “All right.” She forced herself to relax. “I’ll be ready.”


  To her surprise, she felt a little giddy as she walked to her room—excited but nervous, too. She hadn’t let anyone see her work before, with the exception of her parents and Clint, and Clint only because he’d invited himself into her studio. She just hoped he hadn’t recognized himself in the drawing of the sculpture she was currently working on.


  After she showered and slipped into silky pink panties and a pink bra, nice jeans, and a pretty pink blouse, she pulled on a pair of western boots. She applied makeup and curled the ends of her hair before grabbing a leather purse and heading out.


  When she reached the living room, her dad was hanging his western hat on the hat rack. She went up to him and hugged him.


  He returned her hug then drew away. “How’s my girl?”


  “Good.” She put her hands in her back pockets. “I’m not sure how I feel about having my art secretly sent to a gallery, but I appreciate how much you care.”


  He smiled. “Sweetheart, nobody is more proud of you than me and your mom. You work hard and it’s about time somebody else gets to see it.”


  “Thanks, Dad.” She reached up and kissed him on the cheek. “I’d better get out to my studio.”


  After popping into the kitchen to tell her mother she was leaving, Ella walked out of the house and down the worn path that led to the cabin. It was a pretty spring day, bright and clear with a breeze rustling the trees. Indian paintbrush and California poppies bloomed along the path.


  She let herself into the studio. She walked across the room and opened the door leading into the main cabin. She didn’t go in but caught the newer scents of leather and Clint’s aftershave. The cabin was neat and clean as usual and Clint’s belongings were nowhere in sight. She’d never snooped, but he’d likely put everything away in the drawers and in the closet.


  When she backed into her studio and closed the door behind her, it seemed somehow different. She looked around and saw only the things she used for her craft, several bronzes, as well as the drawings she had sketched for inspiration. What should she take to the gallery?


  After debating with herself, she chose a sculpture with two cowboys team roping and one depicting a bull rider. She’d used Spanish words for both bronzes, the translations being “Teamwork” for the first sculpture; the second, “Man and Beast”.


  The thought of parting with her art, her children, made her want to pull back and say she’d changed her mind. But the flip side was the thought that anyone who bought her work would do so because they appreciated the sculpture so it would find a good home. She’d also have more room for more pieces.


  From a drawer she dug out a portfolio she’d put together of the bronzes in hopes of one day getting up the courage to take them to a gallery. Each one had been photographed—both the bronze and the accompanying pencil drawing. The dimensions and weight were included. The only thing missing was an appraised value because she’d never had her work appraised. It was still hard to comprehend that someone might want to sell her pieces, much less have buyers coming along who wanted to pay for them.


  By the time Clint drove up to the cabin, she had everything together but was still jittery. He came in through the studio’s front door and her stomach swooped when he smiled at her. It was the first real smile she’d seen from him and his dimple appeared as he did. She’d always loved that dimple.


  He took the first sculpture and put it into the shipping crate from the place where she’d had it bronzed, then carried the crate out of the cabin and loaded it onto his truck. She took the framed pencil drawings and set them and her portfolio on the floorboard of the back seat of the king cab while he put the other crate in the back of the truck and secured both with bungee cords.


  When everything was loaded, she climbed into the passenger side and he closed the door behind her before going to the driver’s side and getting into his seat. Her stomach flip-flopped as he started the truck and put it into gear, and then they were on the road.


  She had plenty of time to work up a good case of nerves during the roughly hour and a half drive from Prescott to Scottsdale. She tried not to show just how nervous she was, but she had a feeling she wasn’t doing a very good job of it.


  “Don’t worry.” He reached over the console and put his hand on hers and squeezed. “If nothing else, we can have ice cream at that old-fashioned parlor on Main Street.”


  She smiled. “I like ice cream.”


  “I brought something else for you, too.” He nodded toward the glove compartment. “To calm your nerves.”


  She raised an eyebrow, intrigued, and opened up the glove compartment. When she spotted them, she laughed. “Cherry lollipops.” She reached for one of the three red-wrapped lollipops in the compartment. “You remembered.”


  “How could I forget?” He gave her a quick grin. “You used to search my pockets for them.”


  She unwrapped the lollipop after shutting the compartment door. “Seems like an eon ago.”


  He nodded. “It sure does.”


  She popped it into her mouth and twirled it over her tongue before sucking on the sweet and tart treat. It did relax her to enjoy the lollipop while she and Clint talked.


  “I told you what I’ve been up to since I left,” he said. “Your turn.”


  She tilted her head to the side as she held up her lollipop. “You still have a lot of stories to tell.”


  “No throwing me off.” He glanced from the road to her before returning his gaze to the road. “I’ll tell more later. It’s your turn now.”


  “I don’t have anything exciting that’s happened while you’ve been gone.” She shrugged. “I’ve mostly been working on the ranch.”


  “What have you done over the years?” Clint glanced at his mirrors and over his shoulder to check his blind spot before pulling out to pass a slower vehicle. “You can start from the time I left.”


  Ella looked out the window at the desert scenery speeding by. They were leaving high desert and heading to a lower elevation. An ache formed in her heart as she thought of the days following her brother’s death and Clint’s disappearance.


  “It took some time coming to terms with Bucky’s death.” She swallowed and didn’t look at Clint as she thought, And missing you. You broke my heart. Out loud she continued, “Things went on at the ranch, the animals still needing tending and we had to keep the place operational. It just wasn’t the same.”


  “I’m sorry,” Clint said quietly. “I should have been here for all of you.”


  She turned her gaze away from the window and studied Clint’s profile. “You did what you thought you had to and you’ve carried guilt that you shouldn’t have. That’s enough penance for anyone.”


  The fact that she’d released her anger over him leaving the way he had surprised her. She hadn’t realized that she’d finally accepted it for what it was.


  His gaze met hers. “Thank you.”


  As he looked back at the road, she continued to study him. He had so much character etched into his features that her fingers itched to sketch him. She rarely did portraits, preferring sculptures, but there was something about the strength in him, the hardness that went along with his experiences, yet the softness and kindness he showed, too.


  “I finished high school and took a year of art classes in Phoenix before having to go back to the ranch.” She shrugged. “That’s been my life.” She looked at what was left of her lollipop. “Art and ranching. Or maybe I should say ranching and art, in that order.”


  “Did you take classes on sculpting?” he asked.


  “That’s where I learned what it takes to produce a bronze.” She nodded. “I use the same company that my former art instructor does, to cast my sculptures into bronze. I learned a lot in that class. There’s more that goes into producing a bronze than I ever realized.”


  “They’re amazing,” he said. “The detail of your work is incredible, right down to the personality of the riders.”


  A sense of shyness spread beneath her skin. “Thank you.” She sucked on her lollipop for a long moment, letting the tart flavor spread over her tongue. She’d been so nervous about meeting the gallery owners that it hadn’t occurred to her that she might be nervous being in a small space with Clint for so long. Instead, she felt relaxed and comfortable with him.


  “Have you thought about getting back into rodeo?” she asked.


  A look came over his features, a hardness that took her off-guard. “No.”


  She tilted her head to the side. “Why not?”


  “I’m not riding again.” His tone was flat, definite.


  “If it’s because of Bucky, you know now that what happened wasn’t your fault.” She studied him. “You were the best bronc rider most have seen.”


  He looked tense and dragged his hand down his face. “That was another world.” He sighed. “Another lifetime.”


  “It is a dangerous sport,” she said, “and you have nothing to prove.”


  For a long time there was only silence between them and she rolled her cherry lollipop over her tongue as she watched the traffic and parts of metro-Phoenix speed by. Every time she came to this area she found herself glad that she’d grown up in a less populated part of the state.


  She was relieved as they exited the freeway and drove to Scottsdale Road before heading south to Old Town Scottsdale. The Old-West part of town boasted jewelry stores, gift shops, and art galleries along with several restaurants.


  Her belly flipped as he turned the truck west on Main Street and she saw the row of galleries on each side of the street. He pulled the vehicle up to a gallery with southwestern art in its massive picture windows. High Lonesome Gallery was gracefully scripted in gold in the lower right hand corner of the window to the left of the entrance. He parked and shut off the engine.


  She swallowed and remained in her seat as she stared at the gallery. “I don’t know about this.”


  He rested his hand on her shoulder and his palm was warm as she turned to face him. “They’re going to love your work.” His expression was serious as he spoke.


  She looked into his brown eyes and saw only confidence and sincerity. “I hope you’re right.”


  “Of course I am.” He drew her close and kissed her forehead, his lips warm against her skin. Her belly flipped again and she couldn’t look away from him as he drew away. “You’ll never know if you don’t take that step.”


  “You’re right.” She took a deep breath and looked at the gallery before meeting his gaze again. “I’m ready when you are. I think.”


  


  Chapter 17


  


  The air in High Lonesome Gallery was cool as Ella clutched her portfolio to her chest and stepped through the entrance. Clint held the glass door open until she was inside then let it close behind him. Her whole body felt edgy. She held the portfolio even tighter as she took in the gallery.


  Oil paintings, pencil drawings, and bronzes were tastefully exhibited. Various artists had series that depicted U.S. Marshals, Native Americans, cowboys from the Wild West, ranching, and the U.S. Calvary. She didn’t see any with a rodeo theme like her work.


  Ella was drawn to a bronze of a hunter on a horse, followed by a packhorse with a deer slung over its saddle. Another sculpture was of a stagecoach pulled by a team of horses. Her eyes widened and her jaw dropped at the prices listed on each piece. They were far more than she’d expected.


  “Mr. McBride.” A woman’s voice startled Ella into turning. A lovely woman of about sixty held her hand out to Clint. The woman was close to Ella’s height, with smooth, short blonde hair, her expression mild, somewhat reserved.


  He took it. “Ms. Rothschild.” As he released her hand, he touched Ella’s shoulder. “This is Ella Fisher, the artist of the bronze pieces I showed you yesterday.” He turned to Ella. “This is Ms. Rothschild, the owner of the gallery.”


  With the portfolio clutched in one arm, Ella held out her opposite hand. Ms. Rothschild’s grip was light yet firm at the same time. “Call me Kathleen,” the woman said.


  “It’s nice to meet you, Kathleen.” Ella smiled despite the fact she was nervous as hell, her stomach doing backflips now.


  “If you’re ready, I’ll get one of Ella’s pieces,” Clint said.


  Kathleen gave a nod and put her fingertips lightly on Ella’s shoulder as Clint headed out the front entrance. “We’ll go to my office.”


  Ella felt completely underdressed in her best western jeans and blouse as she followed Kathleen, who wore a yellow, tailored sleeveless dress and heels. They went to the back of the gallery, into an office filled with paintings and pencil drawings that hung on the walls. More art was stacked vertically on the floor, against a file cabinet and a table. An office desk and chair, with two chairs in front of it, were on one side of the room. On the opposite side was an empty, sturdy-looking table.


  When they were in the office, Kathleen faced Ella. Even though they were the same height, Ella felt like a little girl beneath the older woman’s gaze. “You’re quite young. How long have you been a sculptor?”


  Ella cleared her throat. “I’ve been working toward being an artist since I was a child. I learned how to make bronzes four years ago and that has been my medium ever since. I do pencil drawings that are the inspiration for the pieces I sculpt.”


  Kathleen studied Ella. “Did you bring any of your drawings?”


  Ella nodded. “And my portfolio.” She handed the binder to Kathleen who set it on the table as Clint’s walked into the office, carrying a crate.


  “Set it right here.” Kathleen gestured to the empty table and Clint obliged.


  Ella’s heart beat faster as the woman took the framed pencil drawing that Clint had sent on top of the crate and began studying it. Clint carefully unpacked the first sculpture, which was the bull rider.


  Kathleen was still looking over the drawing that went with the sculpture. “Very nice,” the woman murmured as if to herself. She set the drawing on the table as she moved close to the bronze that Clint had unveiled. He left the office to get the second crate.


  Ella held her breath as Kathleen studied the sculpture, looking at it from all angles. She used a monocle to examine the minute detail. As she went over the bronze, Ella couldn’t begin to tell what the woman was thinking.


  Clint brought in the second bronze and its drawing, opened the crate, lifted the sculpture out, and put it on the table. Again Kathleen studied the pencil and then the bronze of the cowboys team roping.


  When she straightened, Kathleen turned to Ella. “How many completed works do you have that are available?”


  Ella tried to relax as she let out her breath so that she could speak. “Six completed counting these two, and one clay that needs to be bronzed.” She gestured to the binder on the table. “They’re all photographed and in my portfolio.”


  The woman picked up the binder and began perusing the photographs, turning each page slowly. She gave a nod, as if to herself, before looking at the two sculptures on the table.


  She returned her gaze to Ella’s. “I’d like to arrange a private showing of your work, all six pieces, if the quality of the other four is as good as these.” She gestured to the print drawings. “I’d like to include the pencils as well.” She offered Ella the first smile since they’d been introduced. “We sell on consignment, of course.”


  Ella’s eyes grew wider and then she almost dropped her jaw to the floor when Kathleen told her approximately how much she’d make off each piece and every drawing that sold.


  With those sums she’d more than be able to pay for her art and help her family get the ranch back on its feet.


  “I must caution you.” Kathleen seemed to read Ella’s mind. “It could take some time before a piece sells.”


  Ella nodded, her throat dry. “I understand.”


  “Good.” Kathleen went to the office desk, moved behind it, and sat in the leather reclining chair.


  Kathleen reached into a drawer on the right side of the desk. “I have paperwork for you to fill out.” She set a packet on the desk. “I will provide you with signed copies when our transaction is completed. Of course we will have each piece appraised.”


  Ella finally managed to find her voice as she sat in front of the desk. “Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome.” Kathleen picked up a pen from a holder. “And thank you for choosing our gallery in which to showcase your amazing work.”


  No suitable response would come to Ella. She looked at Clint who had taken the seat beside her. She laid her hand on his arm. “Thank you,” she mouthed as Kathleen prepared the papers.


  He took her hand in his and smiled as he squeezed it. “You deserve it,” he said softly.


  


  Pink Zebra, the old-fashioned ice cream parlor on Scottsdale Road, was a place Ella had never been to. She felt lighter of heart than she had in a long time as she and Clint found a booth and slid into it, across from each other.


  “An ice cream parlor is a great way to celebrate.” She smiled at him as she set the folder with the contract on the table. She hadn’t been able to part with it. “Since you’ve been here before, what do you recommend?”


  He picked up the dessert menu. “To tell you the truth, I like everything I’ve tried here.”


  “I want chocolate.” She looked over her own menu. “The brownie sundae looks good.”


  “Haven’t had that, but I’d bet it is.” He put his finger on a photograph. “I think I’ll have a good old-fashioned malted milkshake.”


  While he got up to order at the counter with stools along its length, Ella turned to look out the picture window. The High Lonesome gallery was just up the street and around the corner from the Pink Zebra. It felt almost surreal as she thought about the fact that her art was going to be showcased in an actual gallery.


  She shook her head. It felt like she was dreaming. Just to remind herself that she wasn’t, she opened up the folder containing the contract. She read through it once again. She’d been grateful to have Clint with her, offering her advice when she needed it.


  Her gaze drifted over the legal jargon, but none of it was computing. She was too dazed for it to sink in. She closed the folder. She’d look at it later when she could concentrate.


  Several minutes went by and Clint returned with her sundae and his milkshake.


  “Mom and Dad aren’t going to believe this.” Ella scooped up some brownie and ice cream and slipped the spoon into her mouth.


  Clint finished taking a sip of his milkshake. “Oh, they’ll believe it. Your parents are already proud of you and this only reinforces what they’ve believed for a good long time.”


  She scooped up another bite, this one dripping with hot fudge. “If these pieces sell, I’ll be able to help the ranch start to get ahead.”


  Clint stopped sucking on his straw. “Don’t worry about the ranch. I’m taking care of it and I’ll help turn it around.”


  She let her spoon rest in a swirl of hot fudge as she met his gaze. “I really don’t know how to thank you.”


  He settled his hands on hers. “Seeing you excited and happy—that’s all the thanks I need.”


  His hand felt warm and heat flooded her belly. She turned her hand up and interlaced her fingers with his. For a long moment they remained silent as their gazes held. They were basically nullifying their truce.


  “Your ice cream is melting.” The corner of his mouth quirked into a smile.


  She smiled back at him then released his hand to start eating her dessert again.


  Her smile faded as reality settled in. She’d been so caught up in the excitement that she had forgotten that the owner of the gallery wanted two more pieces within the next five months.


  “What’s the frown about?” he asked.


  She turned her attention to him. “I don’t know if I can get two more to the gallery by this fall. I have the one ready to bronze, but I’m nowhere close to being finished with the one I’m working on now. There’s so much to do around the ranch.”


  “I’ll take care of the ranch.” He pushed aside his empty milkshake glass. “You work on your art.”


  She shook her head. “I can’t do that. I have a responsibility to my family to help make and keep the place successful.”


  “Ella.” The firmness of his tone caused her to focus her attention on him. “Your dad hired me so that you could work on your art more. Carl wants you to be happy and succeed at what you do best.”


  Her mouth tightened. “Dad doesn’t need to be paying for help just so that I can sculpt.”


  “Why are you fighting this so much?” Clint leaned forward, his forearms resting on the tabletop. “The people who love you want you happy. Let them make you happy.”


  She looked away, wrapped in thought. He put his hand on hers again, drawing her attention back to him. “Ready to go home?”


  A deep sigh eased through her and she looked at her now empty dish. She hadn’t realized she was finished. She looked up. “Guess so.”


  “Hey.” He took her chin in his fingers. “I want to see that happy, excited girl who was here with me just a few moments ago. Being in that gallery is an amazing accomplishment, one you should be proud of. Your mom and dad will be as proud as I am. Now let me see that smile again.”


  She nodded and managed a smile as he let his fingers slip away. “It’s been a dream of mine since I was drawing horses as a kid.”


  “That’s better.” His answering smile made her happiness return.


  “Let’s go home.” She got out of the booth and stood as he got to his feet, too. “I can’t wait to tell Mom and Dad.”


  “That’s my girl.” He walked with her to the entrance and held the door open for her. When they were out, he put one arm around her shoulders and they headed toward the truck.


  His embrace sent warmth through her and she liked that he didn’t let go even as they walked down the sidewalk and crossed the street. It felt comfortable, like it was the most natural thing on earth.


  Just maybe everything was going to work out.


  


  Chapter 18


  


  Two days later and Ella wasn’t sure anything was going to work out at all.


  It was afternoon and she stood in the middle of her studio, the heel of her palm against her forehead as she stared at the tarp-covered project. She hadn’t been able to get herself to sit down and work on it. Usually she would have been stripped down to her panties and tank top but now she could only stand here.


  No matter what Clint said, she still felt a deep sense of responsibility toward her family and the ranch. It wasn’t in her nature to just turn everything over to someone else and focus on her own happiness. The happiness of others was what was important to her. She couldn’t sit here and work on the sculpture when there were more important things that needed to be done.


  She lowered her hand and brushed hair behind her ear. Yes, more important things. But now that it was afternoon, she should be able to sit down and concentrate—she just couldn’t seem to do it.


  No. She had to get out of here. Had to do something. She’d ride the fence line, checking it to make sure it was sturdy and there was no danger of it going down and letting any of the cattle wander off Fisher property.


  After she left the studio and locked the door, she headed for the barn. She saddled up an Appaloosa mare named Poca, short for Pocahontas. The routine made her relax and she felt like she was doing the right thing, even though a part of her wanted to be in her studio, working on the sculpture.


  As she put her foot in the stirrup and swung up onto the horse, Clint spoke from behind her.


  “Where are you off to?” he said in his low drawl. “You should be working on your sculpture.”


  She looked over her shoulder at him. “The west pasture fence line needs to be checked.” She realized she sounded defensive as she spoke the words.


  He studied her. “You haven’t been spending much time in your studio these past couple of days.”


  She frowned. “Keeping tabs on me?”


  “Someone needs to,” he said, but he had a teasing look in his eyes.


  Not in the mood to be teased, she raised her chin. “I need to work on the ranch.”


  He shook his head. “Everything’s being taken care of.”


  She shook her head. “There’s always something that needs to be done.”


  Before he could respond, she clicked her tongue to Poca and urged the horse out of the barn toward the gate for the east pasture. Ella didn’t look back.


  When she reached the pasture, she swung down from the horse, opened the gate and walked Poca through it, then closed the gate behind them.


  She rode along the fence line, checking it with a practiced eye. To her complete annoyance, she kept thinking about Clint.


  Damn him. He wouldn’t leave her thoughts. The nerve he had, to keep tabs on her as if she needed to be watched over.


  The afternoon was growing long as she reached a stock tank, not too far from a small thicket of oak and mesquite trees. She dismounted and let Poca drink from the tank.


  Ella felt a prickling along her spine and looked around to see a horse and rider approaching. Clint. A strange combination of irritation and pleasure traveled up and down her spine. Irritation that he had followed her, and pleasure that he was there. Then irritation at her pleasure.


  Frowning, she turned her attention to Poca, ignoring Clint. Out of the corner of her eye she watched him dismount Charger when they reached the tank and then lead his horse to the water. She noticed a blanket rolled up on the back of Charger’s saddle.


  She glanced at him. “What are you doing out here?”


  “Checking up on you.” He said the words casually.


  She scowled at him. “What right do you have—?”


  In the next moment he gripped her upper arms so tightly that she caught her breath in surprise. The look in his brown eyes caused her heart to pound and she dropped Poca’s reins to brace her palms on Clint’s chest, ready to push him away.


  He had never looked as handsome as he did that moment, his expression so intense that she felt as if she might be consumed by the need she felt emanating from him. A raw, powerful need that she shared with every part of her being.


  She swallowed as flutters traveled through her belly. “Let me go, Clint.”


  His expression turned serious, but he didn’t let her go. “I have one question for you. Whether or not I let you go depends on the answer to that question.”


  She raised an eyebrow. “And that would be?”


  “What’s your relationship with Johnny Parker?” he said slowly.


  Confused by his question, she blinked. “We’re good friends. Why?”


  “That’s all I needed to hear.” He dragged her up against him and his mouth came down hard on hers.


  Completely caught off guard, she let out a startled gasp, but he swallowed it with his kiss. It was powerful and demanding as he slipped his tongue into her mouth and he gripped her ass in his big hands. His cock was hard as he held her tightly to him.


  The thought of struggling came to a quick death as she fell into the kiss. She gave a soft moan as he ground his erection against her belly and she felt an answering tingle between her thighs. Not just a tingle but a full on explosion of need and desire. She thought about the night he had touched her and brought her to orgasm and she gave a soft moan.


  She grew lightheaded, as if she needed more oxygen. When he drew away she stared up into his eyes. “I need to finish checking the fence line.” The words came out in a husky whisper, as if she wasn’t sure about herself, not at all like she’d intended.


  “You need to stay right here.” He moved his lips to her ear. “With me.”


  A shiver traveled down her spine. “No.” She swallowed. “I need to—”


  He took her mouth hard again and she felt every bit of resolve slipping. How many times had she dreamed of his kisses? And now that she was a grown woman, here she was, in his arms.


  Her whole body felt like soft clay, as if he could mold her, shape her, make her a work of art with his touches and kisses. He groaned deep and low in his throat and she shivered again as he moved his palms from her ass to her waist and back again. His hands felt sure and strong, and she felt a sense of possessiveness running through him, as if she belonged to no other.


  No, he was just trying to change her mind and she couldn’t allow him to get away with that.


  She shoved at him hard, breaking the kiss, severing the fire that had made her feel connected to him in ways she couldn’t have imagined. “That’s enough.”


  “I’m just getting started.” He caught her up in his embrace so that his arm was beneath her ass and she was halfway over his shoulder.


  She struggled in his arms. “Put me down, Clint.” He was so strong that she could barely move.


  He held on to her with one arm and with his other he unbuckled two straps holding the rolled up blanket on the back of Charger’s saddle.


  It occurred to her then exactly what he planned to do with that blanket. She tried to get away but he carried her to the thicket of oak and mesquite trees. He unfurled the blanket on the ground with his free arm, at the base of a group of rocks that were beneath the trees.


  He turned and twisted her in the air and she let out a surprised cry as he sat on one of the big rocks. In the next moment she found herself laying facedown, over his knees, her arms pinned behind her back, her hair hanging over her face.


  “You deserve a spanking for being so damned difficult,” he growled.


  A spanking? Hell no. “Let me go, Clint. Or I swear you’ll regret it.”


  “Be still.” He held her wrists in one hand then swatted her hard with his other.


  The sting caused her to cry out and her eyes watered. “Don’t!” Again he swatted her and again she cried out. “Stop it!”


  To her shock, she felt a tingling between her thighs as he spanked her. She didn’t know how it could be, but with every swat she pictured him thrusting inside her. Her breasts ached and her nipples were hard nubs. She wriggled and felt his rigid cock against her body.


  He paused and rubbed her ass with his palm. “Will that make you be quiet and listen?”


  “You’re a big bully.” She realized her breathing had quickened and a thrill had coiled deep in her belly. “I’ll never be quiet with that kind of treatment.”


  “Is that so?” He swatted her again, harder this time, and she felt a greater tingling between her thighs. “I think you like it.”


  “Never.” The more she fought him, the more turned on she was getting.


  He moved his fingers between her thighs and she caught her breath. He had to feel her heat and maybe even how damp she was through her jeans.


  Her head spun, her hair flying around her face, as he swept her up and held her to him. Automatically she wrapped her arms around his neck and her thighs around his waist and held on.


  He laid her on her back on the blanket. She started to scramble away but he grabbed her leg and pulled her to him. She tried to kick free but he was on her, pinning her legs between his thighs and holding her wrists above her head as his big body pressed her to the makeshift bed.


  She was pinned so securely that there was no struggling now. Before she could utter another word, he kissed her hard. At first she refused him, but she melted and gave in to the kiss and answered back with the same intensity he showed her.


  He kept her arms above her head with one hand and pushed up her T-shirt with his other. She gasped as he moved his mouth to her cloth-covered nipple.


  His mouth was hot and wet, his tongue teasing, and he lightly scraped her nipple with his teeth. She gave in completely and barely realized he had let her arms go as he moved his mouth to her other breast.


  He rose and tugged her T-shirt up, yanked it over her head, and laid it over the rock he’d been sitting on. He reached beneath her and unfastened her bra and pulled it away from her. The air was cool on her nipples and she felt an amazing sense of wickedness at being bare outside on the range.


  After he tossed the bra aside to land on top of the blouse on the rock, he moved over her and braced one hand to the side of her head.


  “Are you going to be good?” His expression was dark and intent as he reached between them and unfastened her belt. “You know what I’ll do if you aren’t.”


  She swallowed. She could fight him and she knew he’d catch her and punish her all over again. That thought sent another thrill through her and she was tempted to struggle just to be manhandled by him. But at the same time she didn’t want to fight him anymore. She wanted whatever he would give her.


  He brushed his lips over hers. “Are you going to fight me?”


  She shook her head. “No.”


  His smile was slow and sensual and he eased down her body. He knelt at the foot of the blanket and watched her as he took one of her boots in his hands and slipped it off before setting it aside. He took off the other boot before removing her socks and stuffing them into the boots.


  He moved closer again and pulled her belt out of the loops and unbuttoned her jeans. As soon as her zipper was down, he tugged off her jeans and stripped them away, leaving her only in her black panties. It only took a moment for him to slip those off, too. He put her panties and jeans on top of her other clothing.


  He tugged at her nipple. “I want to eat you up like you ate that ice cream in Scottsdale. It was so damn hot watching you.”


  She swallowed, feeling suddenly shy and nervous. She started to put her arms over her breasts but he stopped her by catching her wrists in one hand.


  “Oh, no you don’t.” He shook his head. “I want to see you.”


  He released her then tossed his Stetson onto her clothing before unbuttoning his western work shirt, all the while keeping his gaze fixed on her. The air felt cool on her body and her nipples were impossibly tight. She swallowed as she watched him remove his clothing, piece by piece, from his boots and socks to his belt.


  When he unbuttoned his jeans and pulled them down, along with his boxer briefs, her heart thudded and her eyes widened. She hadn’t expected his cock to be so big, so thick. Would it hurt? Could she take him inside her? Considering she had never had a man inside her, she was pretty sure it was going to hurt.


  Still, hunger for him curled in her belly. She didn’t know what it would really feel like, but she wanted him more than anything.


  When he was naked, he eased onto the blanket beside her. He brought her close to him, so that they were both on their sides facing each other, their bodies flush. She closed her eyes, enjoying the feel of his cock against her belly, her nipples against his chest, and the heat of his skin.


  He kissed her slowly, his mouth moving over hers as he grasped her in his callused hands and pressed her more tightly against him. She moaned, wanting him so badly that she realized she was digging her nails into his powerful biceps.


  When he slipped his finger between her thighs and into her wetness, her eyes flew open. He was looking at her with a sensuality that set her even more on fire.


  “Don’t come.” He increased the pressure on her clit and she swallowed. “You’re in for another spanking if you climax.”


  Her mind spun and she had to fight off the oncoming orgasm. Just as she thought she would lose it, he stopped. She swallowed back a protest as he started to ease down her body. He moved between her thighs and pressed them apart with his palms.


  She went still as he nuzzled her curls and gasped as he ran his tongue along her folds. She’d never had a man go down on her, and she couldn’t believe how incredible it felt. She looked down and her orgasm rushed closer as she saw his head between her thighs and his eyes focused on hers.


  He stopped and she squirmed, wanting more. “Not yet,” he murmured. “Don’t come until I let you.” He slipped two fingers inside her and her lips parted. “Damn, you’re tight, honey.” He started pumping them in and out, down to his knuckles. “I can’t wait to be inside you.”


  She felt her eyes cross as she came closer to orgasm, but he stopped again. He had her so hot that it was a miracle she didn’t climax just from one more touch of his fingers or his tongue.


  And then he buried his face against her, his fingers pumping in and out as he sucked her clit and she completely lost it. She shrieked as she came hard. Vaguely she was aware of the fact they were far from the house and thankful that she couldn’t have been heard. The orgasm rocked her, and seemed to go on forever as he sucked her clit and moved his fingers in and out of her.


  It was the most intense orgasm of her life, far more powerful than even the one he’d given her the first time he’d touched her. Her entire being throbbed and her world seemed like it was on fire.


  When he stopped licking and moving his fingers in and out of her, she shuddered from the complete and total pleasure she’d just experienced.


  “I told you I’d spank you for coming without my permission.” He eased up the blanket until he was beside her, his hand resting on her hip and her breasts pressed to his chest. “I’m going to be thinking about how and when to do it.” He kissed her forehead. “Now what do you think I should do?”


  “Take me.” She was surprised she was able to speak or that she had the boldness to say the words. “I—I want to feel you inside me.”


  He slowly shook his head. “That would be a reward, and you’ve been a very bad girl.”


  She found her heart was beating faster. “What are you going to do to me?”


  He drew her close to him, so that she was firmly in his embrace. “For now I’m going to hold you while I think of something perfect.”


  His embrace was so firm and solid around her that she found her body melting, relaxing. It felt amazing being out in the open with him, both of them completely naked.


  It felt right being in his arms.


  


  Chapter 19


  


  “What about ants and snakes?” Ella finally said.


  “You’ve got a point,” Clint murmured.


  She managed to slip out of his arms and got to her knees at the head of the blanket and started putting on her clothing. She frowned when she couldn’t find her panties, but Clint was making her nervous as he rested on his side, his eyes smoky as he watched her dress. She hurried to slip into her jeans without her panties. It wasn’t comfortable, but she had to get out of there.


  “I need to go.” She felt off balance as he focused on her. “It’s almost dinnertime.”


  Before he could stop her, she hurried to Poca, mounted her, and took off for the house.


  Warmth spread throughout Ella’s body as she rode back to the house, the heat swamping her as she thought about what Clint had done to her. He’d made her entire body feel alive.


  But she shouldn’t have let him. He could leave at any time and when he did, her heart would go along with him.


  Pain clenched her belly. It was too late to prevent that. Her heart belonged to him no matter what he decided to do. But just how much pain she would feel would depend on how much she gave to him. And if she let him take her, he’d have all of her.


  As she rode, she felt warm and tingly all over every time she thought about being naked with Clint and looking down to see his head between her thighs. She rubbed one arm with her hand as goose bumps broke out on her skin.


  She made it to the house and hurried to her bedroom to clean up for dinner, hoping she wouldn’t run into her parents until she’d had a chance to regroup herself. She took a shower and washed her hair, her belly flipping every time she thought about the next time she’d see Clint, which wouldn’t be long now since he almost always showed up for dinner.


  After she’d dressed in a simple white blouse, shorts, and sandals, she headed to the kitchen and helped her mother finish cooking. When it was time for dinner, Clint hadn’t shown up yet.


  The house phone rang. Alice hadn’t taken to the idea of having a cell phone since she never left the house without Ella or Carl who always had their cell phones on them.


  When Alice answered, she paused a moment then nodded to herself. “We’ll see you tomorrow,” she said before hanging up the phone. She turned to Carl who had just walked into the kitchen and to Ella. “Clint isn’t going to make it for dinner. He’ll be at Cody’s.”


  The disappointment that shot through Ella hit her by surprise, and anger followed. How could he do what he’d done to her and then not show up for dinner?


  Later, when she went to bed, images and thoughts of her time with Clint kept invading her mind, no matter how hard she tried to stop them. That despite the fact that she was still angry at him for not showing up. She groaned and buried her head under her pillow, which didn’t help one darn bit. She tossed and turned for a long time before eventually slipping into a less than peaceful sleep.


  


  * * * * *


  


  It had been a long time since Clint had slept as hard as he had last night. Something about being with Ella had relaxed him…had made him feel content in a way he couldn’t remember feeling before.


  She was home to him. Not the town, not the ranch, not where he grew up. It was her.


  He reached for her, but all he found were bed covers. He frowned and opened his eyes to see that he was alone. Of course he was alone. He’d just been dreaming that she was in bed with him.


  He slid out of bed and stood in front of the window, the air cool on his naked body as he looked out into the false gray dawn. In the dimness of the cabin, he saw the silky soft material he’d set on the nightstand. Ella’s panties. She’d left them yesterday and he’d brought them back with him.


  He shucked on his own clothing then tucked her panties into his back pocket before going outside to take care of morning chores.


  Ella was in Rosie’s stall, holding an old coffee can while hand-feeding pellets to the mare, the foal suckling on his mother’s teat. Clint stood in the stall doorway and hitched his shoulder up against a post as he watched Ella.


  She glanced up and her features turned the cutest shade of pink when she met his gaze. She turned back to the mare that was snuffling over Ella’s now bare hand. She reached into the can she was holding and offered the mare more pellets.


  “I owe you another spanking,” he murmured as he moved close to her.


  She shook her head, but still refused to meet his gaze. “None of that is going to happen again. It was a mistake. A big one.”


  “You forgot these.” Clint pulled the panties out of his pocket and dangled them from his fingers.


  When Ella looked back at him, her face turned a deeper shade of pink. She reached out her hand. “Give them to me.”


  He shook his head. “You’re going to have to come here.”


  “Give them to me,” she demanded again.


  He just grinned at her and swung them back and forth like a pendulum.


  She set the coffee can of horse pellets down and marched over to him. While still standing with a good amount of distance from him, she held out her hand.


  With amusement, he stuffed the panties into his back pocket. “Come and get them.”


  Her features stiff, she took two more steps toward him, her hand still extended. He didn’t give her a chance to react. He grabbed her by her upper arms and dragged her to him. She cried out as he held her tightly even as she struggled to break free. He cupped the back of her head and brought his mouth down hard on hers. She fought against him but within moments she was soft and submissive in his arms, kissing him in return.


  A low growl of possessiveness rose up inside him as his hunger grew and he felt a hard ache in his groin. She seemed to purr as she moved her palms up his chest, and that only made him harder.


  When he drew away from the kiss, she was looking at him with wide eyes, her lips moist and parted. He stroked a loose strand from her face, letting his knuckles brush her cheek. “Don’t do that.” Her words came out in a hoarse whisper.


  “Don’t do what?” He skimmed the back of his hand along her cheekbone. “Touch you?”


  “All of it.” Her throat worked as she swallowed. “Don’t kiss me and don’t touch me.”


  He lowered his head and brushed his mouth over hers. “You don’t mean that,” he said against her lips.


  “I do.” Her tone was defiant and she’d stiffened in his arms, so he kissed her again.


  He kissed her until she was pliant, her body leaning fully into his, her arms around his waist.


  When he broke the kiss her breathing was elevated and he could feel her heart pounding fast when he put his hand over it.


  She took a step back and his hand moved from her breast to his side. Then she took another step back, biting her lower lip as he watched her. When she was out of the stall and out of reach, she stood in the aisle and held up her hand—she was holding her panties. She turned and bolted.


  With a grin, he faced Rosie and saw that the coffee can was on its side and she’d finished the pellets. Both she and the foal were watching Clint. Rosie tossed her head. If he didn’t know better, he’d think the horse was laughing at him.


  Shaking his head, he picked up the coffee can before leaving the stall and closing the door behind him.


  Ella might think it was a mistake, but nothing was farther from the truth.


  He stood in the dim building, his gaze focused on the open barn doors. It was still barely light outside, the sun slowly creeping over the horizon.


  As he thought about Ella, he realized he’d never be able to let her go. She would belong to no man but him.


  The deeper meaning to that he wasn’t sure he was ready to face. All he really knew was that she was his now.


  


  Chapter 20


  


  Clint hadn’t seen much of Ella. Either she’d been avoiding him or was in her studio working on her next sculpture. Or maybe both.


  The day had been a long one and by the time Clint headed toward the cabin he was damned tired. The thought of Ella possibly being in her studio made him smile and he felt some of the exhaustion slip away. He needed a shower and then he’d track her down, no matter where she was.


  When he walked into the cabin, he looked at the door to her studio. She’d hung a “Do Not Disturb” sign on her door, a good indication she was in. He took a quick shower, washing away the dirt and grime of the day before dressing in a clean T-shirt and jeans and heading toward the studio.


  The sign was still up. Barefoot, he went to the door, put his hand on the doorknob, and his ear against the door. He didn’t hear any sounds. He turned the knob and opened the door a few inches and grinned.


  Ella was sitting on her stool, wearing only panties and tank top, and working on the sculpture. She was turned away from the door, her back to him, and she wore a set of ear buds and hummed to whatever music she was listening to. She looked sexy as hell.


  He slipped into the room and spotted a pile of clean hand towels on a small table beside a sink. He grabbed one and took it by its opposite corners and folded it into a blindfold. He picked up two more towels, each also by the opposite corners and rolled them so that they were like ropes.


  When he was finished, he silently moved behind Ella and paused a moment before lowering the blindfold and putting it over her eyes.


  She startled and went stiff as he tied the blindfold behind her head then took off her ear buds.


  “No.” She reached for the blindfold but he caught her wrists and held them in one hand. He took one of the rolled up hand towels and tied her wrists with it, using a secure knot.


  She pulled at it. “This isn’t funny, Clint. Let me go before I scream.”


  He took the third towel and gagged her with it, even as she moved her head from side to side, trying to keep him from gagging her.


  “There.” He moved his lips to her ear as she tried to get up from the stool, but he held her down as he spoke. “Now all you can do is listen to me and do what I tell you to.”


  She shook her head again and tried to shrug out of his hold as she made muffled sounds of protest. He lifted her off of the stool and flung her over his shoulder.


  She squirmed and screamed behind her gag as he strode out of the studio and into the cabin’s main room. Her efforts caused him to grin. With one hand, he pulled down the wall bed and tossed her on the middle of it on her belly. She attempted to roll over, but he pinned her down with his much bigger body. She tried to wriggle beneath him, but his weight and position held her still.


  He shifted so that he could put his hand on her panty-covered bottom and stroked the silky material. She stilled and he slipped his hand beneath the fabric and caressed her ass.


  She kicked and tried to roll over, but he pinned both her legs with one of his and pressed a hand on her back, holding her down.


  “I promised another spanking, honey.” He rubbed her ass again with his free hand before swatting her. She cried out behind her gag and he swatted her again. Her second cry was more of a moan.


  He eased his fingers down beneath her panties then between her thighs, and slipped them into her folds. She was wet. He stroked her clit and she moved her hips, grinding herself against his hand, telling him she was turned on. And she wanted him.


  When he moved his fingers from her folds, she gave a sound of disappointment. He adjusted himself so that his body covered hers again and he brought her lips to her ear.


  He brushed his mouth over her lobe and she shivered. His voice was low and husky as he said, “You’re mine tonight.”


  


  Ella felt another shiver travel down her spine at Clint’s words. “You’re mine tonight,” echoed in her mind.


  He kissed the shell of her ear. “Nod if you understand.”


  A pause and then she nodded.


  “Good girl.”


  His jeans felt rough to her bare legs and his cock was long and hard against her ass. She couldn’t see, couldn’t talk, and could barely move. She’d never been blindfolded, much less gagged and bound before. It heightened her sense of touch and hearing. She’d never been more excited in her life.


  “I’m going to untie you and you’d better behave,” he said. “Got that?”


  She nodded.


  He eased off of her and stood beside the bed as he untied her wrists, the gag, and blindfold before rolling her onto her back. She blinked then licked her lips as she looked up at him.


  His eyes were dark, his expression intense. He pulled his T-shirt over his head, his muscles flexing as he tossed it before unbuttoning his jeans and letting them drop to the floor and stepping out of them.


  She swallowed. He wasn’t wearing any underwear and his cock jutted out at her, waiting for her to touch it. Without taking time to think about what she was doing, she got to her knees and crawled across the bed to where he stood. She reached out and grasped it, feeling the skin’s softness over the steel of his erection. She lightly moved her hand up and down its length and felt a sense of satisfaction when he groaned.


  He caught her off guard when he slid his hand behind her head and pushed it down so that her lips were pressed against the head of his cock.


  “Suck me.” His voice was a growl as he spoke. She parted her lips and he forced his cock into her mouth. “Take me deeper,” he said in a rasp.


  She swallowed more of him and he grabbed a handful of her hair and pushed her up and down so that she was taking all of him.


  “I want to see your eyes,” he commanded, and she obeyed and met his dark gaze. Somehow seeing him watching her go down on him made the experience ultra erotic.


  She soon got into a rhythm, loving the feel of him in her mouth and the pained expression on his face that told her he was fighting to keep from climaxing. Her breasts bounced and her body rocked with every movement.


  “Stop,” he finally said in a guttural drawl.


  To her surprise, she didn’t want to stop. She liked the control he had on her and the control she had over him and his pleasure.


  She sat back on her haunches and looked up at him, waiting for whatever he had in store for her. His breathing was hard and he clenched his hands as if needing to control himself. She rose up on her knees and moved the short distance to him. Her heart beat faster as she put her hands on his muscled chest and eased closer. With his being so tall, he towered over her while she knelt on the bed, his cock was pressed against her chest.


  “You’re so special, Ella.” He cupped the back of her head and lowered himself so that his lips brushed hers, her belly flipping at his words. “I’ve never known anyone like you.”


  He kissed her long and hard before he began to shift her on the bed until she was flat on her back. He bent down and retrieved his jeans then took a small packet out of his wallet.


  Her heart thudded harder. This was it. This was the man she was going to give herself to, the man she loved more than she’d loved anyone.


  The truth of that realization spread throughout her like warm honey. She was in love with Clint and now, for this moment in time, she would have him.


  As the thoughts rolled through her mind, he opened the packet and in a mere moment was rolling a condom down his erection. He stretched out above her, bracing his hands to either side of her head and looked at her with an expression that melted her even more.


  He moved his hips so that he was between her thighs, spreading them wide. He grasped his cock and put the head against her core. She found herself holding her breath, both scared and excited at the same time.


  With a fierce look on his face, he drove his cock inside her.


  A cry ripped from her at the incredible pain of his entry. Tears rolled from the corners of her eyes. As she met his gaze she saw that he was staring at her in shock, his body frozen, his cock still buried inside her.


  “You’re a virgin.” The words came out rough.


  She tried for a smile. “Not anymore.”


  He held himself still and closed his eyes. After a moment passed, he opened them again. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  She swallowed back a lump that had grown in her throat. “Does it make a difference?”


  “Yes.” His jaw tensed. “I wouldn’t have taken you like this.”


  Her lower lip trembled. “Because I’m not experienced?”


  “Of course not.” He let out a slow exhale. “I would have been more careful with you if I’d known. I’d have done everything I could not to hurt you.”


  She put her hands on his shoulders. “I’m okay.” She gave him a smile. “Take me now.”


  His expression turned to one of tenderness and he stroked her hair from her face. “It’s probably going to hurt—more than it already does.”


  “It’s all right.” She arched her hips, pressing her body closer to his. “Just don’t stop.”


  He reached between them and began rubbing her clit as he slowly began moving in and out of her. She tried not to grimace from the initial pain. Soon the pain eased and the combination of him moving in and out of her while he stroked her clit with his fingers gave her a kind of pleasure that she’d never experienced before.


  She felt an orgasm coming on as he took her and she moved her hips up to meet his.


  “Are you okay?” he asked as he met her gaze.


  “Don’t stop.” The orgasm rushed closer and closer. “Do it faster.”


  His pace increased as he took her. He looked pained as if afraid he was going to hurt her.


  “It feels so good.” Her whole body rocked as he thrust in and out. “So, so good.”


  Her words seemed to relax him a little and there was a shift in the way he took her. It was as if his worry about hurting her eased.


  An amazing feeling unfurled in her body and she gave a soft moan of pleasure. It felt so good having him inside her. No matter what happened, this would be with her always.


  He stroked her clit harder and an explosion rocketed through her body. She gave a loud cry and he whispered in her ear, offering her comforting words. She shook and trembled and saw stars behind her eyes.


  She didn’t think she’d ever come down from the place he’d taken her. She didn’t want to come down. He kept thrusting and she climaxed again.


  Perspiration coated her skin as sweat beaded on his forehead. And then he shouted her name as he climaxed. He thrust until he had milked the last of his orgasm and hers.


  When he finished, he pressed his groin tight to hers. With his cock still inside her, he rolled them both onto their sides and brought her into his embrace and held her tight.


  


  Chapter 21


  


  Ella was a virgin. Had been a virgin. Clint dragged his palm down his face as he stood in the cabin’s small bathroom. He braced both hands on the sink and stared at his reflection. He’d never taken a woman’s virginity before.


  Sonofabitch. He’d gone and taken something from Ella that could never be replaced. So much had been stolen from her in her life. He wanted to give to her, to fill her life full.


  Why hadn’t she told him?


  He pushed away from the sink and walked out into the main room and looked at the rumpled bed sheets. She’d left while he’d been asleep. How she managed to go without waking him up was beyond him. He was usually a light sleeper.


  Without bothering to make up the bed, he dressed in worn jeans and a work shirt before pulling on his socks and boots and jamming his western hat on his head. He strode out of the cabin and shut the door hard behind him.


  A part of him was glad she’d never been with another man. It made his sense of protectiveness and his feelings of her belonging to him even stronger.


  The other part of him felt like shit for having those feelings. He wouldn’t have pushed the way he had, wouldn’t have been so controlling. He would have let her guide their lovemaking.


  She’d deserved slow and caring, not the fierce wildness with which he’d taken her. He had managed to control himself to a point, but she’d deserved better.


  Feeling disgusted with himself, he strode into the barn and came to a stop. Ella was leaning into the fifty-gallon drum as she scooped out some sweet oats. Her back was to him as she bent over, her ass looking perfect in her jeans.


  His throat worked as he swallowed and he gritted his teeth at the sudden ache in his groin. He wanted to go to her and press himself tight against her. Hell, he wanted to take her right there in the barn.


  She straightened, bringing out a can with feed, and turned away from the drum. She went still when she saw him watching her.


  Her face flushed a deep pink and she hurried to head toward the horse stalls. He strode across the distance that separated them and caught her by the arm. She tried to jerk away from him but he kept a firm grip on her.


  “Let me go.” Her voice sounded strained and she didn’t look at him.


  “We need to talk.” He relaxed his grip but didn’t release her. With her gaze still fixed somewhere else, he pulled her so that she was facing him and he took her face in his hands. Without thinking, he brought his mouth down on hers.


  He knew he should be taking it slowly with her, but he couldn’t help his raw need for her. Not just for her body. It was more the need to have her heart, too. Yes, her heart more than anything else.


  When he drew away, she stared up at him, her expression one of embarrassment.


  “Why didn’t you tell me?” He stroked hair from her face. “Like I said, if I’d known, things would have been different.”


  She looked down at the can of sweet oats. “You wanted someone with more experience.”


  He frowned and lifted her chin with his fingers. “Is that what you think?”


  She still didn’t meet his gaze.


  “Look at me.” He gave her no choice but to look into his eyes. “I would have been gentle.”


  Her eyes glistened. “You wouldn’t have wanted me.”


  He put his thumb over her lips. “The only difference it makes is that I would have tried not to hurt you. Instead, I took something from you and caused you pain.”


  “You didn’t take anything from me that I didn’t want to give to you.” Her throat worked. “You’re the only man I’ve ever wanted like that. But I don’t have the experience you’re probably used to.”


  “Don’t say that.” He stroked hair from her face. “Experience has nothing to do with it. All I care about is you.”


  In that moment he wanted to tell her that he loved her, but it didn’t feel like the right time. He wanted it to be special and not associated with any pain he’d caused her. He didn’t want her to think he was saying it out of any kind of obligation.


  The fact that he loved her had hit him sure and strong, and he knew that he’d loved her from the moment she’d slapped him at the rodeo.


  He brought her into his embrace and held her close as he kissed the top of her head. He breathed in her sweet scent and enjoyed how soft she felt in his arms.


  “I’m sorry I hurt you,” he murmured against her hair.


  She shifted and stepped back but he didn’t let her go. She tilted her head and met his gaze. “You didn’t hurt me.”


  “Then what’s wrong?” He caressed her cheek with his fingertips. “Don’t tell me it’s because you’re inexperienced, because that doesn’t mean anything to me.”


  “Okay, I won’t tell you.” She gave him a shy smile and he smiled at her in return.


  The way she looked at him made his heart melt and he crushed her to him again. “You know that I’m never letting you go, don’t you?”


  


  Ella put her forehead against Clint’s chest and his warmth and masculine scent surrounded her. She had felt embarrassed but he made her feel good about herself in a way she had never felt before.


  What did he mean by his statement that he was never letting her go? She was afraid to ask.


  The sound of an approaching vehicle made her straighten. She heard the rattle of a truck bouncing over potholes in the dirt driveway and she stepped out of Clint’s embrace. He walked at her side and they left the barn together.


  Johnny Parker pulled his truck up to the barn and cut the engine. As Johnny climbed out of his truck, Clint put his arm around Ella’s shoulders, catching her off guard. Johnny came to a halt and frowned.


  Ella slipped out of Clint’s hold and walked toward Johnny. “Hi.” She offered him a smile, but he didn’t return it. He looked upset and her smile faded. “What’s wrong, Johnny?”


  He glanced at Clint then at her. “Nothing,” he said, but she could tell something was going on.


  Clint stepped forward and offered his hand. When Ella looked at him, his expression was tight. “Nice to see, Johnny.”


  Johnny wore a sullen look as he took Clint’s hand. Both men held on a beat more than Ella thought they should have.


  When they released hands, Johnny turned to Ella. “Came by to see if you still want to go to the rodeo in Payson this weekend.”


  In all that had been going on, she’d forgotten about it. “I’m so sorry, Johnny.” She gave him an apologetic look. “I’m contracted with a gallery in Scottsdale now and I need to work on my next bronze.”


  Johnny raised his eyebrows. “You showed your work to a gallery?”


  Ella nodded in Clint’s direction. “Clint did it. He took two of the pieces I made for Mom and Dad and showed it to a western art gallery.” She looked back at Johnny. “The owners of the place asked to see more so we showed them two of the finished bronzes I had in my studio. They wanted all that I have plus more.”


  Just saying the words made her feel warm inside and she continued, “I need to spend as much time as possible finishing the piece I’m working on now and start a new one.”


  “I’m happy for you, Ella sweetheart.” Johnny pulled her toward him and gave her a big hug that was longer and tighter than usual. “You deserve it.”


  She smiled when he drew away. Clint caught her off guard by putting his arm around her shoulders again. When she looked up at him he had a dark, possessive look on his face. She frowned again. Why was he acting this way around Johnny, who was just a friend?


  Then it occurred to her that he’d asked what Johnny meant to her. It had been Clint’s way of finding out if she was having a romantic relationship with her friend.


  Ella was half annoyed at Clint’s attitude and possessiveness, and half pleased. Maybe a little bit more annoyed.


  She stepped out of Clint’s hold and gave a nod toward the house. “Come on in. Mom baked shortbread cookies.”


  For the first time since arriving at the ranch, Johnny smiled. “I love Mrs. Fisher’s cookies.”


  “Come on then.” Ella linked her arm through Johnny’s. “She’ll be glad to see you.”


  Ella didn’t have to see Clint’s expression to know he was pissed. She could feel it emanating from him in waves.


  Soon she and Johnny reached the house. When she glanced over her shoulder, she saw that Clint had headed back to the barn.


  Johnny looked, too, before he turned back to Ella. “What’s he doing here?”


  “He works for Dad now.” The screen door creaked as she opened it.


  When they were in the house and Johnny had closed the door behind him, he said, “Why is he working here?”


  She swiped a strand of hair out of her eyes. “Dad wants to give me more time to work on my sculptures.” She moved through the house and into the kitchen, Johnny walking at her side. “I feel guilty not doing the ranch work myself, but Dad is determined.”


  When they reached the kitchen, Ella drew in a deep breath of the aroma of fresh baked cookies. Her mother wasn’t there, but a plate of shortbread cookies was. Ella went to the fridge and brought out a carton of milk while Johnny got out two glasses. He’d been coming over to her house and had been her best friend since they were kids. With his rough upbringing, she knew her home had always been like a second home to him.


  After Ella poured the milk, they sat on either side of the small kitchen table, each with a glass, a plate, and the platter of cookies between them.


  “How does your mom always know when I’m coming and bakes my favorite?” He bit into a cookie, crumbs scattering over the plate in front of him.


  “A sixth sense, I guess.” Ella smiled and bit into her own cookie.


  Johnny set his cookie on his plate. “Do you have a thing going on with McBride, Ella?”


  She felt heat in her cheeks. “Why?”


  Johnny looked away before turning his gaze back on Ella. “He’s going to leave again.”


  She stared at her plate. She couldn’t argue with him. Clint had never said he was going to stay. “I know.”


  “He’ll break your heart.” Johnny reached across the table and put his hand over hers. The cookie she was holding crumbled in her fist. “You’ve got to know that.”


  She sucked in her breath. “I don’t want to talk about it.”


  “Someone needs to tell you that.” Johnny’s features tensed. “He doesn’t deserve you.”


  She blew out the breath she’d been holding as she wished she could control the pain twisting her heart. She met his gaze. “I want to talk about something else.”


  He gave a slow nod, but she thought she saw pain in his own eyes. It was as if he was feeling her pain.


  She brushed the crumbs from the crumbled cookie onto her plate. She rested her arms on the tabletop, doing what she could to change the subject. “I’m sorry that I can’t make it this weekend.”


  He shrugged one shoulder. “I know you need to work on your next project. That’s more important.”


  She put her hand on his. “You’re important to me, too.”


  For a moment he had a hopeful expression. Then he pulled his hand away and pushed back his chair. “I’d better be going. I’ve got some practicing to do.”


  Ella nodded and stood as he did. She walked him to the front door and stood on the front porch as he turned to face her. He studied her for a long moment before putting his hand on her shoulder and kissing her forehead.


  She looked up in surprise, meeting his gaze. “I’ll see you later,” he said softly. “You just think about what I said. He’s no good for you.”


  He didn’t seem to expect a response and she was glad he didn’t. She rubbed her arms with her palms as she watched him walk toward the barn. He reached his truck and opened the door before he looked over his shoulder at her and touched the brim of his western hat. He climbed into his truck, started the vehicle, and then he drove away.


  


  Chapter 22


  


  Ella slipped her hands into her back pockets and walked into the barn. It was the same afternoon following her chat with Johnny and her thoughts had been bouncing back and forth between the things Johnny had said to her and her earlier conversation with Clint, not to mention her night with him.


  In her heart she knew it was too late to back off now. If Clint left it would be devastating, but she’d live through it. She’d do what she’d have to do to move on, no matter how difficult it would be. So she might as well enjoy the ride.


  After chores, she’d gone to her studio. Despite both conversations pinging in her brain, she’d had managed to get some work accomplished on the sculpture. Not as much as she’d wanted to, but it was something.


  As she walked past the horse stalls, she wondered what her dad would think about her being with Clint. Carl had always been protective of her, but in the past she hadn’t given him many reasons to get upset with a guy since she’d never really dated.


  So how would her dad feel about Clint? If Carl found out and then Clint left, her dad might just take a shotgun and go after him. The smartest thing to do was keep any kind of relationship between her and Clint off the radar.


  She wasn’t sure why she was doing it, but she headed to the part of the barn where Clint had been working on his old GTO when he wasn’t working on the ranch. Yeah, she did know. She wanted to be close to him. Her stomach flip-flopped as she made her way through the doorway and she saw him.


  Sunlight trickled through the slatted barn walls and slanted across the car. Clint was under the hood, bent over the side, working on the engine. She didn’t know much more than how to operate ranch vehicles, not how to fix one, so she could only guess at what he was doing.


  Clint looked up, one hand holding a torque wrench and his other hand braced on the gray primer-coated metal at his side. His gaze softened when he met her gaze. “Hi, honey,” he said.


  More thrills went through her and she managed a shy smile. “Hi.”


  He ducked out from under the hood and straightened. He set the wrench on a grease-covered rag on the car, then picked up another rag and wiped black from his fingers. She watched his strong hands as he cleaned them off the best he could.


  He met her gaze and studied her with an intent look. He and moved toward her, then bent down to give her a long, sweet kiss. He rested his hands on her jean-clad hips and held her close even as he drew away.


  He searched her eyes. “How’s your day going?”


  “Good.” She offered him a hesitant smile then put her hands on his shoulders as she looked into the deep brown of his eyes. “I got some work done on the sculpture.”


  “Did you get that hand fixed?” he asked, the corner of his mouth turned up into a little smile.


  The memory of how she’d broken the hand caused her face warm. She’d been upset with Clint and that was why she’d broken it. Twice. But he couldn’t possibly know that.


  “Good as new,” she said brightly.


  He tweaked her hair. “Taking a break?”


  She nodded. “I think I’ve done about all I can do for the day. My creativity is fried.”


  “Maybe I could give you a little inspiration.” He gave her a sexy grin.


  “Maybe.” Tingles raced through her and she hurried to change the subject. “How’s it going with the car?”


  “She’s coming along.” He released her and patted the fender. “A little work and she’ll be good as new.”


  Ella raised an eyebrow as she looked at the car that was in pieces all over the area Clint was working in. “A little? I’d say that’s a bit of an understatement.”


  “Anything worthwhile is worth the work and patience,” he said as he studied her.


  She swallowed. “Need some help?”


  He leaned back up against the car, his powerful arms crossed over his chest. She wanted to touch the corded muscles to run her fingers over the warmth of his skin.


  “Know anything about cars?” he was saying as he drew her out of her thoughts.


  She shook her head. “I know how to drive just about anything and I can change a flat tire, but that’s about it.”


  “How about tools?” He picked up the torque wrench.


  She nodded. “Now that I do know something about. I’ve had to use plenty of tools on the ranch since I was a kid. And what I don’t know I’m willing to learn.”


  “That’s a start.” He gave a nod toward a large metal toolbox. “You can hand me tools as I need them.”


  “I’m up for that.” Being around him and working at his side somehow made her heart feel lighter and happier in a way she’d never felt before.


  


  Clint watched Ella as she handed him each tool or part that he asked for. She went for the right thing almost every time. There were only a couple she wasn’t familiar with, but the next time he asked for them she knew exactly where to grab them.


  He enjoyed spending time with her, enjoyed having her close.


  “My dad would have liked you,” he said when she handed him a part.


  “I met your dad a few times and I think he did like me,” she said. “I thought the world of him.”


  “I know he thought you were a great kid.” Clint paused and looked at her. “But he would have loved the woman you’ve turned out to be.”


  She smiled. “I would have liked to get to know him better.”


  Clint nodded. “Me, too.”


  The way she smiled warmed his heart. Hell, everything about her warmed him from the inside out. He wanted to set everything aside and draw her into his arms and just hold her.


  His thoughts turned darker as he thought about Johnny Parker and how Ella had walked arm-in-arm with him into her house.


  She tilted her head to the side. “What’s wrong?”


  He thought about asking her about Johnny again, but she’d already answered him once. He had no reason to question her. Did he?


  “Nothing is one bit wrong.” Clint moved around to the opposite side of the car and ducked under the hood again before asking, “Mind handing me that small flathead?”


  “Here.” She leaned across the car and gave him the screwdriver. “You looked like you were thinking about something that didn’t make you too happy.”


  He blew out his breath before raising his head and looking at her across the hood. “Johnny Parker doesn’t just think of you as a friend. He’s in love with you.”


  Ella’s jaw dropped. “Johnny has been my best friend since we were just little kids.”


  “He’s probably been in love with you since then.” Clint studied her and wasn’t surprised when she shook her head in denial.


  “Johnny’s a close friend and he cares about me. He just doesn’t want me to get hurt—” She clamped her mouth shut and her face went pink.


  Clint studied her thoughtfully as he wiped his hands on an old rag and tossed it aside. He then used a grease remover before rinsing his hands in the sink that was set up on one side of the area. When he faced her, he dried his hands on a clean shop towel. Grease was still beneath his nails but his hands were clean.


  He went to Ella. When he reached her he took her soft hands in his rough, grease-stained ones. “I’m not going to hurt you, honey.”


  She looked away but said nothing. He couldn’t tell but he thought he saw her holding back tears.


  He squeezed her hands. “Look at me, Ella.”


  She turned her gaze back to his as she straightened and tilted her chin. “I’m a big girl. I don’t need anyone telling me whether or not you’re going to hurt me, including you.”


  “I hope you know how to get grease stains out of clothing,” he said.


  She frowned at him. “Why?”


  “Because you’re about to get covered in it,” he said.


  Before she could get a word out, he grabbed her by her hips and brought her tightly against him. She gave a soft gasp before he captured her mouth with his. He caught her by the ass and raised her up so that she had to hook her thighs around his hips. She wrapped her arms around his neck as he kissed her. He pushed her up against the car, her back to the driver’s side window, and pinned her body with his as he nestled his hips between her thighs.


  She moaned as he kissed her and moved his hands to her breasts and pinched her nipples through her shirt. She let her head fall back as he moved his mouth from her lips along her jawline to her slender neck and down to the hollow of her throat. Her skin was so soft and he knew his coarse stubble was chafing her more delicate skin.


  “I’m going to take you right here in the barn.” He pressed his hips tighter against hers and ground his raging erection against the heat between her thighs. Her moans told him how much his words turned her on. “You need to understand that I’m not going to hurt you. Okay?”


  She said nothing, just gave a wordless sigh, her eyes closed.


  He placed kisses on each of her eyelids. “I would never do anything to hurt you, Ella. Never. Got that?”


  She opened her eyes and met his gaze. Her tongue darted out to touch her lower lip as if tasting him and he nearly groaned with need for her.


  “Tell me you understand,” he demanded.


  Her throat worked and then she nodded. “I do. You won’t hurt me.”


  “Now what can I do to prove it?” he murmured close to her ear.


  “The hayloft is a good start,” she said.


  He raised his head and grinned. “The hayloft? That’ll do it?”


  “I’m ready for that romp in the hay.” She returned his grin. “Now.”


  “You’ve got it,” he said before he swept her up in his arms and started for the ladder to the loft.


  


  Chapter 23


  


  Ella’s belly tumbled around as Clint set her on her feet in front of the ladder. She grabbed the sides and started climbing up into the loft, rung by rung. Her throat was dry but she felt an ache between her thighs, and it had nothing to do with being sore from last night.


  His presence was strong and sure as he followed her up the ladder and she nearly groaned when he rubbed her ass as she moved. When she reached the loft floor, she sat on it and scooted through the yellow straw, out of the way of the ladder. He appeared and her heart beat faster as he stood and towered over her. He reached out his hand and she took it and let him pull her to her feet.


  The first thing he did was take her into his arms, and his kiss was long and sweet. She didn’t think she could breathe when he raised his head and looked at her.


  “I should take you back to the cabin and make love to you good and proper.” He stroked his knuckles over her cheek. “Not to mention I need a shower to get off some of this dirt and grease.”


  “I don’t care about that.” She looped her arms around his neck and rose up on her toes to kiss him. “I don’t want to wait long enough for you to change your mind.”


  “I would never change my mind.” He kissed her again and she felt her body turn to liquid in his arms. “The way I want you…it’s intense and indescribable,” he said in between kisses.


  When he raised his head his hands were already at her blouse, slowly unbuttoning it. Her throat worked as his fingers reached the valley between her breasts and she caught her breath as he brushed her nipples. He unbuttoned her blouse all the way down, letting it fall open, exposing her bra. He moved his palms to the soft black satin and she felt their heat through the material and straight to her core.


  With gentle hands, he pushed her blouse over her shoulders and down her arms. He set the shirt on a hay bale then unfastened her bra and set it on top of the blouse. His gaze held hers as his hands roamed over her breasts and he rubbed his thumbs over her nipples in slow circles.


  “I want to take you slow and easy, Ella.” He moved his mouth to her ear. “The way I should have made love to you last night.”


  Her skin tingled and her breathing grew shallow. “I loved what we did last night.”


  “I intend for you to love this even more.” He settled his hands at her waist. “I want you to know how much I care about you. How wonderful and special you are to me.”


  Every single one of his touches set her skin on fire and sent her mind reeling. He skimmed his fingers along her waistband before unbuckling her belt and slowly drawing it out of the belt loops. He left it fall and the buckle clunked on the wood floor.


  After he helped her out of her boots and socks, he unfastened the button of her jeans then unzipped them. His fingers danced along her silky panties. “You’re such a beautiful woman, Ella.”


  “Who smells like horse,” she said but smiled and he gave a low laugh.


  “I love your scent.” He nuzzled the top of her head. “You smell like sunshine and orange blossoms.”


  She leaned back and gave him a skeptical look. “I do not.”


  He grinned. “You do to me.”


  She shook her head but he pushed down her jeans along with her black panties. With a shiver of desire she stepped out of them, now fully naked. He set the jeans and panties next to the rest of her clothing.


  He brought her close against him and kissed her again. “You’re going to get dirty, honey.”


  “Promises, promises,” she said and he laughed.


  After setting his ball cap aside, shucking off his boots and peeling off his socks, he didn’t take his time removing the rest of his own clothing. He pulled his wallet out of his pocket and removed a small foil packet before dropping the wallet beside her belt.


  She was nearly dazzled by the strong, masculine, almost harsh beauty of him. All corded muscle from days of hard work. Years of hard work. She wondered once again about all that he’d done since he’d been gone which had to be far more than what he’d told her. She wanted to know everything about him and more.


  He arranged his jeans and work shirt, along with her clothing, on a pile of clean straw before drawing her into his arms and pressing his naked body tightly to hers. Her heart beat faster. His skin felt hot next to hers, his cock hard against her belly.


  Slowly he lowered her to the straw so that she was lying on his clothes and hers, her hair splayed around her face. She reached out her arms to him and he came to her.


  “You look like a princess.” He braced his arms to either side of her. “My princess.”


  He kissed her forehead then moved his lips down over the tip of her nose to her mouth. After a soft kiss, he continued on, brushing his lips along her jawline before moving to her chin then down her throat.


  She found herself arching her back, begging him with her body to take her again. He took his time, moving so slowly that she found herself struggling to not beg him for more, sooner, faster, so that she could feel him inside her again.


  But at the same time she loved how he was making love to her, like she was a treasure he had found right there in the straw. Like the princess who had spun straw into gold.


  She looked up at him as he moved his powerful, naked body between her thighs and she watched as he rolled a condom down his incredible erection. She was amazed it had fit inside her last night and wondered if that had made it hurt even more than it had. Would it hurt again?


  Truthfully, she didn’t care. She just wanted that connection with him, that amazing feel of him pushing in and out of her.


  He reached between them and rubbed her clit. Her lips parted and her mind reeled. She couldn’t believe how close she was to coming and he’d barely touched her.


  “I want you to come, honey.” He pressed his cock to the opening of her core as he fingered her clit. His dark eyes held hers. “Come for me.”


  He hadn’t entered her but just feeling his cock pressed at her entrance as well as his fingers on her clit was sending her higher. Her breathing grew more rapid and her eyes widened right before her entire body jerked and her orgasm hit her full force. This time she bit her lower lip, not wanting anyone near the barn to hear her scream.


  At the same time she climaxed, Clint thrust inside her. Through the haze of her orgasm, she felt a quick burn and then nothing but pleasure as he moved in and out of her. His movements stretched out her orgasm, and then to her surprise she climaxed again and yet again.


  She was barely coherent as he took her, murmuring in her ear as she shuddered with pleasure. And then he gave a low growl as he held back his own shout and she felt his cock pulse inside her while her core contracted around his length.


  Her body was still throbbing as he pulled out of her and he adjusted himself so that he was now lying on the hay beside her.


  Straw prickled her back even though Clint had put his clothing as well as her own beneath her. He propped himself on his elbow and forearm so that he was above where she lay, and he trailed his finger in lazy circles down her abdomen and back up to the valley between her breasts.


  “Are you okay?” He asked softly. “Did I hurt you again?”


  She smiled. “I feel wonderful. Sore, but wonderful.” She looked down at his hard muscled body stretched out on the straw. “You, on the other hand, must be really uncomfortable with all that straw poking into you.”


  He grinned. “Right now I’m not feeling anything but happy to be here with you.”


  “Ha.” She rolled over onto her side and propped her head on her hand, her elbow on her clothing. “Says Mr. Macho Man.”


  With a laugh he ran his finger down her nose. “Macho Man, eh?”


  She nodded. “Yep.”


  “Ella!” Her father’s voice rang through the barn and she and Clint went still. “Are you in here?” Carl called out.


  She looked at Clint, her eyes wide. “What do we do?” she whispered.


  “We’ll wait until he leaves, get dressed, and then you can go find him,” Clint said calmly in a low voice.


  Her father called out her name again and she bit her lower lip. Clint rested his hand on her hip. It felt warm, strong, and comforting.


  “Where could that girl be?” Carl’s voice faded.


  She let out her breath and looked at Clint. “I think Dad would kill me if he caught us like this.”


  Clint shook his head. “Your dad would kill me.”


  She grinned as she sat up. “That’s probably true.”


  Clint tweaked one of her nipples and she caught her breath. It felt way too good when he did that. “You’d better get dressed,” he said.


  She nodded and scooted to her knees. He shook the hay out of her clothes and then helped her put everything on. Her clothes felt scratchy but their time together had been worth every itch.


  When they were dressed, he adjusted her clothes then pulled pieces of straw out of her loose hair.


  He fluffed her hair around her face and smiled. “Beautiful.”


  She reached up and pulled straw out of his collar. “I think we both could use a shower.”


  “I like that idea.” He brushed his lips over hers. “Together.”


  “I’d better find Dad first.” She grasped his shirt in her fists. “Then I’ll meet you out in the cabin.”


  “Deal,” he said before she turned and headed down the ladder.


  


  Chapter 24


  


  As Clint drove to Walt’s ranch, his thoughts centered on Ella, their time together, and how much she meant to him.


  Especially now. Day by day his love for her grew stronger. He needed to tell her how much she meant to him, but he hadn’t been able to find the right words. He’d never been the best at expressing his emotions and he didn’t want to screw up when he did tell her.


  It had been a week since their first night together and he’d never been happier in his life.


  A pasture stretched out for miles on the right and a small herd of horses bolted across the flat land, the wind in their manes, their powerful muscles bunching as they ran wild and free.


  Memories of riding spirited horses in rodeo after rodeo hit him. He’d loved busting broncs. Loved the feel of the powerful animal beneath him, its nervous energy stirring Clint’s blood. He could almost feel it now…


  He shook his head. That was a lifetime ago and it belonged in the past.


  The half-hour drive to Walt’s flashed by and before he knew it, Clint was pulling up to the corrals where he saw Walt. The older man was working with a Quarter horse in the arena he used for training.


  Clint parked and climbed out of his truck before shutting the door shut behind him and striding toward the arena. When he reached the rails, he rested one arm on the top rung and watched Walt who was murmuring to the gelding in the ring.


  The gelding was nervous and pranced, a wild gleam in its eyes.


  Walt held a loose rope around the gelding’s neck as he stood in the middle of the corral. “Good timing.” Walt nodded to Clint. “This boy needs some work and I’m too damned old to do it myself.”


  Clint shook his head. “You know that I don’t bust broncs anymore. Those days are long gone.”


  Walt spit tobacco into the dirt before he eyed Clint. “You believe that about as much as I do.”


  The gelding snorted and tossed its head and Clint felt the old competitive desires rise up inside him as he watched it.


  “It’s time you got back in the saddle.” Walt patted the saddleless horse and winked at Clint. “So to speak.”


  Clint raised his Stetson and blew out his breath and pushed his hand through his hair. He settled the hat back on his head as he watched the gelding dance to the side. Walt had called Clint and told him he needed a hand on the ranch. What the old man hadn’t told him was that he expected Clint to bust a bronc the moment he showed up.


  He looked over the horse, taking in its strong spirit and the fire in its eyes. “I haven’t busted a bronc since—”


  Walt’s gaze met Clint’s. “I know, boy.” Walt spit tobacco to the side in the dirt. “It’s time.”


  For a long moment, Clint considered what Walt said. Thoughts of riding again always stirred something in the back of Clint’s mind, whether he wanted to admit it or not.


  “Ah, hell,” he said beneath his breath.


  Never taking his eyes off the horse, Clint found himself climbing up the wood rail of the corral before swinging over and landing on his booted feet.


  “He looks like a hell of an animal.” Clint’s heart rate picked up as he studied the gelding. Its powerful muscles flexed as it shifted and tossed its head again, and the desire to mount its back and break it was so strong that Clint flexed his hands to keep them from taking the horse by the mane.


  Walt nodded to the gelding. “I need this boy broken and like I said, I’m too old to do it myself.”


  Clint shook his head even as he moved toward the horse. “And you just happened to have him out here when you asked me to stop by.”


  The old man had a twinkle in his eyes. “Somethin’ like that.”


  As Clint grasped a handful of the horse’s mane, he could feel the wild energy shimmering through the large beast whose body was as taut as a bowstring. The gelding was going to be one bitch of a ride.


  “Tossing me straight into the fire,” Clint drawled and Walt chuckled.


  To mount a bareback horse without a mounting block or a leg up took some athleticism. Clint had no doubt it wouldn’t be a problem for him because he’d always kept his body in prime shape.


  His body thrummed with anticipation and he felt a wildness in his heart he hadn’t felt since the last time he’d busted a bronc.


  Gripping the mane tight, he jumped as he swung his leg over the gelding. The moment he found his seat, the horse went wild.


  The horse reared up before throwing itself forward, bucking hard. It didn’t take three seconds before Clint found himself flying off the horse and landing hard on his ass, his hat several feet from him. He easily rolled to his feet to keep the impact from putting too much strain on his body. Still, the pounding his body took had jarred his teeth.


  Walt was chuckling and Clint winced as he brushed himself off before picking up his hat and slapping it against his thigh to get rid of some of the dust.


  “Looks like this is going to be a long day,” Walt said with amusement as he watched the gelding gallop around the corral and Clint shook his head.


  On the second try, Walt roped the gelding and brought it to a halt. Clint shook his head before mounting the horse again.


  The second time Clint managed to stay on longer but he still found himself flat on his back within moments.


  By the third attempt he was starting to feel like he might still have it.


  Like he’d thought, the gelding was a real bitch to ride, but some time later it was with satisfaction and a sense of accomplishment that he broke it.


  Walt slapped Clint on the back after they put the gelding up for the evening. The impact against Clint’s bruised shoulder caused him to wince again. The older man invited Clint to stay for dinner but Clint shook his head.


  “I’ve got to get back home,” Clint said then corrected himself. “To the Fisher place.” He walked with Walt back to the truck. “Need to get evening chores taken care of.”


  Walt gave a knowing smile as Clint climbed up into the vehicle. “Tell that young lady and her parents I said hey.”


  “I’ll do that.” Clint lowered the window and shut the door, wondering if the knowing look had meant that Walt had guessed that Clint and Ella had a relationship. Clint leaned out the truck’s open window. “Be seeing you.”


  Walt hooked his thumbs in his belt loops. “It’s not too late to get in on the next rodeo.”


  Clint shook his head but said, “We’ll see.”


  The older man grinned and spit tobacco off to the side before giving Clint a nod. Clint raised the window up before backing out and heading home.


  He shook his head. When had he started to consider it home?


  


  Ella smiled as she sat in her studio and heard the main cabin door opening and closing. She hadn’t seen Clint for most of the day. During this past week since they’d first slept together, being with him was always amazing and wonderful and she couldn’t remember being happier.


  A glimmer of the possibility that this could all end kept a hint of sadness at the back of her mind, but she always pushed those feelings aside. Maybe he would stay. She had to hold onto that hope.


  With a feeling of happiness in her heart, she set her sculpting tool down and covered the clay. It was coming along pretty well. Something about her relationship with Clint was making her feel happier, lighter, more productive, and filled with a kind of joy she hadn’t experienced before.


  Just in case it was her dad and not Clint, she tugged on her jeans and stuffed her phone in her pocket. She walked through the door between the studio and the cabin and cocked her head when she saw Clint’s bare back and the dusty seat of his jeans. She frowned as she saw purpling skin where large bruises were blooming, along with a few scrapes and scratches.


  “What in the world have you been doing?” she asked even as it occurred to her exactly what had happened.


  He turned to face her, a tired smile on his face. “Hi, honey.”


  She went to him and put her hands on his bare shoulders. “You rode,” she stated. “Bareback.”


  He nodded. “Walt had a gelding he wanted me to break.”


  With a frown she shook her head. “You don’t have anything to prove, you know.”


  His expression was almost amused as he said, “Does it bother you that Johnny rides?”


  She thought about it for a moment. “It’s just…different.”


  Clint grinned. “I guess I’m an old man compared to that whippersnapper.”


  She tried to hold back a laugh as she lightly slapped him on the shoulder and she noticed his wince. “You’re not an old man. It’s just that…I’d worry about you.”


  “And you don’t worry about Johnny?” Clint asked, but his expression said he didn’t believe that.


  She bit her lower lip. “I do worry about him…but like I said, it’s not the same.”


  “It’s in the blood.” Clint settled his hands on her hips. “I guess it had to happen sooner or later.”


  She shook her head. “You’ve proven you can do it. Do you really need to ride again?”


  The corner of his mouth curved up in a grin. “You’re cute when you’re being protective.”


  With a smile she rose up on her toes. “Then I’ll always be cute because I’ll always be protective over you.”


  “Is that right?” He leaned down and kissed her.


  With a sigh she leaned into him, feeling his strength and power, breathing in the scent of sunshine, man, dirt, and horse. His kiss was as intense as he was.


  When he drew away he touched her face. “We need to tell your mom and dad.”


  Her smile turned into a frown. “About what?”


  “About us.” Clint cupped the back of her head and studied her. “We can’t go sneaking around like this forever.”


  “Not yet.” She bit her lower lip. She didn’t want to tell her dad. He might get upset when Clint eventually left, and that wouldn’t be pretty.


  “What’s wrong?” he asked.


  She shook her head. “Nothing. I just want to wait is all.” An insistent ringing caused them to draw apart. “My phone,” she said as she felt the vibration in her pocket.


  “It might be something important.” He smiled as he reached into her front jeans pocket, pulled out her phone, and handed it to her.


  She looked at the display. “It’s a Phoenix area code. I don’t recognize the number.” She pressed the button to connect the call, brought it to her ear, and answered with, “Hello?”


  A woman’s voice came over the phone. “This is Kathleen Rothschild of High Lonesome Gallery. Is Ella available?”


  “Hi, Ms. Rothschild.” Ella’s heart beat faster as her gaze met Clint’s and he gave her an encouraging look. “This is Ella.”


  “I have good news.” A smile was in Kathleen’s voice. “A client purchased two of your six sculptures today. Congratulations.”


  Ella’s eyes widened and her skin prickled. She had sent the other four to Scottsdale with Clint not long after her first meeting with Ms. Rothschild. “You sold two of my bronzes?” Ella repeated with disbelief in her voice.


  “The client is very pleased with your work,” Kathleen said. “It goes without saying that we are as well. How soon can you finish the two pieces you are working on so that we can put on the private showing?”


  Ella cleared her throat. “I sent the first to be bronzed. The other that I’m working on now is going well, but I’m not sure how long it will take me.”


  “We would like those two as soon as they are available,” Kathleen said. “We would also like two additional bronzes.”


  “Two more?” Ella could hardly believe what she was hearing. She looked at Clint who was smiling. “I don’t know how soon I can get more to you.”


  “Call me when you can give me an idea,” Kathleen said. “In the meantime I’ll put a check into the mail to you.”


  When Kathleen named the amount, Ella’s knees almost gave out on her. Clint clearly saw she was overwhelmed, put his arm around her shoulders, and guided her to the bed where she sat hard.


  Kathleen ended the call and Ella lowered the phone to her lap. She looked at Clint. “The check Kathleen is putting into the mail is enough to put toward getting the ranch back on its feet.” She shook her head “I don’t believe it.” She looked at Clint. “And they want more after I get these two finished and to them.”


  Clint hugged her. “I’m proud of you, honey.”


  She put her hand to her forehead. “I don’t know if I can do it.”


  “Of course you can.” He stroked her hair. “But do it in your time. They’ll understand that you can’t rush creativity.”


  “That wasn’t the impression I got.” She balled her fists in her lap. “I need to get to work.”


  “Only if you’re in the mood.” Clint tugged her hair. “Don’t force it. If you’re done for the day then tomorrow is soon enough.”


  “You’re right.” She nodded slowly. “Now I feel better about spending time on my art since I’m bringing in money.”


  “We’ll get this ranch going and you can sock away the income you earn from selling your sculptures.”


  Her mind was too boggled to respond. But then the reality rushed over her. She’d sold two of her bronzes.


  She flung her arms around Clint’s neck and buried her face against his chest. “Thank you for being here.”


  He rubbed her back with his palm. “I’ll always be here for you, Ella.”


  She kept her face against his chest and didn’t look at him. She only wished that were true.


  


  Chapter 25


  


  The sun rose and fell several more times before Clint made up his mind to tell Ella how much he loved her. He kept waiting for the right time, and it hadn’t come along. He’d just have to make it the right time.


  Clint walked away from the corrals toward the barn. It was nearly dinnertime and he was hungry as hell, but he had a few more things to take care of. He smiled when he entered the barn and saw Ella brushing down Rosie.


  Ella raised her head and smiled at Clint. “Hi.”


  “How did it go?” He took her by the waist and drew her toward him and she dropped the brush at her feet. “You were locked up in your studio most of the day.”


  She moved her arms around his neck. “It went great. I think I’ll be able to finish up this weekend.”


  “That’s terrific, honey.” He leaned down and kissed her. “I want to see it,” he murmured against her lips before he kissed her again.


  “When I’m finished.” She sounded breathless as they broke the kiss. “No peeking.”


  He kissed her nose. “I’ve been tempted.”


  She shook her finger at him. “You’d better not, or I’ll have to teach you a lesson.”


  He gave a low chuckle. “I think I might enjoy that.”


  “You probably would.” She put her hands on his biceps. “Change that to me sleeping in my own room if you peek.”


  He raised his hands in surrender. “I promise I’ll stay out of the studio.”


  “Good.” She laughed. “Now let me finish up with Rosie so we can go in for dinner. I’m almost done.”


  “You’ve got it.” He winked before heading out of the barn.


  He came to a stop when he heard the roar of an engine and looked toward the road leading to the Fisher ranch. Dust billowed behind a truck that was tearing up the dirt road faster than it should have been. He frowned when he recognized the truck as Johnny Parker’s.


  Clint waited for Johnny, and brakes squeaked as he brought the truck to a hard stop in front of the barn. The young man jumped out of his truck, an angry look on his face as he slammed the door shut behind him and marched up to Clint.


  “Walt says you’re gonna be in the rodeo.” Johnny’s face was red, his expression one of fury, his hands balled into fists. “You’re only making like you’re staying. You’re going to hurt Ella when you leave and I’m not going to let that happen.”


  Clint studied Johnny. “I’m not going to hurt her.”


  “You stay away from Ella,” Johnny shouted. “You’re just gonna leave Ella and hurt her.”


  Skin tingled at Clint’s nape and he let out his breath. Johnny was spoiling for a fight, but Clint wasn’t going to give him one.


  Keeping his voice calm, Clint said, “The last thing I’m going to do is hurt Ella.”


  “Bullshit.” Johnny took a step closer, getting into Clint’s face. “I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you from breaking her heart.”


  Clint held his ground but tried to remain relaxed. “I know you’re in love with her, Johnny. I get why you want to protect her.”


  Johnny’s face grew redder. “The way I feel about Ella has nothing to do with this.”


  Clint spoke quietly as he said, “It has everything to do with it.”


  Johnny’s jaw tightened and his eyes flashed as he took a swing at Clint’s face. Clint snapped his hand up and caught Johnny by his wrist. In a move honed by years of practice while he’d been abroad, Clint spun Johnny around, pinning his arm behind his back.


  Johnny tried to move but couldn’t.


  “I don’t want to hurt you.” Clint never changed the timbre of his voice.


  “What are you doing?” Ella’s concerned voice came from the direction of the barn. “Let him go, Clint.”


  Both Clint and Johnny looked in the direction of the barn and Clint saw Ella’s expression. Her eyes were wide and she looked both upset and angry.


  Clint released Johnny and took a step back. Johnny shook out his arm and then he was turning, his fist flying toward Clint again. Clint stepped out of the way. Johnny missed, lost his balance and stumbled sideways. He looked even more furious when he went after Clint a third time.


  “Stop it!” Ella reached them and stepped between Johnny and Clint, and Johnny had to pull back to keep from hitting Ella. She looked from Clint to Johnny. “What in the hell is going on?”


  Clint said nothing while Johnny sputtered. “He’s no good, Ella. He’s going to hurt you.”


  She frowned. “We’ve been through this. It’s none of your concern, Johnny.”


  Johnny’s breathing was hard as he glared at Clint. He turned to Ella. “He’s just screwing around with you. The bastard is just going to leave like he did before.” Johnny spit onto the dirt. “And he’s going to dump you before he goes.”


  Her throat worked and then her tone hardened. “We need to talk. Just you and me.” She looked at Clint. “Excuse us.”


  Clint gave a nod and watched as Ella put her hand on Johnny’s arm and they walked away. Johnny threw back one more threatening look at Clint but then moved away with Ella.


  Clint frowned. He didn’t doubt that Ella cared for him. But he didn’t know just how much she cared for Johnny Parker, too.


  


  Ella could feel the heat of Johnny’s anger as they walked side by side, away from Clint. When she looked at Johnny, he had a hard, stubborn look on his handsome, boyish features.


  “What’s this all about?” she asked as she looked at him.


  Johnny glanced over his shoulder and saw that Clint was gone. Johnny brought his gaze back to Ella’s and he came to a stop and she stopped with him. His features were tight. “I told you he’s bad for you.”


  “And I told you not to worry about me.” Ella put her hands on her hips. “I’m a big girl.”


  Johnny reached up and grasped her shoulders and searched her gaze. “I love you, Ella. I’ve always loved you.”


  Her eyes widened in surprise. “Johnny—”


  He jerked her toward him and brought his mouth down on hers. She was so startled that it took her a moment to react.


  She broke the kiss and gently pushed him away. “No, Johnny.” She stared at him, unable to believe that he’d just kissed her. “You’ve been the best friend I’ve had since we were kids. I don’t think of you like that.”


  “It’s time you did.” He tried to move closer her but she took a step back.


  “This isn’t right.” She shook her head. “You’re my friend and you’ll always be my friend.”


  “Maybe you need time to think about it.” He shoved his hands in his front pockets. “You and I—we should be together.”


  “I’m in love with Clint,” she said quietly but with a firmness that couldn’t be mistaken.


  Johnny’s face fell. “He’s going to hurt you.”


  “You keep saying that and just maybe you’re right.” She shook her head. “Maybe Clint will leave. Maybe he will break my heart. But my heart belongs to him and it will as long as I live.”


  “Ella.” Pain filled Johnny’s expression as he reached for her.


  She put her hands up to stop him. “You will find someone who loves you with all her heart.” She gave him a smile. “Someone who deserves you.”


  He lowered his hands and shoved them into his front pockets. “I’ll never love anyone the way I love you.”


  “Don’t say that.” She put her hand on his arm. “What you and I have is friendship. Pure friendship that goes back to our childhood. I love you as my friend, Johnny.”


  He nodded but didn’t look at her. “I guess there’s no changing your mind.”


  “You know there’s not.” She offered him a smile when he finally met her gaze. “You know me well enough to know that I don’t say anything I don’t mean.”


  He nodded. “Yeah, I do.”


  She squeezed his arm. “You are a wonderful man and I hope you’ll always be my friend.”


  “You know I will.” He reached down and kissed her cheek. “I’ll see you later.”


  She smiled. “I’ll be at the rodeo this weekend, cheering you on.”


  “I’m counting on you.” He gave her a little smile. “You’re my good luck charm.”


  She reached up and hugged him. “Thank you,” she whispered as he hugged her back.


  When they parted, he squeezed her hands before turning and walking to his truck.


  


  Chapter 26


  


  Clint seated himself on a rise in the grass near the marker at the head of Bucky’s grave in the small Fisher family cemetery. An old oak shaded the grave, sunlight winking through the leaves as a breeze stirred them.


  When he closed his eyes, Clint could see Bucky and himself as kids, chasing each other through the trees in the cemetery. In his mind’s eye he saw them laughing and squirting each other with water guns, playing outlaw and sheriff. Bucky had always wanted to be the outlaw.


  Clint opened his eyes and rested his gaze on the marker. He had one forearm resting on a knee. In his other hand he twirled a piece of grass.


  “Miss you, bud.” Clint’s words hung in the air and he almost felt like Bucky could hear what he was saying. “It’s been a long time but it feels like yesterday that we were playing right here.” Clint looked up at the blue sky through the leaves over his head. “I can remember thinking we’d live forever.”


  He turned his gaze back to the marker. “I wish you would have let me know about your heart defect.” Clint blew out his breath. “Your dad said there wasn’t anything that I could’ve done to help you. But maybe if I’d known I’d have made each day that you were with us count.”


  A whisper went through the trees and Clint’s skin prickled. Maybe it was his imagination, but he felt Bucky’s presence as if he was right there.


  “Your baby sister has grown up to be quite the woman.” He raised his hat and pushed his fingers through his hair before he settled his hat on his head again. “I love Ella.” The words tumbled out before Clint knew he was saying them. “I love her more than I’ve loved anyone in my life.”


  Saying the words out loud was almost freeing. “I need to tell her, but I’m not sure how.” He shook his head. “I’m not sure she feels the same way, but I’m going to convince her one way or another that she should be with me.” He frowned as he thought about Johnny. Ella had said they were just friends and he believed her.


  “I’ve thought a lot about how you would feel about me and your little sister.” Clint gave a small smile. “She’s not so little, you know.”


  A stronger breeze rustled the leaves and Clint cocked his head to the side. A feeling came over him, an almost overwhelming sensation…


  It was as if Bucky was talking to him and telling him that he approved. Clint’s body relaxed and he felt as if a weight was slipping away from him. He hadn’t realized how much he’d wished he had Bucky’s approval. Bucky might not be there in the flesh, but was he there in spirit?


  A sense of peace settled in Clint’s soul as he sat beside Bucky’s grave. A sense that everything was going to be all right.


  And he could finally, truly forgive himself.


  “Hi.” Ella’s voice drew Clint out of his thoughts.


  He looked up and smiled. “Hi, honey.”


  She eased down and sat close to him, her legs bent, her arms wrapped around her knees. For a long moment only the sound of birds in the trees interrupted the quiet. It was late afternoon, going on evening, the sun dipping lower in the sky.


  “I miss him.” She shifted on the grass. “It doesn’t seem that long ago that I was following him around when I was just a kid.” She gave a little sigh. “When I was a teenager, I didn’t appreciate him enough. I didn’t tell him I loved him as much as I should have.”


  “He knew.” Clint looked down at her. “You didn’t have to tell him.”


  She leaned against Clint’s shoulder. He smiled and put his arm around her, drawing her tighter to him.


  “I feel like Bucky’s spirit is here with us right now.” She spoke quietly as she snuggled against Clint. “I think he’s been watching us from Heaven all along.”


  “He has been.” Clint kissed the top of her soft hair and breathed in her scent. “I’m sure of it.”


  She shifted and tilted her face to look up at Clint. “He would have approved of us.”


  Warmth filled Clint’s heart. “I think you’re right.”


  She settled against him again, her head resting on his chest until the evening faded, and watched the sunset until the sun disappeared over the horizon.


  


  * * * * *


  


  The following day, Ella studied the sculpture. It was finished and it was probably the best work she’d ever done.


  She ran her finger along the side of the cowboy’s face. Clint’s face. She wasn’t sure how she’d done it, but she had somehow captured the clean lines of his features, the power in his body and spirit, his expression of sheer determination.


  The bucking horse beneath him had come to life in a way she’d never expected…the fluidity of the gelding’s body yet also the coiled power that could send its rider flying over its head.


  She moved her gaze from the sculpture to the pencil drawing that she would frame as soon as she had a chance. The drawing contained minute detail that the sculpture couldn’t, like the fine lines at the corners of Clint’s eyes and the set of his jaw.


  He was a good man, one of the best she’d ever known. When she was young it had all been about his handsome looks. Now it was so much more than that.


  All the things he’d done for her family over the years—before he left and after his return—were amazing. He’d always helped out around the ranch. When he was younger, long before she was old enough to drive, he’d run errands in town for her parents. He’d helped Carl and Bucky build Alice’s greenhouse back then and had also helped build the arena where Bucky and Clint had practiced so many times for the rodeos they participated in. Clint had done so many things for her family that she couldn’t begin to think of them all.


  He was such a caring lover, someone she knew she could spend the rest of her life with. She sighed. The more they were together, the more she thought that just maybe he would stay. She couldn’t imagine him not being there. He was a part of her now.


  As she looked at the sculpture she wondered how she could ever sell it. But at the same time she knew it should be in the show.


  A knock and her father’s voice turned her attention to the studio’s front door. “You in there, Ella?”


  “Hold on.” She turned the drawing over, not ready for her father to see the sculpture’s resemblance to Clint. She slipped off her stool and scooted into a pair of jeans. In her bare feet, jeans, and tank top, she hurried to the door and opened it. “Hi, Dad.” She reached up and kissed him on the cheek.


  “How’s it going?” Carl squeezed her shoulders with one arm.


  With a smile she said, “I just finished it.”


  “Mind if I take a look?” he asked.


  She nodded and gestured to the sculpture. “I’d love for you to.”


  He went to the sculpture and looked it over for a long time before turning to her. “You did a real good job of capturing that young man.”


  Her body warmed at the fact he had recognized Clint. He hadn’t seen the drawing and she hadn’t thought it was that obvious in the sculpture. “Thank you.”


  “I want to let you know something.” Carl took her by her upper arms and held onto them as his eyes held hers. “You and Clint have your mom’s and my blessings. You’re real good for each other.”


  Ella’s throat worked as she swallowed. “How did you know?”


  He snorted. “The way you look at each other for starters. Or try not to look when your mother and I are around.” He glanced at the sculpture. “Not to mention, one hell of a lot of love went into making that.”


  She gave him a sheepish look when he returned his gaze to hers. “Clint wanted to tell you but I stalled. I was a little worried about what you and mom would think.”


  Carl rubbed her upper arms. “We’d be proud to have that young man be even more a part of this family than he already is.”


  She bit her lower lip, not knowing what to say.


  “What’s wrong, sweetheart?” he asked, a concerned expression on his worn features.


  “Nothing.” She shook her head. “Everything’s fine, Dad.”


  He studied her. “You’re worried Clint won’t stay.”


  For a moment she couldn’t think of anything to say. “That obvious, huh?” She gave a little smile. “He hasn’t said one way or another, so I really don’t know.”


  Carl’s return smile was a gentle one. “If I was bettin’ on him, I’d bet that young man isn’t planning on going anywhere.”


  She nodded but didn’t say anything.


  Carl gave her shoulders another squeeze. “I can get that old shotgun down from the top of the china cabinet.”


  She laughed and hugged her father. “Don’t you dare.” She leaned back and looked at him. “I’ll be fine, Dad. One way or another, I’ll be fine.”


  He nodded. “Your mom wants us to show up for dinner, so get cleaned up and come on down to the house.”


  Ella glanced out of the window. She hadn’t realized it was already dinnertime. When she turned her gaze on her father, she said, “I’ll be right there. I just need to wrap up here.”


  With a smile he tugged her braid before leaving the studio and closing the door behind him.


  


  Chapter 27


  


  Clint swung his leg over the wood rails as he left Walt’s arena. The gelding he’d just ridden was eating feed Cody had put out for it. One of Walt’s older 4-H teenagers was holding the gelding’s rope.


  “I think you just might be ready for the rodeo tomorrow,” Cody said as he walked back to join Clint and Walt.


  Clint landed on his booted feet. “Come hell or high water, I’ll be there.”


  “Knew you’d do it.” Walt spit tobacco to the side. “You can’t help yourself.”


  Clint pushed the brim of his hat up with his finger. “How’s it going with your 4-H kids?”


  “They’re ready.” Walt put his hand on the top rail of the fence. “But I’m getting too old for this.”


  “You’re too mean to quit.” Clint grinned and Cody laughed.


  “I’m damned serious.” Walt eyed Clint. “I’m tired, son. And I’d like you to take over for me.”


  Clint shook his head. “There’s no replacing you.”


  “That’s the truth,” Cody said. “You taught both of us and probably another hundred kids over the years.”


  “At least,” Clint added.


  Walt didn’t crack a smile. “You think about it real hard.”


  “I’ll give it some thought,” Clint said.


  The corner of Cody’s mouth turned up into a smile. “I take it that means you’re not leaving.”


  Clint gave a slow nod. “I’m not going anywhere.”


  “Then it’s settled.” Walt slapped Clint on his back. “I’ll tell the kids the next time we meet after the rodeo. You’ll be there.”


  Clint hooked his thumbs in his front pockets. “I didn’t say yes.”


  “But you didn’t say no,” Cody said. “That’s as good as saying yes around here.”


  Clint shook his head. “I’ll think about it,” he said but Cody just grinned.


  Walt spit tobacco before looking at Clint with amusement. “How about a bite of dinner before you two head off?”


  “Thanks, but I’ve got to get home.” Clint realized he’d slipped again, but this time didn’t correct himself.


  “Did you tell Ella that you’re not leaving?” Cody asked as they walked toward their trucks.


  “No, but she’s got to know,” Clint said.


  Cody shook his head. “You’d better tell her. She’s not the kind of woman to assume anything.”


  “I guess you’re right.” Clint opened the door to his truck.


  There was a lot he hadn’t told Ella, and it was time he did.


  


  * * * * *


  


  Ella sneezed from dust as she walked along the arena fence at the rodeo grounds, trying not to bump into anyone in the crowded stands. Pennants snapped in the wind and the air was filled with scents of beer and concession stand foods from popcorn to soft pretzels to nachos.


  It wasn’t that long ago that she’d run into Clint at the rodeo in Cave Creek and had slapped him. It had been such a shock to see him and had brought back so many memories—mostly unhappy ones because he’d disappeared the way he had after Bucky’s death.


  She’d never expected to be sleeping with Clint, much less being so in love with him that her heart ached with it.


  Now she understood why he’d left and had accepted it for what it was. She was happier than she’d ever been in her life, but a part of that was tinged with sadness. What if he left? Did he love her the way she loved him? If he did, would he stay? She shook her head. She wasn’t going to think about that at this time and place.


  She climbed onto the first row of the stands, plopped down on the wood bench. She put her elbows on her knees, her chin in her hands, and got ready for Johnny’s turn.


  The fact that Clint was riding today set her on edge and her heart pounded in a way that it never had all the times she’d watched Johnny. She was always concerned for Johnny when he rode, but not in the same way she was worried about Clint. She’d never felt like this when she was young and had watched him and her brother. At that time it had seemed like they’d both live forever.


  “And now, the reigning champion, Johnny Parker!” the announcer shouted. “Today he’s riding Dust Devil!”


  Within moments, horse and rider burst from the chute. Immediately the horse bucked, looking almost feral as it tried to unseat its bareback rider.


  Ella found herself holding her breath as she watched the horse buck and twist. Johnny hung on with a fluid grace that few riders could master. His riding style had always reminded her of a young Clint, and today they were competing against each other.


  Johnny’s body was taking a punishment worse than any other rodeo sport, but he held on for the full eight seconds. Ella let out her breath, her own applause drowned out by the crowd’s cheering and shouts. Johnny jumped from his mount, hit the ground on his shoulder, and rolled to his feet. His hat had managed to stay on and he just dusted off the seat of his jeans and swaggered to the side of the arena to wait for his score.


  The moment Johnny’s score was announced the crowd erupted into cheers. It was his highest score ever and he came within a point of Clint’s record score. Johnny pumped his fist before taking off his hat and waving it to the crowd then jogging out of the arena.


  Clint was riding last so Ella had to endure two other riders, both scoring two points less than Johnny.


  When Clint’s name was called, she thought her heart might stop. She sat straighter in her seat. Around her conversation, shouts, and laughter turned into white noise and the sound of her blood pumping filled her ears.


  Even the words of the announcers faded and all she could think about was Clint. She hadn’t wanted him to ride but she’d known there was no sense in trying to convince him not to. It was just something he’d had to do and she’d support him no matter the consequences.


  The announcers called out Clint’s name and the horse’s, too, but she could barely hear it through the noise in her ears. The crowd shouted out support for Clint, clearly happy to see an old favorite back.


  A ball rose in her throat as the chute burst open and Clint’s horse flung itself into the arena. She tightened her hands into fists on her thighs and clenched her teeth.


  It was the longest eight seconds she ever remembered experiencing. Like Johnny, Clint’s ride looked almost effortless despite the fierce bucking of the beast between his thighs.


  When the eight-second buzzer sounded, Ella surged to her feet with the crowd. The ball still in her throat, she waited for him to dismount and let her breath out in a rush when he landed on his feet and jogged the few feet to where his hat had flown off.


  Ella bounced up and down on her toes in excitement and relief. She applauded, more to give relief to her tense muscles than anything else.


  Before Clint’s score was announced, he headed to the announcement stand and spoke to the announcers. Ella tilted her head to the side, wondering what he was talking to them about. When a mic was handed to him, it piqued her curiosity even more.


  “I have an announcement of my own to make.” Clint’s voice reverberated over the speakers and the crowd quieted.


  Clint moved his gaze across the stands until it landed on Ella. “Ella Fisher, please come here.”


  Startled, it took Ella a moment to react. Clint beckoned to her with his free hand. Slowly she rose to her feet and stepped off the grandstand, grateful she was on the first row because she felt almost too nervous to walk, much less climb down from an upper level.


  “Come on, honey,” Clint said with a smile, urging her on.


  Murmurs rustled through the crowd as rodeo officials allowed her through a gate that let her into the arena. She walked across the dirt arena to where Clint waited.


  When she reached him, he held the mic up to his lips. “Ella, you’re an amazing woman and you’ve taught me so much about myself and who and where I want to be.”


  His words weren’t sinking in and she could barely comprehend what he was doing as he dug in his jeans pocket, brought out something and sank to one knee.


  He held the mic with one hand as he extended his other. She caught her breath, her mind nearly spinning when she saw what he was holding. A diamond ring.


  “Ella Fisher, I love you.” His brown eyes were filled with warmth and love as he spoke, yet a little uncertainty, too. “Will you marry me?”


  Tears started to flow down Ella’s cheeks, heat filling her from head to toe. Her entire body trembled and then she nodded.


  “Yes,” she said, her words coming out clearly. “I love you, Clint, and I will marry you.”


  A grin split his face and as he rose, he handed the mic to someone standing nearby.


  Ella’s hand trembled as Clint took her ring finger and slid the simple diamond solitaire onto her finger. It was a little loose, but it was gorgeous.


  Clint scooped her up by her waist and spun her around. She laughed as tears continued to roll down her cheeks. Vaguely she heard the roar of the crowd as the audience cheered.


  He set her on her feet and took her in his arms and brought her up close to him. He cupped her face in his hands and kissed her hard. It was the sweetest, most wonderful kiss they’d ever shared.


  When he raised his head, he brushed her tears away with his thumbs then kissed her again.


  She smiled at him when they parted and he pushed her hair behind her ear. “I hope this means you’re staying,” she said.


  “I wouldn’t go anywhere without you,” he said. “You are home to me.”


  She flung her arms around his neck. “I love you, Clint McBride.”


  “I love you.” He squeezed her close. “I love you so much.”


  “Now can we give the results of your ride?” the announcer called out and the crowd laughed.


  Clint drew Ella to the side, his arm around her shoulder as they listened to the announcer give the score. His score was one point beneath Johnny’s.


  “That makes Johnny Parker our three-time champion!” the announcer shouted and the crowd cheered.


  Johnny walked out to the applause of the crowd. The first thing he did was walk to Ella and Clint. He gave Ella a big hug then shook Clint’s hand.


  “Congratulations, man.” Johnny’s smile looked genuine. “Make sure you take care of her. Ella’s one in a million.”


  Clint put his arm around her shoulders again and smiled down at her. “Yes, she is.”


  She couldn’t stop smiling. “Congratulations on winning, Johnny.”


  “I’d say you two are the winners.” Johnny didn’t sound the least bit bitter and Ella felt even more happiness as Johnny added, “I will always be here for you, friend.”


  She nodded. “Me, too.”


  Johnny touched the brim of his hat and turned away toward the announcement stand.


  Ella tipped her face up to look at Clint and he kissed her again.


  She swore she heard fireworks as they kissed. Fireworks that would last a lifetime.


  


  Chapter 28


  


  “No wonder you liked traveling across Europe.” Ella looked up at Clint as they passed through the doors of an older but beautiful Monte Carlo hotel. “It’s amazing—so much history and such richness of culture. Monaco is my favorite place that we’ve visited so far.”


  Clint squeezed her hand as they walked through the luxurious hotel. “I always enjoyed a little trip through this tiny country.”


  As they headed across miles of opulent carpeting toward the elevators, she asked, “So, tomorrow the Italian Riviera?”


  He nodded. “The Riviera dei Fiore. I think you’re going to love it.”


  “I’m sure I will.” She smiled. “Sounds beautiful and romantic.”


  “Almost as beautiful as you, Mrs. McBride.” He kissed the top of her head as he put his arm around her shoulders and they stepped into an elevator. “And almost as romantic.”


  The two words, Mrs. McBride, sent warmth through her. She’d been Clint’s wife for a week now and they’d traveled from Paris to Nice and the French Riviera, and here to Monaco and Monte Carlo. They would be moving on to Italy tomorrow and ultimately end up in Venice on this trip.


  It had been six months since Clint proposed. In the meantime they’d built a new home on a piece of property that he’d purchased with the proceeds from his horse ranch in Argentina. They lived close enough to the Fisher ranch that Clint could still help out while he started a horse ranch on his own property. Carl would be hiring a new foreman soon, as Clint grew busier with his and Ella’s ranch.


  Clint had also designed and built Ella a beautiful studio on their new property, which she’d loved the moment she set foot in it. The studio had a wonderfully creative atmosphere that leant itself to her ability to work on her sculptures for hours at a time, with lots of natural light. Now that she had a good income from her art, and was able to help her parents keep their ranch afloat and growing, she felt a freedom like she’d never felt before.


  She’d never been as happy as she was with Clint and having the opportunity to do what she loved, her artwork.


  The GTO was also finished and Clint insisted that she drive it around instead of her old rusted truck.


  The showing of her bronzes had been a huge success, and almost every one of them had sold. She’d been able to bank a good deal of the income.


  Her thoughts turned back to Clint as he said, “There are so many places I want to show you.” As they rode up in the elevator, Clint held her close to his side. “And one of these days I’ll take you to Argentina, too.”


  “I’d like that.” She tilted her face to smile up at him. “I’d love to go everywhere you’ve been.”


  He gave a low laugh. “That would probably take years of visits like this one.”


  “Works for me,” she said as they stepped out of the elevator and into the hall leading to their hotel room.


  He laughed. “I’m of a like mind, honey.”


  When they reached the door, Clint unlocked it then let them into the spacious room. He closed the door behind them and helped her take off her light jacket. The moment it was off, he swooped her into his arms.


  Laughing, she wrapped her arms around his neck. “What are you doing?”


  He carried her to the bed and gently laid her in the middle of it. The duvet was soft beneath her as he looked down at her with a tender expression.


  “I am going to make love to you.” His voice was low, his tone sensual. “I want you to lie there while I unwrap you.”


  He looked so sexy and sensual with his two days’ stubble, the deep brown of his eyes, and his handsome features. She loved to watch his powerful body and the contradiction of his gentleness with her.


  She bit her lower lip as he sat on the edge of the bed at her feet and removed her walking shoes. He rolled down her socks and slipped them off before massaging each foot, moving his fingers from her toes to her heels.


  He moved up her body and reached for the button on her jeans before easing down her zipper. Her body tingled everywhere he touched her. As he slid her jeans over her hips, he trailed his fingers along her bare skin, causing her to shiver from his sensual touch.


  After he removed her jeans, he drew her blouse up and she adjusted herself so that he could pull it over her head, leaving her only in her black bra and panties. With slow, sensuous movements, he eased them off her body until she was stripped bare to him.


  His own clothing he removed more quickly but never took his gaze from hers. When he was naked, he stood beside the bed and looked at her with such love and tenderness in his expression that it brought tears to her eyes.


  He moved on to the bed and lay beside her. “What’s wrong, honey?”


  “I—I have something to tell you.” She took a deep breath. “I’ve been waiting for the right moment, and I think this is it.” She reached up and cupped the side of his face. “I’m pregnant.”


  A look of shock crossed his face and he placed his palm on her flat belly, the warmth of his hand traveling through her. “I’m going to be a daddy?”


  She nodded. “And I’m going to be a mommy.”


  He kissed her long, slow, and sweet. When he raised his head there was a joy in his eyes that brought tears to hers. He brushed away the tears. “Next to you, that is the most amazing thing that has ever happened to me.”


  She smiled. “Then you’re happy about it?”


  “How could I not be?” He moved over her, bracing his hands to either side of her so that his body warmth met hers but his weight wasn’t completely on her.


  “Make love to me.” She reached up and wrapped her arms around his neck.


  He spread her thighs with his hips and placed his cock to her core. In the next moment he was sliding into her, stretching her, filling her. She caught her breath at the feel of him inside her, making her feel whole, complete.


  As their gazes held, he moved slowly in and out of her, a gentle rhythm that grew in intensity.


  She parted her lips as a windstorm of sensation built inside her. She kept her eyes focused on his, feeling his love straight through to her soul.


  When her orgasm hit, she cried out and clung to him as her body convulsed, her core contracting around his cock as he continued to drive himself inside her.


  His expression tightened right before he gave a growl as he came inside her. She moved her hips with his, wanting to draw out his climax and hers.


  As they each came down from their orgasmic high, he brought her into his arms and held her close, her head tucked under his chin. She breathed in his masculine scent, letting it fill her. Their bodies were warm with perspiration, their hearts beating as one.


  “A family.” He squeezed her tight and kissed the top of her head. “I was a nomad for so long. Now I have you, a home, and a baby on the way. A man couldn’t ask for more.”


  “Or a woman.” She adjusted herself so that she could look into his eyes. “You have every bit of love I could ever give a man and more. You are a part of me.”


  “And you are a part of me.” He kissed her, letting his mouth take hers completely. When he raised his head, he said, “Here’s to our future. One filled with love and more to spare.”


  “Here’s to us,” she said, and he kissed her again.
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  Cheyenne McCray


  


  The moment they walked in the door to Ricki’s home, Garrett slammed the door hard behind him and grabbed her up in his arms. He grasped her ass and pressed her hard against him as his mouth took hers.


  A shiver went through her that had nothing to do with her soaked clothing, and everything to do with the way he was kissing her. It was hungry and almost harsh, his lips bruising hers.


  She responded with her own hunger for him, wrapping her arms around his neck and pressing herself as close to him as she could, even closer than he already had her. His cock was so hard against her belly that it sent a thrill through her, straight to that place between her thighs. She’d never wanted a man like she wanted Garrett, and she was finally going to have him.


  The next thing she knew, her head was spinning as he took her down to the floor and onto a thick rug in the entryway. His baseball cap dropped to the rug as he kissed her, and she hooked her thighs around his hips as he pressed his jean-clad cock against her center. She squirmed beneath him as she moaned with need.


  They were still coated with mud, their clothing soaked through. She didn’t care if he took off his clothes—she just wanted to feel him inside her as soon and as fast as possible.


  “Damn, but you’re fine.” He pushed up her T-shirt, grabbed her red bra, and jerked it below her large breasts. “I’ve got to have you.”


  She gasped as cool air tightened her nipples and then his warm mouth latched onto her. He thrust his hips as if taking her, his cock rock hard against her through their clothing.


  Desire and need coursed through her and she whimpered to be even closer to him. She moved both of her hands down between them and fumbled until she unbuttoned his jeans. She slid her hand into the waistband of his jeans and his underwear, and wrapped her fingers around his cock.


  He groaned and moved his hips as she eased her hand up and down his length. He was thick and long and she gave another soft moan, imagining how it would feel once his cock was inside her.


  “Garrett.” She sighed his name as she begged him. “Please.”


  His mouth found hers again and his muscular chest pressed against her chest, his T-shirt abrading her bare nipples. Her eyes were closed as she became lost in the kiss, loving the way he was taking control and the unleashed power he was exerting over her.


  He stilled, then moved his mouth from hers as he pulled back. She opened her eyes and found him looking down at her with pain and anger in his expression, his hands braced to either side of her head.


  Confused, she furrowed her brow. “What’s wrong, Garrett?”


  He didn’t answer. Instead he pushed himself to his knees between her thighs, pulled her bra back over her breasts and tugged down her T-shirt. He got to his feet and taking her by the hands, brought her up with him.


  The anger in his expression almost frightened her. “I’m sorry, Ricki.” He released her hands and took a step back as he fastened his jeans. “I shouldn’t have touched you.”


  Her mind was still reeling from his kisses and the feel of his body against hers. “Did I do something wrong?”


  “I did.” He turned and took the two steps from the entryway rug to the front door. He grasped the door handle, lowered his head, and paused for a moment. Then he straightened, and without looking at her again, he jerked open the door. He walked through the opening and closed the door solidly behind him.


  


  # # #


  


  Excerpt… Tying You Down


  Cheyenne McCray


  


  Butterflies traveled through Jo’s belly as she and Tate headed back to her house. What was she doing, inviting him over for dinner? It was one thing to go out with him, another to have him over for dinner.


  She let them into the house. It was a large home that she’d fallen in love with when she moved back to the town. She set her purse on the table in the foyer and he set his ball cap there, too, before she led him to the kitchen.


  Hair had escaped her braid and she pushed it out of her face as she turned to face him. “What sounds good?”


  He hitched his shoulder up against the archway into the kitchen and hooked his thumbs in the front pockets of his Wranglers. His T-shirt was pulled taut against his muscular chest and his hair was mussed from being under the ball cap. “Anything easy.”


  She rummaged around in the pantry and pulled out a package of angel hair pasta and a jar of three-cheese spaghetti sauce. “How about spaghetti? That’s fast.”


  “Great.” He watched her with an intense look that made her feel a little unnerved. “What can I do to help?”


  “Stand there and keep looking sexy,” she said without thinking.


  He grinned. “Sexy, huh?”


  She shrugged and tried to hide a smile. “You have your moments.” She grabbed the large stockpot she used to boil water in for pasta and filled it with water.


  While the water heated, she washed up then cut thick slices of the French bread she had just bought and made several pieces of garlic bread with fresh garlic and olive oil. When the water was boiling, she put the angel hair pasta in then grabbed a package of pre-made salad from the fridge and put it into a bowl.


  They talked as she put together the simple dinner and he set the table with dishes she got out of the cabinet and silverware from a drawer. He also set out the wine glasses and opened a bottle of Merlot from her wine rack. She kept wine on hand even though she only drank if she had company.


  She was glad he was so easy to talk with and there weren’t any lulls in conversation.


  When dinner was ready and on the table, they both slid into their chairs. They sat at the small table in the kitchen rather than the large one in the dining room.


  She served a huge pile of spaghetti in his pasta bowl before serving herself a much smaller amount. She was hungry, but she couldn’t help feeling like she was overdoing it today. She forced herself to shove aside thoughts of the chilidog, and bites of curly fries, and chocolate cake she’d had earlier. Spaghetti and a high-calorie day wasn’t going to hurt her. It was something she had to remind herself all the time. Counselors had told her that her fear of eating too much was something she’d probably have to work through for the rest of her life, and she’d found that to be true.


  “I had a great time today.” She smiled at him after she’d eaten some of the pasta and a piece of garlic toast. “I don’t know if I’ve had that much fun in a long time, especially on a date.”


  He returned her smile. “There’s more where that came from.”


  She took a sip of her Merlot then set her glass down. “Angling for another date?”


  “Is it working?” he asked as he twirled the pasta on his fork.


  “Maybe.” She felt a warmth inside her that she hadn’t felt in a long time. A sense of contentment that probably should have scared her, but right now it didn’t.


  She thought about Tate’s old girlfriend and wondered how much time he’d spent with her at lunch and what he and Daphne had talked about. But that wasn’t any of her business and if she said anything it would make it sound like she was jealous. She wasn’t, of course. She had nothing to be jealous of and no reason to be.


  As they ate, she would take him in from beneath her lashes. He was so large and virile, an alpha male that drew her for so many reasons. She enjoyed being around him and the fact was she was incredibly attracted to him, both mentally and physically.


  If he was everything he seemed to be, he was a good guy, too, like Charlee had said.


  After they put the small amount of leftovers away and loaded the dishes in the dishwasher, they walked out of the kitchen into the living room.


  He looked at her when they came to a halt. “I had a great day, Jo. Thank you for saying yes.”


  She slipped her hands into her back pockets to keep herself from touching him. She wanted nothing more than to feel his chest beneath her palms, his hair sliding through her fingers, his body tight against hers. And the way he was looking at her was enough to make her forget everything…forget every last hesitation she might have.


  He reached up and skimmed her cheek with his fingertips, his green eyes studying her for a long moment. He cupped her face in his palms and slowly began lowering his head toward hers.


  She caught her breath, a tangle of emotions whirling through her. Fear, excitement, even a little bit of shyness.


  And then his lips were pressed against hers and he was kissing her, gently exploring her mouth with his.


  It was perhaps the sweetest kiss she’d ever experienced. She found herself surprised that such a dominant man could be so gentle.


  She slipped her hands out of her pockets and touched him like she’d been dying to. She ran her palms over his hard biceps to his broad shoulders. Slowly she eased her hands down the firm muscles of his chest before moving back to his shoulders.


  Wanting more and more of him, she clenched her fingers in his T-shirt and pressed her mouth more firmly to his. She became the aggressor, desiring him so much that her entire body ached for him.


  He answered her with a groan and matched the strength of her kiss until he was dominating her. She loved a man in control when it came to passion and sex and she had a feeling that Tate could be everything she wanted and more.


  She moaned as he grasped her hip with one of his large hands and pulled her tight up against him as he slipped his hand into her hair and cupped the back of her head.


  His erection was large and rigid against her and a thrill went through her from her belly to the place between her thighs that now ached to have him fill her. Her nipples were hard and tight as his chest pressed against her breasts.


  She slid her arms to his neck, her hunger fierce, unbridled. He grasped her ass in both hands and then she wrapped her thighs around his hips and he was carrying her.


  The next thing she knew, her back was up against the wall, his jean-clad cock pressed against her hot center. She wished her own jeans were gone as well as his and that he was sliding into her now.


  Her mind spun from the kiss and she could barely breathe. He moved one of his hands beneath her top and his palm cupped her breast through the satin of her bra. She gasped as he fondled and pinched her nipple.


  He broke the kiss and she tilted her head back as he moved his lips down the column of her throat to the V of her blouse. He shoved up the material and pulled down her bra, exposing her breasts to his gaze.


  Her nipples tightened ever more and she gave a loud moan as he ran his tongue over each of the hard nubs. She slid her hands into his hair, pressing him tighter to her breasts as he sucked and licked one nipple and then the other.


  He moved his hips, rubbing his cock against her, mimicking what he would do when he took her. His cock was so rigid and hard that it felt like it could bruise her if he pressed any harder.
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  Excerpt… Fencing You In


  Cheyenne McCray


  


  “I don’t date playboys.” Tess Grady wiped down the bar, shaking her head and trying not to smile as she looked at Gage McBride sitting on the stool in front of her. “Once again, the answer is no.”


  “Playboy?” The cowboy raised a brow as he set down his cold mug of beer. “Now I’m a playboy?”


  “A cowboy with a girl in every town.” Tess began polishing a glass. “I’ve heard the rumors.”


  “You believe everything you hear?” An amused smile curved the corner of his mouth. “Don’t tell me you judge a man based on rumors.”


  She shrugged one shoulder. “If the Stetson fits…”


  He leaned forward, folding his muscular arms on the bar. Hell, every part of the man appeared muscular. She was loath to admit it, but the thought of undressing such a hot package made her mouth water. “Why don’t you get to know me?” he asked. “Judge for yourself.”


  As she polished another glass, she tried to ignore the pull the cowboy had on her. Ever since Nectars had opened, Gage had been coming into the bar and would flirt with her when she wasn’t working in the Hummingbird, the restaurant side of her family’s establishment. Most of the time, she was in the restaurant so she didn’t see Gage often enough for him to corner her like he had now.


  When he was near, he set her senses on fire, and she always tried to find a way to get away from the man as fast as possible. Unfortunately, today wasn’t a day she could escape because they were short-staffed in the bar.


  She blew a blonde curl out of her eyes. “No thanks,” she said despite the fact that she was so very tempted.


  Clear green eyes without a hint of hazel in them studied her. His eyes held the kind of sensuality that caused a woman’s belly to squirm. He had dark hair and just enough stubble on his jaws to add to his rough, sexy appearance.


  The tempting thing with Gage was that rough and sexy was natural. He was not some guy trying to look like a hardworking cowboy. She’d been told how successful his water well drilling business was and that he might play hard but he worked even harder. Of course, she’d never let him know she’d been intrigued enough to learn more about him. She found it curious and rather attractive that he never mentioned his business success to lure her in.


  “Come on, Tess.” Gage’s sexy drawl was enough to make her toes curl. “One date.”


  She opened her mouth to respond when she saw a tall, gorgeous redhead making a beeline through the establishment, headed straight for Gage. A flare of heat was in the woman’s gaze and she looked like she could spit flames.


  She came up behind Gage, so angry looking that Tess could imagine the woman’s eyes glowing red. “Well hello, Gage.” The redhead spat the words with venom.


  A pained expression crossed his face and Tess thought she might have seen him wince.


  Slowly he turned toward the redhead and smiled. “Hi, Nandra.”


  “You—” Nandra raised her hand and slapped Gage hard across his left cheek “—bastard.” The sound of her hand contacting flesh was loud.


  The few patrons in the bar went quiet.


  The woman cut her gaze to Tess. “So you’re his little squeeze now? Just don’t get too comfortable.” Nandra spun around and marched out of the bar, her heels clicking on the wood floor.


  Gage watched Nandra walk out as he rubbed his jaw while talking resumed. Fortunately, those in the bar all had full drinks and Tess could enjoy Gage’s discomfort.


  He looked back at Tess as she was trying to hold back laughter. He picked up his cold beer mug and put it against the side of his face. “She packs some power.”


  “You have a way with the ladies.” Tess looked at him with amusement.


  “Second time this month.” He gave a rueful smile as he lowered his mug to the bar. “I guess you might as well just slap me now and get it over with.”


  Tess did laugh then. “Assuming I’d be foolish enough go out with you to begin with.” She gestured toward the entrance. “And that was not the best endorsement.” She braced her hands on the bar. “I suppose you didn’t deserve that.”


  “No, I deserved it.” His admission surprised Tess. “Long story.”


  She leaned down and rested her elbow on the bar, her chin in her hand. “The bar is nearly empty. I have time.”


  He grinned. “Go out with me and I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”


  She rolled her eyes. “Good try.”


  “How about tomorrow night?” His green eyes held hers and she knew exactly what a romance heroine meant when she felt like she was melting. She felt like her bones had gone soft and she was breathing a little faster.


  Damn.


  She pushed away from the bar and felt like she had to physically break the connection with him to do so. “I’m busy.”


  “Is that right?” he said.


  “My daughter has a kindergarten open house.” Tess smiled at the thought of Jenny then felt an immediate stab of guilt that she had to work so late when she should be home with her.


  Gage started to say something but to Tess’s relief, a crowd of young adults pushed their way into Nectars.


  “Excuse me.” She gave Gage a quick smile then moved down the bar to where one of the young men had come up to order. “I’ll need to see your ID,” she said to the guy. He pulled out his driver’s license and handed it to her. The license had the name Hal Johnson on it. When she returned it, she gave a nod in the direction of the two young women and another young man who sat as a nearby table. “Theirs, too, if they’re ordering drinks, Hal.”


  Hal looked a little annoyed, but said “All right.”


  After checking everyone’s ID and making sure they were at least twenty-one, Tess took their orders and served up beers for them.


  When she finished with that group, two separate couples walked through the door. The evening crowd had begun to filter in. She glanced back to where Gage had been sitting and saw that he was gone, and that once again he’d left a generous tip sticking out from beneath his beer mug.


  Even though he’d left, she still felt as if she could sense him watching her. Warmth spread over her skin as if he was touching her now. Just thinking about the man was going to drive her crazy. She shook her head. Damn.


  There was something about Gage McBride that intrigued her in ways she couldn’t begin to understand. She liked solid, dependable men like the man she’d married. Steve had died from a car accident some time ago and she hadn’t dated anyone since he’d passed away. Pain still squeezed her heart when she thought about him but the pain had faded enough that maybe she should start dating again.


  But not a sexy cowboy ladies man. That was not smart. Not smart at all.
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  Excerpt… Roping Your Heart


  Cheyenne McCray


  


  “I guess that will have to do for today.” Cat brushed her hair out of her eyes as she started to organize the papers on Blake’s desk. “We can work on this more another day.” She glanced from the papers to him. He was sitting in the chair beside her now, in front of the desk. “My schedule is still pretty open,” she said. “When is a good time for us to get together again?”


  He was studying her, his gaze so intense that she felt the heat of it on her skin. “Friday night at seven,” he said.


  “Friday night?” It took a moment to register that he was asking her out. “Oh.” She hesitated and he kept looking at her with that same dark look. “I—sure.”


  She felt warning bells going off in her head, but too late. It wasn’t good to spend so much time with the man. She was going to fall head over heels for him again.


  If she hadn’t already.


  She looked away from the intensity of his gaze and got to her feet. From her peripheral vision she saw him stand, then felt the heat of his body when he moved closer to her.


  “I think we made pretty good progress.” Her heart pounded faster and she busied herself with making each stack on the desktop perfectly neat. “We might be able to get everything done in one more meeting.” She rushed her words, feeling like she was babbling.


  “KitCat.” His voice was soft and she went still at the low, throbbing quality of it.


  Slowly, she lifted her eyes to meet his. He was looking at her intently. Her lips parted, but she couldn’t think of a thing to say.


  He took her by the shoulders, bringing her face to face with him. “Damn, Cat. I don’t know how much longer I can be around you without having you.”


  Her eyes widened and her lips parted. He wanted her?


  He gripped her upper arms tighter, the pressure of his fingers almost hurting her. “Damn,” he said again before he jerked her up against him and brought his mouth hard down on hers.


  She gasped as he took control of her mouth, kissing her hard. It was more primal than the night before, almost wild. She didn’t remember him kissing like this before. It was as if the man he had been before had matured, becoming more dominant and decisive. She knew he’d decided he was going to have her. If she said no, he’d let her go, but she didn’t want to say no. She wanted him.


  A groan rose up in him and she followed his lead, letting him take the kiss to a level of passion she’d never experienced before. He released her shoulders and slid his hands over her blouse to her waist then cupped her ass and pulled her up tight to him. The feel of his erection against her belly sent fire through her straight between her thighs.


  She breathed in his clean, masculine scent and reveled in his taste and the feel of his hands on her. She moved her hands up his chest, feeling the soft cotton of his T-shirt beneath her palms, and then she wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her breasts against him.


  When he broke the kiss, he moved his lips along her jawline to her throat. His stubble felt rough against her skin but something about the sandpapery feel of it made her even more excited.


  “I’m not going to be able to help myself with you.” He groaned as he pulled her short skirt above her ass and felt the silky panties underneath. The heat of his palms burned through the thin material to her skin and it almost felt like she was wearing nothing at all. “Hell, you’d better tell me now if you want to stop.”


  “Don’t stop.” She moaned, as he trailed his lips and tongue from the hollow of her throat to the V in her blouse.


  He whirled her so that she was backed up against the desk and she had to brace her hands on the stacks of papers to either side of her in order to balance herself. She arched her back as he moved his hands to the buttons on her blouse. His big fingers fumbled with the buttons and he gave a low growl and grasped the material.


  Buttons flew and she gasped as he tore the blouse open. She heard the ping of buttons but was barely conscious of them as he pushed her blouse over her shoulders and down her arms before she shook it the rest of the way off.
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