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			Praise for New York Times bestselling author Maisey Yates

			“Yates’ new Gold Valley series begins with a sassy, romantic and sexy story about two characters whose chemistry is off the charts.”

			—RT Book Reviews on Smooth-Talking Cowboy (Top Pick)

			“Fans of Robyn Carr and RaeAnne Thayne will enjoy [Yates’s] small-town romance.”

			—Booklist on Part Time Cowboy

			“Passionate, energetic and jam-packed with personality.”

			—USATODAY.com’s Happy Ever After blog on Part Time Cowboy

			“[A] story with emotional depth, intense heartache and love that is hard fought for and eventually won.... This is a book readers will be telling their friends about.”

			—RT Book Reviews on Brokedown Cowboy

			 “Yates’s thrilling seventh Copper Ridge contemporary proves that friendship can evolve into scintillating romance.... This is a surefire winner not to be missed.”

			—Publishers Weekly on Slow Burn Cowboy (starred review)

			“This fast-paced, sensual novel will leave readers believing in the healing power of love.”

			—Publishers Weekly on Down Home Cowboy

		

	
		
			She’s come to Gold Valley, Oregon, for a fresh start—and roped the perfect cowboy

			Jackson Reid is a man fully in control of his world, and his ranch. But when a past one-night stand shows up without warning and leaves him holding a baby, his whole life is turned upside down. He’s in over his head, and he has one solution: a nanny. But when he picks Savannah Sturm up from the airport, he finds that she’s so much more than the “plain and tall” woman she described herself as...

			With one glance, Savannah’s new boss makes her feel more than her cheating ex ever did. Jackson insists he can’t do relationships, especially now that his priority is baby Lily. But his “no strings, just sex” offer is irresistible. And as raw desire gives way to something far deeper, maybe it’s Jackson’s turn to learn how right being wrong can feel...
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			Welcome to Gold Valley, Oregon, where the cowboys are tough to tame, until they meet the one woman who can lasso their heart:

			Cowboy Christmas Blues (ebook novella)

			Smooth-Talking Cowboy

			Mail Order Cowboy (ebook novella)

			In Copper Ridge, Oregon, lasting love with a cowboy is only a happily-ever-after away. Don’t miss any of Maisey Yates’s Copper Ridge tales, available now!

			From HQN Books

			Shoulda Been a Cowboy (prequel novella)

			Part Time Cowboy

			Brokedown Cowboy

			Bad News Cowboy

			A Copper Ridge Christmas (ebook novella)

			The Cowboy Way

			Hometown Heartbreaker (ebook novella)

			One Night Charmer

			Tough Luck Hero

			Last Chance Rebel

			Slow Burn Cowboy

			Down Home Cowboy

			Wild Ride Cowboy

			Christmastime Cowboy

			From Harlequin Desire

			Take Me, Cowboy

			Hold Me, Cowboy

			Seduce Me, Cowboy

			Claim Me, Cowboy

			Look for more Gold Valley books coming soon!

			For more books by Maisey Yates, visit www.maiseyyates.com.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			JACKSON REID KNEW what he liked. He liked riding the perimeter of his family ranch, liked working from sunup to sundown until his muscles ached and his body was worn out. He liked drinking. And he liked women.

			Women were the reward for all that work he did.

			Work hard, drink hard, fuck hard.

			He had no intention of settling down, no intention of changing. If he could die on the back of a horse, or with a tumbler of whiskey in his hand, or in the bed of a beautiful woman? Any of those things would be a fitting end for him. So why in hell would he change his life? He was on the path to any one of those ends, which meant he was on the right path for him.

			His stepmother didn’t approve, but she’d moved away from Gold Valley six months ago, and his father was dead. So there wasn’t anyone around to mourn the fact that he wasn’t after marriage or babies.

			He’d worked damn hard that day, like he did every day. It was pouring down rain and he’d been soaked to the bone by the time he’d come in. He’d had a hot shower, and now he was about to get down to the drinking. But that was when he heard a knock on his door.

			He stood up, ambled over to the door and opened it. For a moment, he thought the sex had been delivered right to him. There was a blonde on his doorstep, bundled up against the cold and the wet.

			Then he realized a few things. The first being that he recognized her. The second that she was tearstained and miserable. The third...that she wasn’t as bundled as she had initially appeared.

			She was holding a blanket. And in the blanket was a baby.

			“I can’t do it,” she said. “I thought I could, but I can’t.”

			“Sasha?” That was her name. He vaguely remembered her from a liquor-soaked night quite a few months ago.

			More than nine months ago, as a matter of fact.

			Hell.

			While that realization was rolling over him, she reached forward and thrust the baby at him, into his arms.

			The bundle felt fragile, and at the same time...heavy. He looked down at the tiny thing in his arms and felt... He couldn’t explain it. Couldn’t reason or rationalize the expanding sensation in his chest, or the ever-increasing sensation of weight. In his arms. On his shoulders.

			“I can’t,” she said again. “I know you can take babies to a hospital or a police station, but she’s yours. You can take her there if you want.”

			“Mine?” he asked.

			His. His baby. He’d never even held a baby before, and now it turned out the one he had now was...his.

			“I have to go. I need to go get... I need to get out of here.”

			And then Sasha turned and ran. Ran away from the front door and down the steps, through the rain and back to her car.

			He should do something. Go after her. Stop her. But he was frozen in place, staring down at the bundle in his arms. He moved the blanket away from the baby’s face and something in him shifted. Changed. As he looked at that tiny, vulnerable bundle in his arms, Jackson Reid felt like he no longer knew a damn thing.

			Three months later...

			I have a degree in early childhood development. The daycare that I worked at recently had to close, so I’m out of a job right now. I’m also out of an apartment, but that’s a long dramatic story.

			—S

			Lily is four months old. She doesn’t sleep through the night and I think I’m about to die of exhaustion. Cows don’t delay their care, even if babies don’t sleep, it turns out. She doesn’t take after me. If I hadn’t had a paternity test done I almost wouldn’t have believed she was mine. Too sweet, for one thing. And she’s the prettiest little thing I’ve ever seen. I don’t know a damn thing about babies.

			—J

			She sounds perfect.

			—S

			She would be, if I weren’t drowning. I need help. Room and board, plus the pay we discussed previously.

			—J

			I can get there in a week.

			—S

			I’ve got all your flight info. I’ll be at the airport to get you.

			—J

			You can’t miss me. I’ll be the one with the bright, flowered suitcase. I’m plain and tall.

			—S

			A week after that...

			SAVANNAH STURM STOOD in the tiny airport and looked around. She’d come into gate number three, and it turned out it was... Well, it was gate three out of three. In the only terminal the airport had.

			She had been worried that her new employer, Jackson, might need a sign to help her find him. Now she imagined she’d just look for the man with the baby, assuming he was a man with a baby and not an ax murderer. The possibility was there that all of this was a scam of some kind. She was counting on him ringing alarm bells while they were here in public if she needed to be scared of him.

			She adjusted the strap on her carry-on bag and stuffed her hands in her sweatshirt pockets, walking in line with the people who had just gotten off the very small plane and through a revolving door that led to...

			What looked like the lone baggage carousel.

			She stopped and looked around. The waiting area had a smattering of people in it. Not many, but that wasn’t terribly surprising since her plane couldn’t have had more than fifty people on it.

			She didn’t see a man with a baby.

			The main doors to the outside slid open. The man who walked in was head and shoulders above everyone else in the room, a black cowboy hat pulled low over his eyes. He was wearing a flannel shirt with the sleeves pushed up, revealing muscular forearms that had lumberjack-caliber definition.

			And he was holding a little pink bucket seat with a lacy blanket draped over the top.

			Fathers of infants should not look like that. They should not look like every bad boy fantasy she’d never allowed herself to have. Fathers of infants shouldn’t look like fantasies at all. They should look softer. Less angular. And he certainly shouldn’t make her stomach tighten, and her body remember that it had been a very, very long time since she had been touched by a man.

			And even longer since she had particularly wanted to be.

			She blinked, grabbing hold of herself and retrieving her consciousness from that strange space it had just been in. She wasn’t here to check out a hot man. She was here to do a job. To reclaim the broken pieces of a life that hadn’t even been hers anymore after a particularly traumatic divorce.

			She had herself firmly back together. Breathing normally.

			Until she realized with absolute certainty that this wasn’t just any hot dad wandering through the airport terminal.

			It was the hot dad she was waiting for.

			Jackson Reid.

			He was nothing like what she’d expected. She felt silly, suddenly, that she’d had an expectation at all. But a single dad with a tiny baby made her think of someone soft, and the man she’d corresponded with online had seemed...maybe even sweet.

			Checking out her boss in the first ten seconds of meeting him was kind of a bad start. But then, she supposed she could forgive herself that. She’d been with Darren for five years, and during that time, it had never even occurred to her to check another man out. Finding herself unattached again was presenting some interesting side effects.

			That was all this was. That part of herself naturally inclined toward seeking attachment reminding her that she currently didn’t have one. And all she had to do was remind that part that she didn’t want one. She squared her shoulders and crossed the space, standing closer to the baggage carousel, but also a little bit nearer to Jackson.

			Who was apparently a hard-bodied cowboy.

			She waited for him to see her. Waited for him to close that remaining distance. But he didn’t. Instead, he continued to scan the crowd, such as it was, his eyes skipping over her easily. She didn’t know how to feel about that. Particularly since her eyes had gone immediately to him, and had had a nearly impossible time leaving.

			She cleared her throat and looked back at the baggage carousel. Maybe it wasn’t him. Maybe she was still waiting for Jackson Reid. Maybe it was some other man all by himself with a little baby. Maybe this man was waiting for his wife.

			A wife who would no doubt be pretty and petite, and as striking as he was.

			A wife who was probably sexually confident and not frigid and buried under years and years of issues.

			She took a deep breath, and the conveyor belt on the carousel began to turn. People crowded in, collecting their bags. She wasn’t expecting hers to show up anytime soon. It was her own little Murphy’s Law that her bag was always last off the plane. She wasn’t quite sure how.

			Not that she had traveled very much. She’d gone on a few little trips before her marriage. A post-graduation excursion to Disney World with some friends, a couple of spring breaks where she had been fully out of her element and had spent most of the time in the hotel room sober and trying to pretend she didn’t know her friends were hooking up with strangers a floor above her.

			Then she had met Darren and they’d taken that first trip to Colorado to meet his parents, and then had moved to his hometown to be surrounded by his family. A family that had, at first, seemed like a dream to her, given her own parents. She’d settled into a life that had slowly grown more and more confining in ways that Savannah hadn’t totally realized until she had been free of it.

			Lost in her thoughts, she hadn’t realized the baggage carousel had emptied out, and her flowery, purple bag was going by. She grabbed hold of it, happy that the cheerful color and pattern made it easy to spot. Always being the last bag helped, too.

			She hefted it off the carousel and turned around, and her eyes collided with his.

			Oh, it was definitely him.

			“Are you waiting for someone?” he asked.

			“I think I’m waiting for you,” she said, looking down meaningfully at the little pink bundle.

			“Savannah Sturm?”

			“Yes,” she confirmed.

			His eyes landed on her suitcase. “I suppose your description of the bag was true enough.”

			She blinked, looking up at him, and wondered if he had been thrown off because she had characterized herself as tall. Well, at nearly six feet, she was. But then, Jackson had to be nearing six-five, so it was entirely possible he didn’t see tall the same way that she did.

			“Sorry. I guess tall is subjective.”

			His scorching brown gaze moved over her, and for an instant she thought she was going to be singed alive. She waited for him to say something, but he didn’t. Instead, he simply turned. She moved to follow him, and he stopped to take the bag from her hand without asking if she wanted him to.

			“You’re holding the baby,” she pointed out.

			“Yeah, well, Lily doesn’t weigh fifty pounds, and I assume the suitcase does. Either way, I can handle both just fine.”

			She had no trouble believing that. Still shamefully taking a visual tour of his muscles, she watched the way he maneuvered both baby and bag easily outside, to where his truck was parked against the curb. There was an old security guard standing right next to it, looking officious, like he was about to make a proclamation. Jackson zeroed that gaze onto the guard. “I’m leaving.”

			“It’s for loading and unloading only,” the guard pointed out, tapping the sign with his forefinger to illustrate the point.

			“And I’m loading,” Jackson returned, his voice and glare as hard as steel.

			Well. He was a whole thing.

			Savannah gave an apologetic wave and got into the passenger side of the truck. Jackson hefted her suitcase into the bed, and then opened up his door, gently installing Lily’s car seat in the small bench seat behind the driver side. Then, he got in and started the engine, pulling them both away from the airport.

			“How was the flight?” he asked.

			“Quick,” she responded. “It’s only a couple hours from Colorado.”

			“It’s going to take half that time to Gold Valley,” he said. “Near enough.”

			“So there’s no airport in Gold Valley.”

			“Nothing beyond a tiny municipal airfield. Not for commercial flights.”

			“I figured as much when you told me to fly into Tolowa.”

			“Our ranch is a bit out of town. Hope that doesn’t bother you.”

			“Who’s... I thought you were... I didn’t think Lily’s mother was in the picture.”

			“She isn’t,” Jackson said. “But I live on a family spread with my brothers and my stepsister. Lily and I live in our own cabin, and you’ll stay there with us.”

			The idea of living in a cabin, which sounded cozy to the point of being tiny, seemed almost impossible now that she had actually laid eyes on the man. He was so large. He would fill up so much...space. It was impossible that he wouldn’t.

			She didn’t say that out loud, though, and hid any discomfort. She’d been looking for a change. Looking for a new job in child care, because that was what she did, and when she had run across the ad from Jackson it had seemed like a godsend. Because wherever she ultimately landed, this job would provide her with the means to get away. And she desperately needed to get away.

			Living in a small community where her ex-husband was a hometown legend, where his family owned half of everything, was impossible. She’d been choking on the mile-high air in her old life. A clawing desperation to be anywhere else taking over her every thought, as her options in her little town had been eliminated little by little. But moving was expensive, and it required a hell of a lot more credit than she had at this point in her life. Everything being linked to Darren had been fine when she had assumed that it would be forever. But when her marriage collapsed, she’d been left with nothing.

			Jackson’s ad seeking a live-in nanny had seemed perfect, and their back-and-forth conversation online had been effortless, making the decision to take the job even easier. But she hadn’t considered the stark reality of being in such close quarters with a stranger.

			“What do you do on the ranch?” she asked. She was desperate to fill the silence. If she didn’t, she would be left with her thoughts, and her thoughts were perplexing her at this point.

			“Cattle ranch,” he said. “We supply USDA-approved beef to a large distributor.”

			“It keeps you pretty busy?”

			He chuckled. “You could say that. In fact, I’d say my life was packed full before I found out I had a kid.”

			He hadn’t given her the full story of why he was a single dad, but his choice of words just now was odd. She didn’t know if he was divorced, but it had been pretty clear based on the tone of his messages that there was no one else involved. Maybe his wife had died. But then, he hadn’t mentioned that. He hadn’t mentioned a woman at all. It was like...

			Like he had just found a baby on his doorstep.

			“I see,” she said, not really seeing all that clearly.

			Neither of them said anything else for a while, and Savannah turned her focus to the scenery. It wasn’t completely unlike Colorado. Mountainous and full of pine trees. She liked that. She loved the mountains. Compared to the exceedingly tame neighborhood she’d grown up in on the East Coast, she really liked the way that things were out West. She hadn’t wanted to leave Colorado, per se. She had just needed to escape a town dominated by her ex, where he was still making choices about her life even when he wasn’t directly in it. The way he manipulated things in town...

			She’d had to get out.

			She had thought that Oregon might be a natural place to get to. It had either been that or Montana, maybe Wyoming. But Oregon was where the opportunity had arisen, and she was also attracted to the idea that she would be able to drive out to the beach. Something she hadn’t been able to do living in Colorado.

			They drove through the small town of Gold Valley, all redbrick buildings and Wild West aesthetic, which burned a bright spot inside of her soul. Made her feel like—in spite of the initial awkwardness—she had made the right choice.

			They continued on out of town, down a winding two-lane highway lined with thick trees, ferns and thickly carpeting the floor of the forest encroaching over the side, nearly to the road.

			He was right, the ranch was quite a ways outside of the town itself, and if not for the two wooden posts holding up a sign over a narrow driveway that said Box R, she wouldn’t have known there was even a ranch there at all.

			They turned onto that dirt road. The trees cleared and revealed pastures, several empty, and one with a herd of cattle, before the road narrowed and the pines thickened again. It was just remote enough, just isolated enough that a jolt of adrenaline shot through her. Maybe she’d been stupid to come out here. Maybe there was no cabin and she was just on a dirt highway to murder.

			But then they came to the end of the drive and she saw a little cabin. It was rustic, and rough, but then, it was what she’d expected a cabin to be, she supposed. She sat there while he got out, watched as he tended to his daughter. As strange as it all was, the way that those large, battered hands cradled the tiny infant when he took her out of her car seat made her feel...

			A whole jumble of things. Most of them centered down deep in the pit of her stomach.

			“I’ll just get Lily laid down in her crib, and then I’ll show you to your room and get your things,” he said.

			She nodded and watched as he walked up the steps to the front porch and disappeared inside the cabin.

			She climbed out of the car. She supposed she could follow him in, but he hadn’t said to, so she just stood there out in the gravel drive, turning a half circle and looking around the isolated place. What in hell had she gotten herself into? She realized it didn’t much matter. She didn’t have anywhere to go back to. She had no real friends left to speak of, no family that wanted anything to do with her.

			For better or for worse, this was the place from which she was starting over.

			So she had to make it work.

			At least for a while.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			PLAIN AND TALL.

			Jackson played those words over and over in his head as he prepared his coffee and breakfast the next morning.

			After he and Savannah had arrived at the cabin, he’d given her a quick rundown on Lily’s schedule and where everything was. He’d shown her to her room—which was across the house from his, and next to its own bathroom—and he’d told her not to worry about taking care of Lily that night, because while he was an ogre sometimes, he wasn’t enough of one to make her interrupt her sleep on a night when she’d been traveling all day.

			She’d gone to bed early, early enough that he was pretty sure she was avoiding spending time in his company. Not that he minded. But he didn’t think she’d eaten at all. Which meant he was making up a double portion of bacon this morning.

			He hoped she wasn’t a vegetarian, because everything was cooked in the bacon grease, and it was too late for him to do anything about that.

			Probably would have been a good idea to ask.

			There were some aspects to having a stranger in his house that he hadn’t fully considered. He had just been desperate for the help. And since he needed round-the-clock help, offering room and board had seemed like the smartest thing to do. Of course, that meant sharing his space. Which he didn’t like to do. But then, he was already sharing it with a woman, a bigger diva than he’d ever encountered before in his life.

			Apparently, the tinier the female, the more willing a man was to submit to her whims. He couldn’t explain the way that having Lily made him feel. He didn’t like babies. He didn’t like kids. He’d never wanted any of his own. He wasn’t sure he did now. But the fact of the matter was he had a child, and he would die for her. Hell, he’d kill for her.

			He didn’t know what exactly the feeling was that had invaded his chest, but it was intense. He wasn’t...content or happy, necessarily. No, the kind of feeling that Lily gave him wasn’t settled in the least. It was entirely opposite to the way he had always imagined domestic life would go. Which he had imagined as death by monotonous inches.

			The appearance of Lily in his life had taken everything he thought he’d known about himself, and about what he wanted, and turned it all on its side. He was sleep deprived, his chest ached when he looked at her, and every damned morning when his feet hit the floor, he had no idea what he was doing.

			He’d been a rancher all of his life. When it came to working the land he knew what he was about. Backward and forward. He’d lost his virginity at fifteen to a pretty, older teenage girl who’d shown him exactly what to do, and hadn’t been shy about demanding he do it better. Since then, he’d considered himself something of an expert on women. Everything he did in his life, he had a firm handle on.

			Until now.

			Feeling like a greenhorn was a total mind fuck, and apparently caused him to make decisions he might not have otherwise made. Like inviting this so-called plain, tall nanny to come live with him.

			That was a far cry from reality. She was... She was stunning. It was a problem. Leggy and blonde, with sea green eyes and full, gorgeous lips.

			He hadn’t been with a woman in quite some time. And that was playing havoc with him. The messed-up thing was he hadn’t even thought about it. Not since Lily. He hadn’t had the energy to even consider that kind of thing. He’d been so busy coping with the new life he found himself with he hadn’t spared a thought to his old life.

			But then the nanny had shown up, and he wanted to fuck her, which told him everything he needed to know about what kind of asshole he would be in a more conventional life. Because wasn’t it only asshole husbands who wanted the nanny? Yeah, he knew that it was.

			He wondered why she thought of herself as plain. Maybe because she wasn’t fussy. She didn’t have any makeup on when he picked her up at the airport. She had been wearing a T-shirt and a pair of leggings, but that seemed par for the course for travel. Maybe that was how she was all the time.

			But if that’s what she thought made her plain... Well, he wondered what kind of men she’d had in her life before.

			Doesn’t matter. You’re not a man in her life.

			He needed help with Lily. At least until she was old enough to go to a daycare or preschool part-time. He and Savannah had discussed that over email. And if he went and messed with the only help he’d been able to find, and earn himself a shady reputation on top of it, he was going to be more screwed than he already was.

			It was getting late, and he shouldn’t waste any more time standing around in his kitchen. He had work to do, but seeing as he didn’t have to strap Lily to his chest this morning and go about his work, trading her off between his siblings as they went through different tasks, he was going to hang around the house for a while. He needed to get Savannah established in her new role.

			As if on cue her bedroom door cracked open and she appeared. Her blond hair was pulled back into a ponytail, a gray T-shirt molding over her slight, but perfect curves. She was wearing similar black leggings to the ones she’d had on yesterday.

			“Good morning,” he said. “Bacon?”

			“Coffee before anything,” she mumbled, stepping into the small kitchen, her gaze avoiding his a little bit too neatly.

			As if it was intentional.

			“How did you sleep?” he asked.

			Her green eyes collided with his and he wondered if he had overstepped. Honest to God, he didn’t know how to talk to her. Three months out of the game and he was this bad at communicating with women? Or maybe the problem was he didn’t know how to communicate with a woman he was attracted to that he couldn’t touch.

			He hadn’t exactly lived a life of restraint.

			“I slept fine,” she said. “I feel bad that I didn’t help with Lily. Tonight I’ll be ready to take the baby monitors.”

			“I might be a little bit of a tyrant,” Jackson said, “but I wanted you to start out with a good night’s sleep. No sense in us both being sleep deprived from the get-go, right?”

			“Right,” she agreed.

			He poured her a mug of coffee and set it in front of her. “Cream and sugar?”

			“Please,” she said.

			“All the food in the house is yours,” he said. “My stepsister, Chloe, grocery shops once a week, and she does delivery. So if there’s anything you like, be sure to get it to me and I will put it on the list.”

			“I can get my own groceries,” she said. “I don’t mind taking Lily to the grocery store.”

			“Food is part of your pay,” he said. “It’s fine if you want the outing, but you don’t have to buy your own.”

			“I appreciate that. I... I need to figure out getting a car. I have the money. I sold my car in Colorado.”

			“We can work on that, too.”

			“Are you a good cook?” she asked.

			“I’m terrible,” he said. “Which is another thing. Chloe cooks for us sometimes, but often we fend for ourselves, and you may not like that. So, while I did not hire you to be a chef...”

			“If I want to enjoy my dinner I might have to cook for both of us?”

			“Just a fact,” he said.

			“Good to know.”

			“I’m happy to eat frozen pizza. And a lot of garlic bread. Throw a steak in a pan with some butter. I’m not picky.”

			“That’s going to catch up with you someday,” she commented, eyeballing his midsection.

			“Hasn’t yet,” he said. “Other things have, obviously, but not my eating habits.”

			She hesitated for a moment, taking two very pointed sips of coffee. Then she put her mug down and looked at him. “By other things do you mean... Lily?”

			He sighed heavily, rubbing the back of his neck. He supposed there was no way around having this conversation.

			“Yeah,” he said. “I’m the last guy on earth that should be raising a baby by himself. I don’t know a damn thing about kids. And I was not exactly in a white picket fence place. But here I am. When I say I don’t know anything about babies and fatherhood, I mean it.”

			“Who is her mother?”

			“I know her name, but beyond that, I don’t know much,” he said, shame sliding over him when he said that.

			He’d already had to explain this to his brothers, his stepsister, and to their stepmother. He’d never been bothered by his behavior before. Until this.

			Because when people talked about him and his reputation it was all euphemistic. Elbowing, winking and nudging. Nobody came right out and said that he had sex with every woman he talked to in a bar, but the fact of the matter was he did. And Lily was undeniable evidence of that.

			The fact that he didn’t really know her mother was further evidence of who he was. And put all out in public like that, it shamed him. Knowing that someday he would have to explain to his daughter how he’d acted bothered the hell out of him. Knowing he was the kind of man that he would never, ever want Lily to even speak to was another layer of that altogether. Because he was raising her. And he had to find a way to be better.

			“So, she wasn’t your wife.”

			“She wasn’t even my girlfriend,” he admitted. “I didn’t know she was pregnant. I hadn’t seen her again, not since we hooked up. And she showed up a couple of months ago with the baby. Told me that she couldn’t do it. I had a paternity test, and I have full, legal custody. Permanently. Lily’s mother gave up her rights.”

			“Oh,” Savannah said, looking down.

			“It’s not a great story,” he said. “But when I said I was in over my head...”

			“You really meant it,” she said softly.

			“I sure as hell did.”

			Their eyes met and held, and he felt something stretch between them, something that was definitely mutual, and clearly unwelcome. Both for her and for him. He looked away.

			“For a while I could wear her for a lot of the ranch work I do, but it’s getting harder.”

			She was staring at him, a perplexed expression on her lovely face.

			“Yeah,” he said. “I can’t believe those words all just came out of my mouth, either.”

			“I have to admit, you don’t look like someone who would have a lot to say on the topic of baby wearing.”

			“I never thought I would.” He sighed heavily. “Babies are scary. And I say that as someone who is not scared of much. But... I can’t tell you how many times a night I have to check and make sure she’s still breathing.”

			“I don’t have any children of my own,” she said. “But I’ve heard that before.”

			“It’s a hell of a thing.”

			“Hopefully I’ll make it a little bit easier.”

			“What exactly are you getting out of it?” He couldn’t help but ask. After all, she was living in his house and taking care of his daughter. He had a right to know exactly why. Another thing that was hitting him a day late and quite a few dollars short.

			“Room and board? Pay?”

			“I imagine you could get a job taking care of kids a whole lot of places.”

			“I needed to get away,” she said.

			It occurred to him then that he maybe should have done a background check on her or something. But he didn’t know how to do a background check on someone. He’d never had to. He’d never had to concern himself with anything like that, but he was letting this woman take care of his baby.

			“I’m going to have to ask you why you needed a fresh start,” he said, lifting his coffee mug to his lips. “I want to keep this as professional as possible. But I do need to know a little bit about you personally. And I realize asking you now, on the first day, is maybe a little bit late, but I’m new to all this. I’m not exactly thinking of everything here.”

			“I feel the same way,” she said. “I mean, I don’t know anything about you, either. Except for what you told me. But I wanted to get away. I needed to. I’m not running from the law or anything. I just got divorced. Actually, I got divorced about eight months ago, and I tried to keep on living where we were. I loved our little town. But my husband—ex-husband, that is—has lived there all of his life, and there’s no way I can combat that local mentality. His whole family is there and they own half the businesses in town. And they are... They’re angry at me for leaving him.”

			“So the asshole made it impossible for you to live there?”

			“Basically. And I was not going to go back home to live with my parents. I lived with them until I could legally leave, and as far as I’m concerned, a phone call home once a month is enough.”

			“Fair enough. I work right here on the property, and I’ll be back to check on you probably more often today than usual. Just a warning.”

			A smile curved the edge of her lips. “Are you afraid to leave her?”

			“It doesn’t feel real yet,” he said, his voice rough. “I’ve been afraid to take my eyes off her since the moment her mom handed her to me. Still. And I’m not going to lie, sometimes the responsibility feels so big I almost wish the whole thing was a dream. But then, the minute that thought enters my head...it’s followed by total terror. Because sometimes I feel like nothing in my life was anything until her. I’m not sure I can ever go back.”

			That was the worst part. Wanting something of his old life, and knowing it wouldn’t feel the same. He could never see himself or the things he used to do the same way again. Not now. “I better head out.”

			“I’ll be fine. I remember where everything is.”

			“If you need anything...”

			“I have your phone number. I have your stepsister’s phone number. I have both your brothers’ numbers.”

			“And I’ll be back.”

			“I know.”

			For the first time in three months, Jackson Reid stepped outside with empty arms and headed out to work.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			THERE WAS A larger housekeeping element to this job than Savannah had expected, but she didn’t mind it, either. In fact, over the next couple of days she found a strange kind of bliss in it. Jackson was gone most of the time, and she usually woke up to coffee he had made and some leftover bacon, which she helped herself to, and then set about to preparing Lily’s first bottle, and getting set up to change diapers.

			She read to her. Made sure she had the recommended amount of tummy time, and sang to her off-key. But at Lily’s age, the bulk of what she did was sleep and wiggle. And that gave Savannah a decent amount of free time. So she cleaned the tiny cabin, she made herself lunch, and then she prepared a dinner for both herself and Jackson.

			Jackson had come in late the last couple of nights, and they didn’t take dinner together, but Savannah didn’t mind eating by herself.

			It was a revelation, to be in a new setting like this. She had lived on her own for the last eight months, and had been distant from her husband before that, but still, she could feel his specter looming over her the entire time. Actually living in this new place, with this fresh start, was awfully blissful. Tonight she was making pot roast, which was even more blissful. She had never made it before. She hadn’t done a lot of cooking even when she’d been married, not because she couldn’t, but because she’d worked full-time and had usually been too exhausted at the end of the day to put together anything more spectacular than a pot of spaghetti.

			She and Darren had often eaten out, or gone to his parents’ house for dinner. He didn’t really enjoy her cooking. That was the biggest part of it. And so they had settled into a routine where they had what he liked to eat, when he wanted to eat it. And often, his mother facilitated that. Darren had certainly been the one in charge in their house, but if there had been anyone pulling rank above him it’d been his mother.

			She frowned. It had all been so slow and insidious, and she hadn’t realized that nothing in her life was hers until the end, when Darren finally pulled the plug on that marriage by announcing he had found someone else.

			That was the worst part.

			She’d been unhappy for a long time, but she had been primly pressing on because there was nothing else to do. Because she’d made vows and she would honor those. And that someday, maybe they would find the kind of happiness they’d had when they were dating.

			It wasn’t until they’d divorce that she realized she’d walk herself right into the same marriage her parents had had.

			She hadn’t given it the necessary amount of thought until it was too late, but somewhere, deep down, she’d believed her parents had always been unhappy. That they’d never been giddy about each other, that they’d never felt reckless and young. And so, when she’d met Darren and fallen in love for the first time, experienced attraction and infatuation for the first time, she’d imagine she’d gone and sidestepped her great fear.

			But then it had just been...bad. Such a quiet bad that it had seeped into every pore, every crack in her life before she’d fully realized. Like the slow settling of a fog over the tops of the mountains, creeping over the peaks and rolling down until she had forgotten how high they were supposed to be. Until she had forgotten what it was like to look out on a clear day.

			It was clear now. In this little cabin, with Lily. Right now, it was clear enough.

			Obviously, Jackson wouldn’t need her forever, but it was a great place to land for now. If only she could get her reaction to him under control.

			He came in to check on Lily at varying points during the day, and Savannah wasn’t prepared to deal with his random appearances. He was always somehow taller and broader than she remembered, his jaw more square, his face more arrestingly handsome.

			It was a problem.

			But most especially with the memory of her marriage so bright and clear, she shouldn’t allow those feelings to mean a thing. Feelings like this were a lie. She knew it. What was real was this cabin. This beautiful part of the world. And the beautiful baby she got to take care of.

			She’d always loved children. She’d gotten into child development because she wanted to do what she could to bring happiness to children who might not have the best home lives. Or to be extra support for those who did.

			Her own home life hadn’t been so great. Void of affection and any meaningful attention, it was her teachers, her coaches and her Girl Scout leaders who had provided the support she needed in her life.

			It had inspired her to want to do the same. Lily needed her. Jackson didn’t, and her hormones needed to get a grip.

			That was the one drawback to living with Jackson, really. She didn’t know what to do with what he made her feel. It was a restless edginess that she would put down as attraction if she didn’t know that she just...wasn’t all that sexual. She tried to put that thought out of her mind and busied herself until the smell of dinner was beginning to kill her. When she couldn’t wait any longer, she opened up the cupboard and took down a bowl, ready to serve herself some food. Right then, the front door opened, and in came Jackson, wearing a cowboy hat, heavy boots and a flannel shirt.

			She didn’t know why that was particularly sexy to her. She’d never been into that kind of thing. Darren had been polished. A small-town businessman, nothing like the kind of men strolling around Fifth Avenue, but his neat style had appealed to her at the time.

			Jackson was rugged and a little bit dangerous and there was no earthly reason she should find that interesting. But she did.

			She looked over the counter, and their eyes collided. She felt it hit her square in the stomach. It was...attraction. On a level she had never experienced before, something she would have thought was completely impossible for her to experience until this moment.

			She’d been married for nearly five years. Had shared a bed with a man for most of that time, and for some time before. She thought she had known all about sex, and what her limitations were in that arena. But Jackson made her feel more with one look than Darren had made her feel with dinner, foreplay and the main event.

			He made her feel more like a woman than anyone or anything else had before. More aware of her body, of what it meant to be feminine to his masculine.

			It was a problem. A serious problem. They were sharing this tiny house, and she was taking care of his daughter. They needed boundaries.

			So many boundaries.

			For a moment, she thought she saw the heat that burned her stomach reflected in his gaze. But then he looked away, took his hat off, and hung it up on the peg by the door. “What’s for dinner?”

			“Pot roast.”

			She suddenly wished she hadn’t cooked something so domestic. It added a strange layer to the whole interaction. Or maybe that was just her. Her and her completely inappropriate thoughts about her boss. Her boss that she lived with.

			“I’m starving,” he said. “How’s Lily?”

			“Getting in one more nap before she eats again. Before she sleeps for a while longer.”

			“Did you stay home today?”

			“Yeah,” she said. “I took her outside for a little while. She seemed to enjoy the leaves crunching under my feet while I walked.”

			“You know,” he said, walking into the kitchen, his presence so intense, so imposing that she had to take a step back, “it’s Friday night, and normally I would be heading down to the Golden Valley saloon to have a drink. Or three. Pick up a woman.” His lips quirked up into a half smile. “Instead I’m eating pot roast.”

			Her chest was tight, and she could barely breathe. “You’re welcome to go out if you want.”

			“Looking to get rid of me?”

			“I didn’t say that,” she said.

			She was frozen in the back of the kitchen, holding on to her bowl, waiting for him to finish dishing his own food. She didn’t want to walk past him. She felt like if she got that close, she might spontaneously combust.

			She needed to get a grip. This was ridiculous. Profoundly ridiculous.

			She took a fortifying breath and walked past him toward the little table set against the wall in the open living area. When she walked past him, she could feel him. His energy. His heat. He looked...so hard. Like he had been carved directly out of rock.

			She had never touched a man like that. She had never particularly wanted to before. But...but her hands itched when she looked at him, and her body ached.

			She blinked and sat down quickly, pulling her bowl of food close, and turning her focus resolutely onto it. For his part, Jackson stayed in the kitchen, standing against the counter, the bowl placed in front of him.

			“Have you gotten a chance to explore the town much?”

			He was being polite, which was very nice of him, and she supposed a lot less self-conscious than sitting there in silence, like she was. “A little bit,” she responded. “When Lily and I went grocery shopping yesterday I made a few stops. It’s cute. It reminds me a little bit of Colville.”

			“That’s where you’re from?”

			“Yeah. Well. I mean, that’s where I’ve lived since college. Since... Since I got married.”

			“You mentioned something about that. The divorce, I mean.”

			“It was...messy.”

			“What happened?”

			“That’s kind of personal,” she said, looking back down at her pot roast.

			“You’re living in my house taking care of my kid. You might work for me, but it’s a pretty personal situation.”

			The way he was looking at her made her want to tell him. She hadn’t told anyone. In the end, she hadn’t had anyone to tell. Darren had made her feel so stupid she hadn’t wanted to tell anyway. But suddenly here...with him, in another town, another state, in his house in the woods...she wanted to tell someone.

			“Okay,” she said slowly. “He cheated on me. And then he ended the marriage. So...it doesn’t even really matter that he cheated. I didn’t even get the chance to get righteously angry and say I’d never take him back. He didn’t want to be with me. He said we were unhappy. And that I wasn’t...” She wasn’t going to finish that sentence. She wasn’t going to tell Jackson that Darren had told her she was disappointing in bed. And that he never should’ve married a virgin just because he felt guilty for being her first.

			All of that was way, way too personal. And it might be fine for him to get the bare minimum details, but that was too deep.

			“He sounds like a prince.”

			“Unfortunately, he was. The Prince of Colville. His uncle is the mayor. His family has been there for generations. His dad owns the hardware store, and his mother owns the flower shop.”

			“Did that relate to you losing your position at the daycare?”

			She sighed. “Yes. The woman he ended up with was a single mom at the place I used to work. She convinced all of her friends to withdraw the kids, because of course she couldn’t be around me.”

			“And the place had to close?”

			“The owner was close to retirement anyway. Otherwise, she just would’ve fired me.” She thought of Eliza Elton, who of all people had been kind to her when everything had fallen apart. “Well, maybe she wouldn’t have fired me. She was about the only person who took my side. Or, if anyone else did, they certainly didn’t tell me.”

			“I don’t get that. How did this guy cheat on you and end up with people on his side?”

			“People love to blame the woman,” she said dryly. Again, that was far too close to the personal for her to want to get into it. “The woman he... His new fiancée... She’s very popular. She’s lived there most of her life. She’s a widow, and her husband was much beloved in the community. And Darren was helping her out, which was why me feeling weird about him going over and hanging up curtains for her at ten at night was immature. It’s an example of what a good guy he is, don’t you know. And I was only ever an outsider. One of Colville’s own needed Darren and he was there.” She bit the inside of her cheek. “How could he resist when all he had at home was a frigid wife?”

			She’d said it. Frigid. She hated that word. She hated it. And Jackson didn’t need to know that about her, but...she was just angry. And she hadn’t told anyone all the ugly things he’d said to her. Who would she tell, when they were all whispering similarly ugly things behind their hands?

			Jackson arched a brow. “That was his story, was it?”

			“Yes,” she said, her eyes meeting his in defiance of her embarrassment. Her cheeks were hot, and she was sure they were lit up bright pink.

			“Well, he sounds like a Grade A dick.”

			In spite of herself, she laughed. “You’re not wrong. And a mama’s boy. I wouldn’t be surprised if his mom threw him right in Elizabeth’s path. She would have suited my former mother-in-law much better. More involved in the community and all of that.” She cleared her throat. “Not just a daycare worker.”

			“Sounds like you were in a hell of a situation,” he said.

			“Yeah, it could have been better.”

			“Doesn’t exactly make me sorry that I haven’t given the institution of marriage a try. Or commitment of any kind.”

			“I should have known better,” she said. “My parents were unhappy. I thought that I could do better. I thought that by watching them I could figure out exactly what not to do. More fool me.”

			“Are your parents divorced?”

			“No,” she said. “They still live in their venom-filled suburban nightmare, trading barbs back and forth over the dinner table I imagine.”

			“My father was married four times,” he said.

			“Really?”

			“Yep. He was not a good husband. A pretty nice guy, all around, but shitty at commitment. He was more married to this land than he ever could have been to a woman.”

			“Chloe’s mother?”

			“She was the one that stuck. And I could never figure out if that was just the two of them being ready to settle for whatever they got or if they actually changed for each other.”

			“You couldn’t...tell?”

			He shrugged. “Ella is a great woman. She moved away after my dad died, wanted to be somewhere a little less rural. I don’t blame her. But we still see her. She was the only one that had a kid of her own, and sometimes I wonder if dad was more attached to being Chloe’s father than he was to being Ella’s husband. Though, like I said... I don’t really know.”

			“How old was Chloe when they got married?”

			“Ten or so. Them getting a divorce certainly would have been the toughest for us. Because of her.”

			“Is that why you don’t do commitment? Your dad?”

			“I’m a little bit too much like him, is the thing. I like women, but I love the ranch. I love freedom. I don’t want to be accountable to anyone.”

			It was a good answer, and it seemed direct enough, but something in the way he spoke the words made Savannah doubt the authenticity of them. There was something else. He told that story in such a detached way, it made her wonder what more there was. But he was her boss and it wasn’t her business.

			She shouldn’t want to know him. Shouldn’t want to get closer to him. Shouldn’t want to press her thumb between his eyebrows and smooth the crease that was there.

			She shouldn’t want to touch him at all.

			This should be polite dinner conversation only. Nothing more.

			“How long has it been since your divorce was final?”

			“Eight months,” she said.

			“What have you done in those eight months?”

			“I moved here.”

			“Before that.”

			“Came to terms with the fact that I was going to be alone.”

			“Why do you think you’re going to be alone?”

			“I don’t know. Probably for similar reasons to yours.”

			“I’ve never spent eight months alone.”

			“I assume you mean that as a euphemism,” she said, picking up her bowl, which was now empty, and heading back toward the kitchen to put it in the sink.

			“Yeah.”

			She cleared her throat, her face feeling hot. “That is... That is definitely not your concern.”

			“Maybe not. But...” In spite of her best efforts, that long pause he took made her turn her focus to him. “He’s not right.”

			“About what?”

			She regretted asking the moment the words left her mouth. When Jackson’s eyes connected with hers, she felt like all the air had been sucked out of her body. She wasn’t imagining the heat there. She wasn’t.

			“You know perfectly well what.”

			She regretted that she’d chosen this moment to spill her guts. “That’s not... That’s not for you to comment on. And anyway, you don’t know. Maybe he is right.”

			“That you’re frigid?”

			Heat prickled her scalp. “Like I said. You don’t know me.”

			“If that’s the way he feels, if that’s how things were in your marriage, I’d put the blame squarely on him.”

			“This really isn’t something we should be talking about.”

			“I’m not an expert on much, Savannah, but women’s pleasure happens to be one thing I am. I don’t know a damn thing about babies, and here I am, thrown into the deep end on that, and you’re helping me out. So, give me a minute to talk about what I know. If things weren’t working out for you, that’s his fault.”

			“Maybe it isn’t,” she said.

			“No. I’m sure it was.”

			Silence stretched between them, thick and meaningful. And she could feel herself being drawn to him. Like a band had been wrapped around the two of them and was slowly contracting, bringing them together. And she couldn’t fight it. She took a step toward him, then another.

			He lifted his hand, and stretched it out, like he was going to touch her face. His fingertips on her bare skin... She knew that she would go up in flames.

			Unless she froze his fingertips.

			That’s what they were talking about. About the fact that she wasn’t able to...

			She took a step back. “I’m going to go to my room. I have some email and things to catch up on.”

			He jolted, his hand dropping back down to his side. “Good idea.”

			“I’ll see you tomorrow around lunchtime, I’m sure.”

			He took a deep breath, his broad chest expanding. “I’m sure.”

			And then she ran, like she was running from the devil himself. And for all she knew, she might have been. Because she had never known temptation like she’d experienced just now.

			But it wasn’t the temptation, or the fact she might give in to it that scared her. It was the idea that it would be another disappointment. Another opportunity for her to fail with a man.

			More than anything else, she didn’t think she could face that.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			JACKSON HAD SLEPT for shit that night. He blamed Savannah and the conversation they’d had. Frigid. He wanted to find her ex-husband and pull that bastard’s testicles out through his mouth.

			In his opinion, any man who put that kind of thing on a woman was beneath contempt. Jackson might not be a knight in shining armor, but he knew where his responsibilities lay in the bedroom. There was no damned point to sex if your partner didn’t get as much out of it as you did, if not more. A woman’s pleasure was part of his own. Any man who not only put that responsibility on the lady, but also made her feel bad about herself when he couldn’t perform, was a lowlife in his mind.

			That kind of man certainly didn’t deserve to get off.

			But the problem was, Jackson shouldn’t be thinking about his nanny and getting off in the same sentence. Not at all.

			That was the trouble with not having Lily out with him while he worked. He had too much time on his brain to do thinking. And his thoughts were in the damned gutter.

			He sighed and lifted the ax he was holding over his head, bringing it down hard on the piece of wood sitting on its end, sending half of it flying across the lot.

			He looked up and saw his brother’s truck pulling up toward him, and he swore. The last thing he wanted was to deal with Tanner or Calder right now.

			And sadly for him, it was both of his brothers. They stopped the truck and got out, the two older Reids looking at him, and then looking at each other.

			“Can I help you?” he asked, feeling testy as fuck and just as mean. He had sexual tension to get rid of, and he aimed to chop a cord of wood, not have a discussion with his brothers.

			“Just haven’t had a chance to chat in a while,” Tanner said.

			“You’re full of shit,” Jackson said. “We work together every day.”

			“Yeah,” Calder agreed, “but Chloe’s been around.”

			“What exactly do you want to talk to me about that you can’t say in front of Chloe?”

			“I want to know what’s really happening with you and the nanny,” Tanner said.

			“What do you mean really happening?”

			“You’re living with a woman that beautiful in your house, and you want me to believe that you’re not doing anything with her?” Calder asked.

			Tanner’s expression tightened, his whole body going tense. It seemed he didn’t find Calder’s questions any more amusing than Jackson did. “It is possible to live with a beautiful woman and not touch her,” Tanner pointed out.

			“Sure,” Calder said. “It’s possible. But Jackson doesn’t have any experience with restraint. And we know that with even more certainty than we did a couple months ago.”

			“Yeah, because you’re a snow-white virgin,” Jackson said, glaring at his brother.

			“I’m no such thing. But I’m not half the manwhore you are.”

			“Even half the manwhore I am is pretty bad,” he responded dryly.

			Tanner snorted. “That is true. Though, I’ve been much too busy running this place to get up to even half of what Calder has.”

			“That’s a dirty lie,” Jackson said. “You’ve been a bit busy raising Chloe.”

			“I am not raising Chloe,” Tanner said, his tone hard. “She’s an adult.”

			“What is she? Twenty-two? And she’s half-feral.”

			“At least you don’t have to worry about her sneaking off with guys,” Calder said, humor on his face. “Anyway, if a man gave her trouble, she’d just shoot them herself.”

			“We are not talking about Chloe,” Tanner said, his voice taking on an edge when he said their stepsister’s name.

			He knew Chloe could be irritating, but she and Tanner had lived together in the main house for ages. It had only been about six months since Chloe’s mother had moved away, but Jackson couldn’t imagine things had changed that much since Ella had gone.

			“We’re talking about Jackson. And his transgressions,” Calder said.

			“If you call Lily a transgression one more time, Calder,” Jackson said, his tone warning, “I will personally put my fist through your face.”

			“That isn’t what I meant,” Calder said, looking contrite. “I was just giving you a hard time.”

			“I swear, everything with Savannah is on the up-and-up. I needed someone to help me out. I don’t know shit about babies, and you know that.”

			“Neither do we.”

			“Neither does Chloe,” Tanner said.

			“Yeah, it’s basically a nineties comedy around here, except that we’re not going to magically figure it out, so I needed to do something. And I hired Savannah. End of story. I’m not touching her, and neither are either of you. She’s the only way I’ve gotten any sleep for a week, and if you fuck that up for me I will...”

			“Fist through the face,” Tanner said. “I think we got it.”

			“Hey,” Calder said, “I’m more worried about you messing it up.”

			“I can keep my dick under control, thanks,” Jackson said.

			“Can you?” Tanner asked.

			He would be offended, but Tanner had a point. If he could keep himself under control, he’d never shown it. He’d never had to.

			“I have a reason to,” he bit out. “The best reason I’ve ever had. I know that you might not... I never wanted to be a father,” he continued. “But the fact of the matter is I am one. Everything that I wanted has changed now. I care a hell of a lot more about that little girl growing up happy than I do about when I’m going to get laid next. And hell, I don’t know when that’s going to be. Maybe not till she graduates from high school.”

			Well, he hoped that wouldn’t be true. But there was a serious chance he wasn’t going to be getting any action on a regular basis for quite some time. He couldn’t bring a parade of women through her life. That was the kind of thing their father had done, and he wouldn’t do that. He wanted her to have more stability than he’d had. Didn’t want her to go through a series of attachments and separations over and over again. It was too hard.

			Her mother had already left, and God knew he understood that pain. Of knowing your mother couldn’t handle you. Couldn’t raise you. Already, Lily’s childhood was a shade too much like his own. For his father’s part, when it came to their mother, at least it hadn’t really been his fault. He had married her. Had tried to have a stable life before bringing children into the world.

			Jackson had just been indiscriminate. Yes, he’d used protection, but the fact of the matter was, there was always a chance that protection could fail. And any grown man who was sexually active had to take that risk on. It had never come back to bite him in the ass before.

			But now it had, and he had to man up.

			“I never realized you were so self-sacrificial,” Calder said.

			“I’m not. But what else am I supposed to do? She’s here,” he said gruffly.

			“We’re here for you,” Tanner said, clapping him on the back. “Even though I don’t think we’re any more qualified than you.”

			“Maybe if we put all of our heads together we can equal one qualified parent,” Calder said.

			Jackson chuckled. “You might be about right.”

			But he had Savannah. She was qualified, and she was giving Lily a good start. She knew what to do. She knew things like tummy time, which Jackson hadn’t known about. She was going to provide that early stability. Be that mother figure for Lily. And he knew it wouldn’t last forever, but if he could just make it the best situation possible, he had a feeling it could last for a while.

			And that meant no more thinking about Savannah, or her problem.

			And letting go of the idea it was his to solve.

			Lord almighty. He wanted to solve it.

			Dick. Under. Control.

			His brothers took off, and while he went on chopping that wood, all he could think about was that Savannah wasn’t staying forever. It was already temporary.

			And there was no real way to mess up something that wasn’t forever anyway. Was there?

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			SAVANNAH WAS READY to fall asleep on the floor right next to Lily. The baby hadn’t slept at all the night before, which meant Savannah hadn’t, either, and then for some reason Lily had defied every reasonable expectation and hadn’t napped the entire day, either. She really hoped this wasn’t indicative of what was to come.

			Finally, the little wiggling thing had fallen asleep on her blanket, and Savannah was stretched out beside her, the ceiling spinning above her head as she fought to stay conscious.

			Jackson would be back soon. She had already texted him to warn him that she wouldn’t be cooking dinner. She simply didn’t have the energy. She had managed to eat a few grapes while spoon-feeding Lily some squash, but that was it. She was hungry and exhausted. She wasn’t sure how she was going to go on.

			And while she lay there, her thoughts turned to Jackson.

			That was the biggest problem with being sleep deprived. She had almost no control over her thought process. All damn day she had thought of him. Of the way he talked about how it was a man’s fault if a woman didn’t find pleasure in bed with him.

			It made her wonder.

			Wonder a whole lot of things that were half-formed and blurry. Wonder a lot of things that she knew she should have a better handle on, but she didn’t. Because her curiosity about sex had basically shut down over the past few years. She felt like a failure at it. A failure as a wife. And instead of trying to figure it out with Darren she had just locked everything away. Pretended that she didn’t care. It was better—she had rationalized—than being her parents. Always unhappy and yelling and screaming.

			But then she had discovered just how quiet unhappiness could be. How many forms bad marriages could take.

			She had tried so hard to be different, and it had ended up the same.

			Well, not quite. Her husband had actually cut her loose. Her parents didn’t have the common decency to set each other free. They just suffered together in misery. Savannah could honestly say she felt her choice was the better one. Or rather, the choice that Darren had made for the both of them. Though, she refused to be grateful to him.

			But there was Jackson.

			His lips were beautiful, and they made her want to kiss them. Kissing she had liked. At least at first. It had always sparked in her stomach the promise of something that she could never really have. So, eventually she had stopped liking kissing quite so much.

			She wondered if kissing Jackson would be any different.

			He was rarely clean-shaven. Somehow, he always seemed to have a perpetual five-o’clock shadow, and it looked like it would be rough to touch. She licked her own lips in response to that thought, closing her eyes and allowing her vision to fill with images of him.

			She heard the front door open and close. Her eyes popped open.

			“Hello,” said Jackson softly, looking down at her position on the floor.

			“Don’t wake her up,” she said. “I’m desperate.”

			“Yeah, your text seemed a little bit on the desperate side.”

			“I haven’t slept.” She sat up, rubbing her face.

			“Do you need to take a nap?”

			“Yes,” she mumbled. “But I need to eat. I haven’t eaten today, either.”

			He frowned. “If it’s ever that overwhelming you should call me.”

			“You hired me to take care of things. I’m not going to call you away from work. This is my job.”

			“Which you won’t be able to do if you’re not functioning. I don’t expect you to be working twenty-four hours a day. That’s not reasonable.”

			“Well, I’m fine,” she said, stretching and then standing. “Just tired. And hungry.”

			“I did bring food.”

			He held up a bag and she sniffed the air. “What did you bring?”

			“Burgers,” he said. “From Mustard Seed. I brought regular fries and sweet potato fries. I didn’t know what your philosophical stance was.”

			“I will put any French fry in my mouth. All of them. So, I hope that you got two orders of each. Because if you didn’t... I’m still eating them all.”

			“Oh, don’t worry. I got four orders.”

			“Perfect,” she said, standing up and rubbing her hands together. She really was starving. Beyond reason. And suddenly, all she could think of was how perfect it would be to eat a hamburger.

			Which was much less unsettling than pondering the merits of devouring Jackson’s mouth.

			He set the paper bag down on the table and she crowded around, digging inside and pulling out one of the containers of fries. The sweet potato. She dug into them immediately while Jackson sorted through the rest.

			“Beer?” he asked, heading toward the fridge.

			“Coke,” she said. “A beer is just going to put me to sleep.”

			“Nothing wrong with that,” he said, but returned with a beer for him and a Coke for her.

			“I need to be able to wake back up if Lily needs something.”

			He frowned. “Let me take a shift tonight.”

			“No. I already told you. This is my job. And I really don’t mind doing it.”

			“And I told you that I don’t expect you to work twenty-four hours a day. I want you sharp enough to take care of her tomorrow. That means you need to sleep tonight.”

			“Jackson, I will tell you when I need you to be a mother hen. That time is not now.”

			His lips quirked upward into a smile, and she recalled the fantasies she’d been having about those lips not long before. “A mother hen?” He shook his head. “That’s the first time I’ve ever been accused of that.”

			“Well. You’re being ridiculous. I’m a grown woman, and if I need something I have no problem letting you know.”

			“Is that right?” His dark eyes burned into hers and her heart leaped up in her chest. It was not a caring look. It was...loaded. It made her stomach tighten. Made her fingers feel numb.

			“Don’t look at me like that,” she said, stuffing a French fry in her mouth and chewing indelicately.

			“Like what?”

			“You know. If I... If I know, then it’s really not very subtle, Jackson.”

			“I’m not looking at you like anything,” he said. “Because things need to stay professional between us. I was pondering that earlier today.”

			“Were you?”

			“I was.”

			“Why did you...” She hated herself for asking this question, but she was going to anyway. “Why did you come to that conclusion?”

			“Because I was having some decidedly unprofessional thoughts,” he acknowledged, his voice getting rough, the heat in his eyes intensifying.

			She shifted, stuffing another French fry in her mouth.

			“That...” She cleared her throat and reached down for the burger that he had put in front of her. “I hope this has onions on it.”

			He chuckled. “Believe me. Onions are not a deterrent. The fact that you’re taking care of Lily? That is.”

			“Right.” She took a bite of the burger and moaned. She hadn’t meant to have such an obvious response to eating a burger, but she was starving. When she looked up, Jackson was watching her far too closely.

			They ate in silence for a while, a strange awareness settling over her. They had acknowledged it. And he hadn’t denied it. Not at all. He was attracted to her.

			It was strange. She didn’t consider herself the kind of woman men like him would be attracted to. She wasn’t stunningly beautiful. She was tall, and some men were into that, but since she had never been big on dating, she hadn’t much explored it. And then, she had been married and found out what a disappointment she was as a sex object, so really, this whole thing with Jackson was weird.

			He was attracted to her. She was attracted to him. Right from the beginning. From that first moment they had seen each other in the airport.

			The problem was, it was all a lie.

			Well, the real problem was Lily. But beyond that, even if they were two strangers that just met... Whatever he thought being with her might feel like...he was wrong.

			Whatever her own body thought being with Jackson might do to her, it wouldn’t.

			“I’m not that exciting,” she said. “Really. In fact, I think if you’re actually finding yourself attracted to me right about now it’s mostly because of the forbidden aspect to...to us being together.”

			“Really?” He raised his brows, and he looked maddeningly unconvinced.

			“Yes,” she confirmed, hoping he didn’t know she hadn’t a clue what she was talking about. “You said yourself you...are well-traveled.”

			“Is that a nice way of saying I’m the town bike?”

			“Well. Yes.” She cleared her throat. “That leads me to believe that not very many things have been off-limits to you. Until recently. And now you find yourself...chained to your house. So... Not traveling as much. So to speak.”

			As she said it, it made sense. It made a hell of a lot more sense than this man randomly wanting her for...her.

			“You’re not wrong about that,” he agreed.

			“And I’m here.”

			“Yes, you are,” he said, his face almost comically serious.

			“Look, the thing is...maybe Darren is a jerk, but he’s also right. So...even if we...did something...it wouldn’t actually be that fun. I would be prudish and disappointing. And you would be disappointing, too, and it wouldn’t even be your fault. It would be mine.”

			Silence fell between them. But it wasn’t awkward, and it wasn’t harmless. It seemed to crackle. With heat and fire.

			He leaned forward, his dark eyes intense. “Let’s get one thing straight, honey. I am never disappointing.”

			Her cheeks felt scorched. “Well, there would be a first time for everything, and it would be with me.”

			Jackson leaned back, taking hold of a French fry and putting it in his mouth, chewing thoughtfully. “The real problem,” he said slowly, “is that I suspect there might just be some firsts between us, Savannah. But they wouldn’t be disappointing firsts.”

			Her heart thundered hard. “Good thing we’re not going to find out.”

			He shook his head. “It’s very important to me that Lily have stability in her life.”

			“It’s important to me that I get some stability in mine.”

			He nodded. “Stability is very important.”

			Except he was leaning closer to her, and she could smell the aftereffects of his long day of hard labor, mingled with the body wash he used. And none of it was objectionable. Not in the least.

			She swallowed hard, feeling dizzier than she had earlier. But right now, lack of sleep had nothing to do with it.

			“The thing is,” he continued, “I’m a bad bet.”

			“I’m sure you say that to all the girls,” she said.

			“I do.” He nodded. “I don’t want to upset what we have here.”

			“I don’t, either.”

			“Although,” he said, “there’s a couple of things I’d add to that. The first being the fact I’m a bad bet might actually make it a better idea. There isn’t going to be a romantic entanglement, even if there’s a physical entanglement. That’s not in me. Fact of the matter is, I didn’t think fatherhood was in me, and stretching myself to be that... There’s not going to be any more character growth coming for me for quite some time.”

			“Noted.”

			“And we’ve already talked about it. I’m attracted to you. Hell, I can’t remember the last time I wanted a woman as badly as I want you.”

			She hadn’t expected him to say that. He didn’t need to say things like that.

			He didn’t need to lie.

			“You really shouldn’t have said that,” she said, looking down at her hands.

			“Why the hell not? We’ve been dancing around it. So, there it is. Now, those are the first two things.”

			“What’s the third thing?”

			“I want to send your ex-husband to a fucking early grave for telling you all that about yourself. But since I have a child to think about, and I can’t go getting myself arrested for murder, the next best thing I can think to do is try to erase some of that. You came here for a fresh start, Savannah. I can give it to you. You can stay here with Lily for as long as you want and during that time...if the two of us have some fun, then I consider it an added bonus.”

			“Another perk of the job?” she asked dryly.

			“Forget the job for a second. I want you. You want something different than what Darren showed you. Right?”

			“What if it’s me?” She insisted.

			“You need to get over that. That fear. You’re not going to stay here and be Lily’s nanny forever, right? That was never your plan.”

			She shook her head slowly. “Well. No.”

			“This is just a stopover while you figure out what to do with the rest of your life. And that’s fine. But I assume that in the future you’re going to want children of your own. A husband.”

			“Husbands don’t have a lot to recommend them as far as I can see.”

			“Lovers then. Who wants to be alone? No one.” He shrugged. “Even I don’t like to be alone at night.”

			“Just because you like sex,” she said.

			“Sure. But most people do. Let me prove him wrong. You prove him wrong, Savannah. I’ll show you it was him. His fault. You can let that go, leave it behind. Burn it to the damned ground. Isn’t that better than letting his words live inside you like that? Next time you tell someone your ex-husband said you were frigid you can do it with a laugh.”

			“But what if... What if...”

			He didn’t let her finish that sentence. Instead, he reached out, grabbed hold of her arm and dragged her over to his side of the table. Onto his lap. And then, she didn’t have to wonder about those lips anymore. Didn’t have to wonder about those whiskers. Because Jackson Reid was kissing her, and it wasn’t like anything she’d ever experienced before.

			It was better.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			SHE HAD THOUGHT she liked kissing. Had thought that it was her favorite part about physical intimacy. That it was sweet and undemanding, that it allowed her to feel those warm, fuzzy feelings that always vanished once her clothes came off and expectations began to grow.

			But this kiss was something else entirely.

			It wasn’t sweet. And it was more than demanding.

			His lips were hard and hot on hers, his tongue insistent as he devoured her mouth, sliding it against hers. And as for warm, fuzzy feelings...

			This was too sharp to be anything like fuzzy. It was something ferocious, something that went deep and hard and on forever. Something that reached parts of her she hadn’t been aware of.

			His hands were large and rough from all that outdoor labor, just like she’d known they would be. He didn’t hold her gently. Not at all. His blunt fingertips bit into that space between her shoulder blades as he held her tightly against his body. And they didn’t stay still. No. Not at all. One slid down the center of her spine, tracing a line on the way down to cup her ass, and then he lifted her, easily, quickly, positioning her on his lap, her legs straddling his thighs. She could feel him between them, hard and insistent and already pushing her outside the boundaries of kissing.

			She would have said that she didn’t like that. That she didn’t like to be rushed through this part, and taken to the portion of events where she failed.

			But, she couldn’t say anything. Because he was still devouring her mouth, and there was something about the way he held her, something about the way he moved his tongue against hers, about the way his hips bucked beneath her, that made her forget there might be something she wasn’t doing right.

			Her fingers ached, and it took her a moment to realize it was because they were wrapped around the collar of his T-shirt. So tight that in spite of the fact there was fabric between her fingertips and her palms, she could feel her nails digging into her skin. It was a miracle she hadn’t worked little claw marks through the material.

			Dimly, she wondered if she cared if she did.

			He shifted his other hand, the rough pads of his fingers an erotic sensation on the delicate skin of her neck as he moved his palm to cup her head, tangling his fingers in her hair. He broke the kiss, his lips hot against her neck, her cheek, and then against her ear.

			“What did he do?” he whispered in her ear, the words rough and harsh.

			“What?”

			“Your ex. How did it normally go?”

			She didn’t want to think about him. Not at all. “It doesn’t matter.”

			“It does. I’m not setting you up for failure.”

			“I... I...”

			“How about this?” His voice grew huskier. “Why don’t you tell me something he never did?”

			Her brain froze. That felt too... To have to admit to him all the things she’d never done. To have to sit there and try to think of sexual things she had no experience of was humiliating. And not only that, it would take too long. And there were probably about a thousand things she wouldn’t think of because she was too inexperienced to know them.

			How could a woman who had been married all that time be inexperienced? It was... Well, she came back to the word humiliating.

			So she simply froze above him, her entire body going stiff. He drew his head back and looked at her, those dark eyes boring into hers.

			“Never mind,” he said, his tone gentling. “I’ll handle it.”

			“You’ll...”

			He slid his hand forward, tracing the line of her jaw to her chin, and then pressing his thumb against her lower lip. The movement was slow, deliberate, and his eyes never left hers. “You don’t have to worry about a thing.”

			“How... How am I supposed to...”

			“Honey,” he said firmly. “I don’t need you to problem-solve this. You’re not my nanny. I don’t need you to take care of me. I know exactly what I’m doing.”

			She chose to forget for a moment that it was because he had been with a lot of other women. Because he had been with any number of people he would be able to compare her to. Because really... That just meant that he’d had a lot of sex, and if this sex was disappointing she wouldn’t feel that bad. She was not, after all, the be-all and end-all for him, like she had been for Darren.

			Somehow, that put less pressure on her. Made her feel more settled.

			His large hands were so firm and sure, it made her feel like she could relax into them. That demand that she had felt in his kiss earlier wasn’t a demand being placed on her. It was a demand he placed on himself, and all she had to do was surrender to it.

			He kissed her again, firm and certain, slow and thorough, taking the time to trace her mouth with his tongue before he delved back in deep. She shivered, warmth pooling low in her midsection as he explored her mouth.

			He didn’t move his hands. He kept them right where they were, kept his exploration confined to her lips alone.

			There was something incredibly erotic about that. It made her whole body feel more alive somehow. Made her feel restless, aching for a touch he wasn’t giving. Her breasts felt heavy, achy. As did that soft, slick place between her legs. He wasn’t pressed against her now. The only place they made contact was where her legs draped over his thighs, and where he held her fast with his hand, where his mouth met hers. She wanted more.

			She couldn’t remember how long it had been since she had wanted more. He kissed her like that until she was trembling, until that ache between her legs had become a hollow, intense pain. Until she was ready to beg.

			And then, just when she felt like she couldn’t stand it any longer, he moved his hand down the side of her neck, to her breast, cupping her gently, his thumb sliding over one tightened nipple.

			The sensation was like a jolt of electricity arrowed down to that place where she was wet and needy for him. She bucked her hips forward, the movement involuntary, bringing her into contact with his arousal again. He chuckled, but didn’t make any movements of his own. He just continued to stroke her breast, lazily almost, as if he had all the time in the world.

			He broke the kiss, those dark eyes knowing as he stared into hers, as he continued to toy with her. Looking at him while he touched her like that was... She shivered, a strange aftershock seeming to echo inside of her core.

			“That’s my girl,” he whispered, pausing to find her nipple again and pinch it lightly between his thumb and forefinger. Her eyes widened, a shocked gasp on her lips. And he swallowed it, claiming her mouth with his own again. Then, he lifted them both up out of the chair, not breaking the kiss as he walked her back into his bedroom.

			She was not a petite woman. And no man had ever...picked her up like she was a delicate, fragile thing. But Jackson made her feel like she might be. His strong arms held her easily, his big, hard body a firm and steady resting place.

			It was exhilarating. Incredible.

			It was the one room of the cabin that she hadn’t been in over the course of the past couple of weeks. It was sparse and masculine, and exactly like she had imagined his room would be. Plain, wooden furniture was paired with a red-and-black flannel bedspread, which she soon found herself deposited onto. He didn’t join her on the bed. Instead he took a step backward, his hands going to the hem of his T-shirt.

			He dragged it up over his head and her insides hollowed out.

			He was the most... The most incredible, beautiful man she had ever seen. His muscles were honed from years of hard work, a bit of dark hair covering his chest and trailing down over his well-defined abs. His jeans were low, showing off that band of muscle that formed an arrow, pointing down toward that most masculine part of him that remained hidden from her sight.

			Then his hands went to his belt buckle, and her throat went dry. “I figured I ought to get naked first,” he said.

			“Of course you think that,” she said, her voice trembling. “You know there’s not a woman alive who could turn you away once you do that.”

			She hadn’t exactly meant to say that out loud, but she had. He chuckled, continuing to work his belt through the loops, and snapping his jeans and drawing the zipper down slowly, shedding the denim and his underwear in one fluid movement, and leaving her staring, open-mouthed.

			She shifted restlessly, that hot, hollow ache between her legs suddenly taking on a very clear and obvious purpose. But if she was going to fill it with a man that size she was going to need to be seriously wet. She squeezed her legs together. She might already be wet enough. Just from looking. Just from kissing.

			Although, calling what had just happened between them just kissing seemed a little bit disingenuous. He looked at her with purpose, closing the distance between them and bending over, kissing her until she couldn’t think straight. Kissing her until she couldn’t breathe. Then he stretched them both out on the bed, her body draped half over his, still fully clothed. Her hand was planted against his bare chest, and she could feel his heart, raging hard against her palm. He was naked, and she was fully clothed.

			It should feel—in some ways—like he was the vulnerable one. But she had no idea how a man like him could ever be vulnerable. He was so large that he made her feel tiny and delicate, which was unheard of at her height. But he was so broad and muscular and tall. Perfect.

			Touching his bare skin made her shake. Feeling all that leashed strength beneath her hands... She had never experienced anything like it.

			Those big hands moved down to her hips, pushed up beneath the hem of her top, the heat of his touch burning through the thin lace of her bra as he cupped both breasts and teased her nipples. Then, with very little fanfare, he wrenched her top up overhead, sending it flying across the small bedroom. He grinned as he turned his focus to her leggings, dragging them down her legs and leaving her before him in nothing but her black lace bra and underwear. She gave thanks for the fact that she kept it simple when it came to unmentionables, and it just so happened she had white and she had black, and that meant most of the time they matched.

			Though she had a feeling he wouldn’t care either way.

			He was looking at her like he wanted to eat her whole, and she didn’t think—no, she knew—that her husband had never looked at her that way. Not even once. And he was supposed to have loved her. Jackson didn’t love her. But he seemed captivated by her body. That did something to her. Ramped up the already intense sensitivity in her body.

			He made a sound that was halfway between a groan and a growl, moving toward her and kissing the curve of her breast, just above her lacy bra cup. Then he reached behind her back and unclasped it, sending it sailing the same way as her T-shirt.

			“Shit,” he breathed, the curse like a prayer as he stared at her. He touched her again, like he had done through her shirt, cupping her, teasing her. The effect of those calloused fingers, with nothing to blunt the sensation was... She arched and squirmed beneath him, that restless ache between her thighs growing wider, more insistent.

			Then those wicked lips quirked into a grin as he pushed his other hand down beneath the waistband of her panties, sliding his finger through the center of her slick folds, his touch like lightning against her sensitized flesh.

			She gasped in shock, trying to squeeze her knees together as he drew lazy circles around her clit, his fingers moving easily because of all the wetness that he’d created there. She was almost embarrassed. For him to realize how much she wanted this. To be revealed in this way. That thought sent a zip of panic through her. She couldn’t hide. Not like this. He knew exactly how desperate she was. How needy. Knew that he had created this effect in her body.

			As if he could read her mind he removed his hand from her breast and drew it down to his cock, wrapping his fingers around his hardened length and slowly sliding his hand from base to tip and back down again, bringing her focus to his arousal. To how turned on he was. How much he wanted her.

			Maybe she was wet and needy for him, but he was hard for her.

			She licked her lips, desire drowning out that momentary panic as she watched him take himself in his hand, as she took in the full sight of him, thick and heavy and beautiful.

			She could honestly say she had never thought of that part of a man’s anatomy as beautiful before. His was. He was.

			He continued to tease her with his fingers, sliding one finger deep inside of her and continuing to move his thumb over her clit as he worked it in and out of her body.

			She let her head fall back, arching her hips against his hand in time with his rhythm. She was lost in it, and only dimly aware when he pulled her panties down her legs exposing her to him completely.

			He leaned in, kissing her hipbone, the touch of his mouth on her skin a shock.

			Then he shifted, moving downward, parting her legs, his focus right there on her center.

			She squirmed, trying to close her legs like she had done earlier, but he held them open, his gaze never leaving her body. Then, he met her eyes, a question in them.

			He wasn’t going to ask, though she knew exactly what he was wondering.

			If anyone had ever done this for her. What he was about to do.

			Part of her wanted to stop him. For the same reasons she had been horrified by her own signs of arousal earlier. Because what he was clearly getting ready to do was so intimate, so raw, that it terrified her. Just the idea of it.

			And no, no one had ever done it to her.

			But neither of them said anything, and he kissed her inner thigh, the scrape of his beard on that delicate skin sending an erotic shiver through her body.

			She could tell him to stop. But as he kissed and licked a path to the most intimate part of her, she could only wait. Wait and anticipate.

			She didn’t know what kind of magic he had worked on her body, only that it was very real. And that she was under his spell.

			He pressed his hand against her intimate flesh, spreading her open and sliding his thumb over that sensitized bundle of nerves there a few more times, bringing her back to her body. Bringing her back to that state of need that superseded everything else. Then he leaned forward, replacing his thumb with his tongue, tracing shapes, drawing the most intense pleasure from her that she’d ever experienced.

			It was so sharp it almost hurt, that slick glide of his tongue over her clit. She was bucking her hips in time with his mouth, unable to worry about embarrassment, unable to care what it said about her. What it betrayed about her desire for him.

			She could only feel. His every lick, his every kiss, the welcome invasion when he pressed two fingers inside of her and worked them in and out of her body in time with the rhythm of his tongue.

			He lifted his head, just for a moment, his eyes burning into hers. “Good girl,” he said, before lowering his head and sucking her clit into his mouth as he spread his fingers inside of her wide. She hadn’t felt it building. Not really. It had been an ache, something sharp and fiery. She hadn’t realized the explosion was coming.

			It was hard and intense, lightning behind her eyes as her internal muscles clenched tightly around him, a wave pulsing through her body. It went on and on. She didn’t know if it would ever end, and she didn’t know if she could survive it. The pleasure felt like it might break her apart from the inside out. Deep inside, where she had never been touched before. And he didn’t stop, his fingers drawing out deeper, harder responses while she shivered and cried out, her cheeks wet with tears. Then he moved away from her, leaning over and opening up a drawer by the bedside, taking out a small plastic packet and tearing it open quickly. He rolled the condom over his length and returned to her.

			She was boneless. Spent, her mind reeling with what had just happened. Her body still trembling with the aftereffects. She couldn’t handle more. She couldn’t. But she couldn’t find the voice to say it, and much like right before he had placed his mouth on her, she wanted to push herself. Dare herself.

			She didn’t want to allow herself to be the one that stopped what was happening.

			He had said that she could trust him. So she was going to. He positioned himself between her thighs, that thick, blunt head teasing her entrance.

			She was so wet, more than ready for him. She looked up at him, at that beautiful face, so acutely aware of the fact that it was Jackson slipping inside of her now. He felt different. Every inch of him. From that hard, muscular chest pressed to her breasts, to those big, rough workmen’s hands. To that thick, glorious cock that made her feel so full it took her breath away.

			He flexed his hips forward, hard, and she gasped as his pelvis made contact with her clit again. She had never felt it like this when Darren was inside of her. Had never felt stimulation there before. It was something about the way Jackson moved, or the way he had so thoroughly aroused her before. The way he had already brought her to completion. She was sensitive. So sensitive. She could barely stand any more stimulation.

			He kept moving, and each thrust deep inside of her found some glorious place deep in there, sparking need against those nerves.

			She felt like she would die of it. Another orgasm built from somewhere deeper inside her this time.

			And she recognized it. What that ache was. That need that verged on pain.

			She didn’t fight it. She chased after it. Suddenly she was desperate. For more. For everything. She wrapped her legs around his waist, trying to take him deeper as he whispered filthy things in her ear. Working her hips in time with his as he claimed her, over and over again. As he seemed to lose his control, his movements becoming fractured and uneven, harder.

			Harder.

			She realized she was saying that out loud. Making demands of her own.

			And he obliged.

			He slammed his mouth against hers, his tongue going deep as he froze above her, his hardness pulsing inside of her as his muscles shook, trembled. It was his own release, and the realization that he was in the grips of an orgasm as powerful as the one she’d had earlier pushed her over the edge again.

			Her internal muscles gripped him tight, pulled him deeper, drew out their pleasure longer. Impossibly so. She clung to him. Held on to him until her breathing slowed. Until her heart rate returned to normal.

			And she realized she had made a huge mistake.

			Sleeping with a man she was living with. A man she couldn’t get away from. A man whose baby she was taking care of. A man who paid her wages.

			She also didn’t care. She couldn’t.

			“I didn’t know,” she whispered.

			He kissed her forehead, pulling her against his chest. “Now you do.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			JACKSON WASN’T SURE what woke him up. He had been sleeping better than he could remember sleeping in months, and suddenly he wasn’t. His bed felt empty, and for a moment he couldn’t figure out why that was notable. Not when it had been empty since Lily had come into his life. And then he remembered.

			Savannah.

			He had taken Savannah to bed last night.

			Thoroughly.

			And while part of him wanted to give himself a pat on the back for rocking her world the way that he had, because damn, she’d been shaking and crying in his arms, she’d come so hard, another part of him knew that he didn’t deserve to feel proud of what he’d done.

			But then, he didn’t feel proud of much. He wasn’t sure why suddenly that was a requirement. She hadn’t stayed in bed, and that did concern him. It made him wonder if maybe she was feeling...regretful, or something.

			It wasn’t like he hadn’t had his share of sexual encounters that had some regrets in the end. Tipsy hookups ended that way a lot. On both sides, frankly. But...he cared. Because hookups that ended in regret weren’t something Savannah normally did. And he didn’t want her to feel any regret over what they’d done. Mostly because he wanted her to be able to enjoy the fact that it had felt good.

			Is that why?

			What other reason could there be?

			He got out of bed and put his jeans on with nothing underneath, zipping them and walking out into the main part of the house. It was quiet, and then he noticed that there was a small shaft of light coming from under Lily’s bedroom door. He walked that way, and pushed it open.

			Savannah was there, dressed in a simple pair of gray thermal pajamas, cradling Lily to her chest, rocking in the chair and rubbing his daughter’s back as she hummed.

			Her voice was sweet sounding, soothing.

			It reached down inside of him and made him feel like she had grabbed hold of his heart. Like she was cupping it in her palm, and could decide whether or not she was going to squeeze it, twist it or destroy it completely. On her whim.

			At the same time, she was holding his daughter in her arms, an extension of that feeling. That she had his heart in her hands. But she was gentle, the look on her face serene.

			“Hi,” he said, his voice rough.

			She looked up, her green eyes wide. “Did she wake you?”

			“No,” he said. “The fact that you weren’t in bed did.”

			“Lily started crying, and I realized we forgot to bring the monitor in. I could hear her through the walls.”

			He shook his head. “I didn’t hear her at all.”

			“I wasn’t... I wasn’t sleeping,” she admitted.

			“Are you all right?”

			Her smile turned dreamy. “I’m fine.”

			It was hard to breathe all of a sudden. “I was worried that you were upset,” he said heavily.

			“No,” she said. “I was just... It’s silly.”

			He walked farther into the room and stood in front of her, leaning back against Lily’s crib. “I’m here for silly.”

			“Are you?”

			“It would be a pretty dick move if I was here for sex and nudity but wasn’t here for silly.”

			Savannah looked down at Lily, her expression concerned. “I...”

			“She doesn’t understand,” Jackson said.

			“I don’t know,” Savannah replied. “This could be an early repressed childhood memory situation.”

			He chuckled. “I’d make a joke about how she needs something to tell her therapist, but sadly, I have a feeling she’s actually going to have a lot of things to tell a therapist.”

			“I don’t know if that’s true,” Savannah said softly.

			“Why weren’t you sleeping?”

			“I didn’t want to sleep, because I was afraid that it was a dream. I spent so long feeling like there was something wrong with me. And I just had to let go of the idea that I was a woman who didn’t enjoy sex. Sometimes it was okay, and sometimes it wasn’t. But most especially when it caused problems in my marriage... I just felt like a failure. This clarified a lot for me. An orgasm, of all things.”

			“Two,” he said.

			She laughed softly. “Two. But...what happened to me with Darren was a lot more him than I realized. I think I came into our marriage with more baggage and more fears than I thought. And I think that he exploited that, used the places where I was naive and afraid, to create a life where he never had to be the bad guy.”

			She shifted, adjusting the blanket over Lily. “He managed to have an affair and still make it my fault. I accepted it to a degree because of how I felt about myself at that point. And now... I just don’t. I’m mad at him. And he deserves it. But I’m also relieved. I don’t think there’s anything wrong with me, Jackson,” she said, meeting his gaze, the words making his chest feel too tight. “And I can honestly say it’s been years since I thought that. Since I thought I wasn’t broken.”

			“Definitely not broken,” he said roughly.

			“Do you know why I was such an easy target for Darren?”

			“Why?” he asked.

			“This goes back to why I think Lily might not be as messed up as you think.”

			“Okay,” he said cautiously.

			“I didn’t have parents in my life who built me up. If it weren’t for my teachers I wouldn’t have had any affirmation. My parents were too busy screaming at each other. Too busy fighting and reveling in their own unhappiness to care much about me. That isn’t true with you, Jackson. I know that Lily’s mother abandoned her. But you changed your entire life to give her a home. To be her father.”

			“I don’t deserve any kind of medal for that,” he said. “It’s just what a man should do.”

			“But my point is men don’t. And women don’t. People can’t get past themselves to give to others. Not my parents. Not my ex-husband. But you are doing it. For her. And tonight you gave me something, too.”

			He shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t like you thinking of it that way.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because I’m not a vibrator and it wasn’t a charity orgasm. I didn’t have sex with you just to make you feel good.”

			She looked down at Lily and kissed the top of her head, and the simple action tilted his world over on its head. Then she slowly put Lily down in the crib. Silently, she walked over to him and took his hand. He grabbed hold of her and pulled her up against him, her other hand splayed over his bare chest. “I really, really liked fucking you,” he said, making sure her eyes stayed trained on his. “And I want to do it again as soon as I possibly can.”

			She shivered in his arms. “I think...now is as good a time as any,” she said, looking up at him, her expression hopeful.

			For just one moment he had the thought that this was a mistake. In this small, cozy house, where his daughter was sleeping in the other room, it was a mistake. This little place that was built for families, where it would be so tempting to...

			To imagine that something was happening here when it absolutely wasn’t, and most definitely couldn’t.

			But then her fingertips trailed over his chest, and she stood up on her tiptoes, bringing her mouth scant inches from his. Whatever caution he’d been about to exhibit evaporated. All that was left was need. So he closed that distance and he kissed her. All the concern and all the thinking better could wait until another day. Right now, he just wanted Savannah. Back in his arms. Back in his bed.

			And he wasn’t going to let himself wonder why.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			“YOUR SISTER TEXTED me to ask if we wanted to come over for dinner tonight. To the main house.”

			“Stepsister,” he commented.

			“Sorry. Does it matter?”

			Jackson frowned. “Not to me.”

			“But to someone it does?” she pressed.

			“I get the feeling it matters to Tanner,” Jackson answered, “though, I don’t know exactly why.” He knew how Chloe felt about Tanner. It was obvious to anyone with eyes. But Tanner would never, ever reciprocate the feelings. But even so, there was a definite difference in the way Tanner treated Chloe versus the way Calder and Jackson did. He was meaner and less patient with her, for a start.

			Though that didn’t seem to dent Chloe’s hero worship. Not at all.

			“I don’t have to go,” she said. “If it makes you uncomfortable.”

			He frowned. “Why would it make me uncomfortable for you to come?”

			Her lips twitched. “Well, I think we both know it doesn’t make you uncomfortable when I come.”

			He couldn’t help but smile at that. She’d changed a lot in the weeks since they’d been together, in the weeks since she’d been here. She was more confident, in bed and out. And he liked it more than he should. “True enough. But I meant to dinner.”

			“Just... Boundaries.”

			“We’re not doing the best job with boundaries,” he said. “But I don’t really mind.”

			“I assume that you’d like it if your family didn’t realize just how badly we were doing with boundaries?”

			He nodded slowly. “Yes.”

			“Then we won’t tell them.”

			“It doesn’t bother you?”

			“If you think I’m going to get a dirty secret complex, you’re talking to the wrong girl. I already know what it’s like to have half a town involved in my relationship. I’m not saying that this is a relationship. It’s just... I don’t have any interest in having a whole ton of people commenting on us and what we’re doing. Doesn’t appeal to me at all.”

			He shook his head. “Me neither.”

			But he couldn’t help but feel slightly guilty about it. He never brought women he was sleeping with around his family, so he didn’t know quite how to handle the politics of it.

			He, Savannah and Lily had set up a little isolated hideaway of sorts, on his corner of the ranch. They did venture out, sometimes taking afternoons to go to some of the local farms with petting zoos. A pumpkin patch to get Lily’s first pumpkin, even though he knew she wouldn’t remember it.

			And then there was what they did at night.

			That was just for them.

			It was much simpler, and less political, if they simply didn’t know. There was no reason for them to know.

			But it gave him an even stronger sense that he might be taking advantage of Savannah in some way.

			Though she had made it abundantly clear she didn’t feel that way. Still. “Do you have any work to do before dinner?”

			“Yeah. A bit.”

			“I’ll see you then.” She hesitated, and then stretched up on her toes, pressing a soft kiss to his lips. “Since I won’t be able to do that later.”

			That kiss burned. And it kept burning all through the rest of the day until it was time to pick Savannah and Lily up from the cabin and take them to the main house.

			When he saw Savannah standing on the porch, her blond hair blowing in the early-evening breeze, wearing a floaty, flowered dress and a pair of leggings, his heart honest-to-God stuttered. She was holding Lily on her hip, his baby girl clinging to Savannah’s dress like Savannah herself was a lifeline.

			She felt like it just then. To him, too.

			In the time since she’d been here, his life had changed. Again. He expected to see her in the house when he got in from work. Warm and waiting, with a kiss. Dinner sometimes, but the kiss was what mattered. He was used to seeing her car, a little Camry he’d helped her choose, in the driveway.

			He was used to her.

			He parked his truck and got out, walked up to the porch. Lily flapped her arms and rocked back and forth, making a series of cooing sounds as she tried to launch her body toward his. Shock, and another feeling, deep and painful, overwhelmed him as he reached out his arms and took hold of his baby girl.

			“She knows her daddy,” Savannah said, smiling.

			“I guess so,” he said, damn near flabbergasted by the whole thing. Babies were weird. You could mark the passage of time with them. In the months since Lily had been with him, she had changed so much. And in the months since Savannah had been with them, Lily had changed even more. She was making sounds and moving more, kicking her feet, rolling onto her stomach. He had lived a long, steady life of bachelorhood where very little had changed. He lost his father, and that had been devastating. In his experience, change was usually bad. But Lily had brought a series of changes to his life, each one kind of miraculous.

			He deposited Lily in her car seat, much to her chagrin, and he and Savannah got into the truck and made their way down the dirt road that led to the main house.

			Savannah filled him in on everything Lily had done that day, and he found that he enjoyed hearing about it.

			If a few months ago someone had told him he would live for a daily update on the menial activities of a baby...

			Well, he would have thought he was having a stroke.

			But everything in him was changing. From the way his heart kicked when he looked at Savannah, to the way he worried about the damned future. Because of Lily. For Lily. For himself. He wanted... He wanted to be good. Hell, he wanted to be the best. And he couldn’t remember having aspirations like that before. Not ever.

			No, he’d just wanted to please himself. Had just wanted to get by. It hit him then, as he pulled up to the front of his brother’s house, that he had never in all his life contemplated what living for another person meant. He had lived for himself, and he had done it proudly.

			But that wasn’t enough. Not anymore. Living for his own temporary satisfaction was the grind. Living for Lily, for her milestones...her smiles. Her first laugh. The first time she rolled over. It was something else.

			It turned the passage of time into something brilliant and miraculous.

			By the time he and Savannah were standing on his brother’s doorstep, he was fully realizing that his life was changed forever. Being a father—it was who he was now.

			Savannah felt like part of it. Which was a worry all on its own.

			“Come on in,” Tanner said when he opened the door.

			Calder and Chloe were already sitting around the table, a plate of burger patties in front of them, and a stack of toppings and buns off to the side. “I was about to start without you,” Calder said.

			“So was I,” Chloe responded.

			Chloe smiled at him, but he noticed how quickly her gaze slid over to Tanner.

			The fact that she wasn’t over her crush yet was...well, not ideal. But Tanner was oblivious to it and he would also never do anything. Which was the one consolation, Jackson supposed.

			“Well,” he said. “I thank you for not devouring the hamburgers before I arrived. I was out working. Apparently the three of you were sitting here lounging.”

			“I never lounge,” Tanner said, walking over to the table and beginning to fill his plate. Jackson retrieved Lily from her car seat and cradled her in his arm, holding her with one hand while he grabbed his burger with the other. Savannah took a seat beside him. He wasn’t unaware of the way his siblings watched him, or the way they exchanged glances between them.

			There was a strange feeling to all this. Not because he was the one with the baby, but because he felt like a unit with Savannah, who reached down and grabbed a burp cloth, and wiped Lily’s mouth when she needed it while making casual conversation with Tanner.

			The worst part was it felt natural. It felt good.

			That was like a hammer throw back to reality. Because the bottom line was the reason he had cultivated the life he had was that it meant he didn’t have to count on anyone. No one. The life that he led was geared toward the solitary and the familiar. He and his siblings had always stuck together. Through his father’s endless marriages and their mother’s abandonment. Through their father’s death. No one else had ever stuck by them.

			No one who wasn’t bonded by blood—or in Chloe’s case, a bad puppy love problem—had ever stuck around one of the Reid men, save their last stepmother. That was just a fact.

			Savannah was temporary, too. Destined to be. There was no use crying over it or lamenting it. It simply was. He could deal the hell with it.

			He just had to remember that no matter how much he liked going to sleep with Savannah every night and waking up with her in his arms, no matter how much he liked seeing her hold Lily, seeing her play the part of mother...she wasn’t. Lily had been abandoned once and he would not set her up for it again. Not because he was an asshole who couldn’t remember what was real and what was magic dick feelings.

			Hell, he had a ton of sexual experience, but not with women who had never had an orgasm before. And never with a woman who was caring for his child. It was unrealistic to think that there was actually something appealing to him about being in a committed relationship when before there hadn’t been. Not at all.

			It was a byproduct of Lily. And when she wasn’t a baby, he wouldn’t feel this way anymore.

			Savannah was a nanny. She wasn’t Lily’s mother.

			She was his lover. She wasn’t his wife.

			As he sat there around the dinner table, with his whole family, who were all effortlessly filling in dead spots in conversation and laughing, and Savannah. It all felt so real, and very much not the casual get-together he’d wanted. And he found himself shoving his burger away. “I’m going to go for another beer,” he said, standing and making his way into the kitchen.

			He heard tentative footsteps behind him and expected it to be Savannah, but when he turned he saw his stepsister, Chloe. Her red hair was in a tangle around her face, her expression curious.

			“She’s so nice, Jackson,” Chloe said finally, taking a step toward him.

			“She wouldn’t be taking care of Lily if she wasn’t,” he responded.

			Chloe stuffed her hands into the pockets of her dirty jeans. “I didn’t mean for Lily. I meant for you.”

			He stiffened, opening the fridge quickly and grabbing a bottle of beer, curling his fingers tightly around it. “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about, Chloe.”

			“Don’t give me that. I know men are dumb assholes, but you’re pushing it a bit.”

			“You know men are dumb assholes? Because of all your experience?” He narrowed his eyes. “Or do you just mean Tanner? Who is your brother. And shouldn’t be considered a man.”

			“Stepbrother,” she said through gritted teeth. “And it doesn’t have anything to do with this. I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			But Jackson was feeling mean, and cornered. A hell of a lot like a bear whose nose had been stung by a bee. “The hell you don’t, Chloe. The only person it’s not obvious to is Tanner. And you’re damned lucky that that’s the case, or he’d throw you out on your ass and tell you to find another place to live.”

			“Well, he can’t,” Chloe said. “Because the ranch is part mine, too. As you well know.”

			“Honey, he would pick you up and drop you off in the wilderness like a feral cat.”

			“And I’d find my way home. If Tanner was stupid enough to underestimate me to that degree, he’d also deserve the mauling he would get when I got back. I know you don’t like to be seen as soft, Jackson, but the fact of the matter is, you are soft for Lily. And there’s nothing wrong with that. If it extended to someone else...would it be the end of the world?”

			“You don’t know what it’s like, Chloe,” he said. “To open your heart over and over again and lose people you thought were going to stay. My mother, countless stepmothers, and now my dad is just dead. I’m not going to take lectures from you.”

			“It’s not like everything in my life was great before my mom married your dad, Jackson,” she said. “It’s not like I haven’t been hurt.”

			“Right. And you handle that by staying here and panting after the one man you can’t have.”

			Chloe firmed up her chin and crossed her arms, staring him down. If he had thought that he was going to make her cry or something, he had clearly been mistaken.

			“I stay because it’s easier to run. I stay here and care for this ranch, for the land, because that’s tough. Starting over a hundred times, that’s easy. That’s what your dad did all those times. Right? New things. New relationships. He had more fights with my mom than any of the women before her. I know, because I heard him tell her that. And she would just smile and tell him that’s what happens when you’re with someone past the honeymoon phase. I stay because staying is tough.”

			“Good for you,” he said. “But I know what kind of life I’m going to have. I know it well. I’m not bitching about it, but I’m not spinning fantasies that are never going to come true.”

			“I believe that it could. Why do you think it can’t?”

			He didn’t have an answer, so he just opened the beer. “Go back to the table and eat,” he said.

			Chloe shook her head. “Fine. But you know, I never figured you for a coward, Jackson. A woman showed up on your doorstep with a baby, and you embraced Lily with everything. I don’t understand why you can’t embrace this other good thing that’s right in front of you.”

			“And I don’t understand why you’re obsessed with the thought that one of my employees could become something more.”

			Chloe rolled her eyes. “Because it is more. I’m not blind. Even I can tell that you’re sleeping with her,” she said. “And I don’t know anything about that sort of thing.”

			Jackson gritted his teeth. “It’s not what I want. I never wanted to be a father, much less a husband. I don’t have a choice on the father part.”

			“And you love it,” Chloe said softly. “You love Lily.”

			“What else was I going to do? She’s a baby. No one else is going to take care of her but me.”

			“So that’s it? That’s the only reason. Because she’s a baby? Because you have to? That might be how you handle obligation. But it’s not how you handle love. And you love her. I think you could love Savannah, too.”

			Jackson looked behind Chloe’s shoulder, and saw Savannah standing half in the doorway looking stricken, her face pale, holding on to Lily. She quickly turned and shrunk back out of sight. Whether trying to act like he hadn’t seen her, or trying to avoid a confrontation in front of Chloe, he didn’t know.

			He shook his head and walked past Chloe, heading back into the dining room. The rest of dinner passed slowly, but incident free. Jackson did his best to ignore everything that Chloe had said to him.

			Neither he nor Savannah spoke the entire way home.

			Home. As if it was their home.

			That was the problem. The real problem. It wasn’t just that Chloe had irritated him. It was that she had scraped up against that little fantasy he had started to have. That feeling of family he was starting to want. Starting to ache for. Lily was asleep when they got inside, and Savannah took her into the nursery and laid her down. When she reappeared, Jackson was pacing, trying to contend with the reckless energy that was riding through his veins.

			Savannah’s soft lips parted, and he did the only thing he could think to do. He closed the distance between them and hauled her into his embrace. She squeaked, and his mouth crashed down on hers. He didn’t want to feel anything. Not in his heart.

			He was happy enough to have it be in his dick, but nowhere else.

			It was all a lie, anyway. No one was ever going to stay with him. Savannah could never love him. Nobody that wasn’t blood ever had. And sometimes, he had even wondered about his father, who had poured more sweat into the ranch than into the raising of his sons.

			This tenderness in his chest was all because of Lily. It had nothing to do with Savannah. It was all getting tangled up because he had made a damned mistake taking her to bed. But at this point, the mistake had already been made.

			He had to remind himself why he had these feelings, and where they came from. From tangled limbs and intense orgasms. Physical intimacy and that hot rush of need. From the novelty of having a familiar lover, which he never had before. A woman whose body he knew, and was learning better and better with each passing day.

			At this point, Savannah and her orgasms were a science. A dirty, wet, fun science.

			He knew just where to stroke, just where to lick, just where to suck.

			He was in control of this thing between them. Not her. Not his heart. Just him.

			She sighed, and leaned into his hold, and he knew that she wouldn’t resist him. Knew that she couldn’t. That was the other problem. He was the only man who had ever made her feel this way, and the temptation to make sure that was always the case snarled inside of him like the caveman idea it was. The plan had been to set her free with more confidence. Or at least, that had been the excuse. The thing he had told himself to justify sleeping with her in the first place.

			But he didn’t want anyone else to touch her. Didn’t want anyone else to learn the things that he had about what made her tick. Made her whimper. Made her moan.

			She was his. His, dammit.

			For now.

			He ignored the roaring of his blood that seemed to echo forever in his veins. He stripped her clothes off and walked her back to his room, taking her down onto the bed quickly. Ferociously.

			But she reached up, a gentle hand on his stomach that stilled his movements. She scooted toward the edge of the bed and with delicate fingers, undid his buckle. Soft green eyes stayed on his as she opened up the front of his jeans and curled her fingers around his cock, drawing her hand slowly up and down his length.

			“Don’t,” he bit out. “This isn’t about me.”

			“I hope that’s not true,” she said softly, her eyes never leaving his, her hand working continually. “It’s been going on for a few weeks, Jackson, and I thought at this point it was about us.”

			Us.

			That word made his stomach feel hollowed out, or maybe it was the light pass of her fingertips over his aching flesh. He couldn’t work it out. Not with her touching him like that.

			He was about to demand she stop when she leaned forward, the tip of her tongue flicking over the head of his arousal, sending a shot of white fire through his body. Her mouth was tentative and sweet, and when she wrapped her lips around him he could hardly think, could hardly breathe, let alone demand she stop anything.

			It wasn’t so much the slick friction of her tongue, the delicate suction of her lips, though it was good, but it was the way she looked at him. Those blue eyes trained on his the whole time she pleasured him with her mouth, and damn it all, he couldn’t look away. All he could do was watch. This beautiful, fair-haired angel brought down low. Being dirty. Just for him. Because this wasn’t about her getting off, wasn’t about her having an orgasm. This was just about...

			Her wanting to do this for him. Her wanting him.

			His teeth ached, and he clenched his jaw together. Damn, how he wanted that to be real. Her wanting him. Her needing him. But everything was way too tangled up, and there was just no way that could be true. No way in hell.

			She worked her hand in time with her mouth, and all he could do was buck his hips against her as he started to lose his control. He reached down, grabbing her hair and wrenching her head back. “No,” he said. “Not like that.”

			“Jackson...”

			He rolled her onto her back, then reached for the condoms in the drawer. Then he had an idea.

			He flipped her over onto her stomach, grabbing hold of a couple pillows off the head of the bed and putting them under her chest. “Let’s try this.”

			“Jackson...” She sounded uncertain.

			“Let me take care of everything,” he said. “Remember?”

			He rolled the condom on and pressed himself to her entrance, that particular angle allowing him to get deep. So deep he thought his head was going to blow off.

			He gripped her hips, slammed inside and relished the throaty sound that she made. Now he couldn’t see her face. Now he couldn’t see those angelic green eyes. Now she could be anyone. Any woman.

			Except she wasn’t.

			She didn’t feel like, smell like, sound like another woman. And she didn’t make him feel like any other woman ever had. It was different. It wasn’t just pleasure centered around his cock. It was need. Need that pierced his soul. And it terrified him.

			The dark, empty well that had been torn open inside of him the moment Lily had been thrust into his arms had only grown deeper since Savannah arrived in his life. And deeper still in this moment. He would never find the bottom of it. No one would ever, ever be able to satisfy it. And he had no idea what the hell he was supposed to do with that.

			How the hell he was supposed to survive?

			Pleasure began to tighten in his gut, and he gripped her so tightly he made dents in that pretty white skin. He went hard and fast, and then reached his hand between her legs, rubbing her clit in a circle as he drove home. She cried out, internal muscles pulsing around him, and that was it. He couldn’t take it anymore.

			He squeezed his eyes shut tight and came hard, his jaw held so firm he was sure he was going to shatter the bone. But even with his eyes closed, even with her facing away from him, he could still see those green eyes in his mind. The way she had looked up at him. The way that she cared about him.

			And all he wanted to do, every part of him, was reach out and take what she was offering.

			But he couldn’t.

			He just damn well couldn’t.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			SAVANNAH DIDN’T SLEEP after that particularly raw experience with Jackson. She wasn’t sure how she was supposed to. Yes, she was discovering that orgasms were a bit of a sleeping pill. But not after something like that.

			It had felt loaded.

			When he had turned her over like that.

			It had been hot, there was no denying that. But for some reason, he had found the blow job confronting.

			In her experience men didn’t find that confronting, they found it nice. But there had been something in his response that made clear that it had been different for him. He certainly didn’t act like her ex-husband. Ultimately, she couldn’t even compare the two men. Darren had loved his veneer of respectability and had been prideful about his position in the community. His reputation. Jackson didn’t seem to care about his reputation. He didn’t care what anyone thought—he only cared what he did. What it meant to him. And now, what it meant for Lily.

			She was fascinated by that. By the way he was. By the way that interacted with who she was, and how she had always seen herself. By what she had thought about marriage and what she thought of it now.

			Her parents had had a particular sort of marriage. One she had never wanted to emulate. And still, even though she had ended up in an entirely different situation, it had been a bad one. She had started to think it was marriage.

			She rolled over onto her side and looked at Jackson’s silhouette. She was so different with him. There was no expectation of a future between them, and maybe, because of that, she hadn’t held pieces of herself in reserve so that they couldn’t be hurt. Couldn’t be destroyed.

			But she had told him about herself. About all her failures.

			She had been married to her husband for five years, and other than him using it to insult her at the very end of everything, they had never discussed the fact that she hadn’t orgasmed before in her life. Why hadn’t they talked about that? And why had she been able to talk about it with Jackson?

			She had a feeling the answer was complicated. A little bit her. A little bit him. A little bit of them together. Just like his reaction to what they’d shared earlier.

			Maybe it wasn’t marriage that was wrong. Maybe it was sometimes just the person. Because she could imagine forever with Jackson. With Jackson and Lily in this cabin on this beautiful ranch. In this adorable town. Yes, she could imagine that. More than that. She wanted it.

			She loved him, she realized.

			The thought was terrifying. Enough that she sat bolt upright in bed, clutching the covers to her chest, breathing hard.

			She had fallen in love with him.

			It had been nothing like her previous experience with love. It had just...happened. And it wasn’t as simple as wanting companionship. Wasn’t as simple as wanting to live in the same house and build a life that looked a certain way. It was something deep and terrifying. She would live with him with no wedding ring, it wouldn’t matter. Whether he was her lover, boyfriend, fiancé, husband. All that mattered was that it was him.

			What she wanted went deep. An ache in her soul she didn’t know she’d ever find the cure for. She suddenly felt terrified, panicky, like she would never have enough of him.

			She wanted it all. All and everything. This man. This life. This baby she had grown to love with everything inside of herself.

			All of her life she had kept walls up around her heart. Her parents had placed her at a distance, and she had wandered around the world doing the same to other people ever since. She had learned to carry everything she needed in her chest, self-contained and protected, and never wounded by the people around her. Because they could never get inside.

			Not even Darren.

			But in Jackson’s house, in his bed, she had found intimacy. The reason that people couldn’t get enough of each other’s bodies. She had discovered the meaning of sex. And what it meant when two people found pleasure together.

			It wasn’t just nice to be close.

			An orgasm wasn’t nice. It wrenched down your defenses. Made you scream, contorted your face into expressions that would be humiliating if you weren’t sharing it, glorying in it together.

			She’d had sex with one man for five years and it hadn’t made her love him. But sex with this man...

			Oh, it had made her love him.

			The sex, the closeness. That it made her understand making love. The way he was with Lily. The way he was with his family. The ranch. Her.

			She loved him.

			It was novel. New and terrifying. She didn’t want it. But she needed it.

			She brushed her fingertips over his bicep and he moved slightly.

			“You’re not a slave, either, are you?” she asked softly.

			“No,” he said.

			If she’d been on the outside looking in she would have thought it was insane. To fall for another man less than a year after her divorce would have been insane. If she’d ever really fallen for her husband in the first place.

			The fact of the matter was, she was falling for the first time.

			With Jackson. Only with Jackson.

			“I...” She cleared her throat. “Jackson.”

			He turned over, and she couldn’t see his face in the dimly lit room. “You sound serious,” he said.

			“I feel serious.”

			He shifted. “I’m not sure you really want to have the conversation you think you do.”

			She flashed back to that moment in the kitchen at his brother’s house. To the things that Chloe had said. And the way that he’d denied them.

			She knew that he had been avoiding talking to her after that. That his kiss had been to shut her up, to distract her. To reroute her. But that was okay. It didn’t scare her. Well. It did. But at this point, it all did.

			“Don’t tell me what I want,” she said. “I spent too many years telling myself what I wanted, instead of just letting myself want it. I’m not going to let anyone else tell me a damn thing.”

			“Savannah...”

			“I love you,” she said. “I do. This whole life. Living here with you. With Lily. I love you.”

			She felt him get stiff beside her. “No,” he said firmly. “You love what you just said. The life. But eventually, honey, that’s gonna wear off. And it’s not going to be fun for you. When it quits feeling like playing house, you’re not going to like it anymore.”

			“What is it you think of me?” She adjusted so that she could see him better. “Have I ever acted like a person who just gets tired of her responsibilities? Do you think that I’m someone who says that I love someone else? I’ve told you about my life. About my marriage.”

			“And I already know that you’re willing to walk away from a marriage.”

			“That’s not fair. You know how awful all that was for me. You know that he wasn’t a good husband.”

			“I wouldn’t be a good husband. It’s why I never plan on being one. My father wasn’t a very good husband. I can tell you that for a damned fact. If he were, he wouldn’t have had to try with so many different women.”

			“Why did your stepmother stay married to him?”

			“She had grit. More grit than desire to be happy every day, I guess.”

			“You just don’t think anyone could possibly be happy with you? Because I’m happy, Jackson.”

			“Honey,” he said. “That’s the sex talking.”

			“That is the most insulting, ridiculous thing you could’ve said.”

			“We both know you don’t have experience with this kind of thing. Not with anyone else.”

			“Jackson...”

			“I am not crazy enough, I don’t hate myself enough, and I sure as hell don’t hate my daughter enough, to sign her up for the kind of life that I had growing up. I won’t do it. The only reason I ever started anything with you, Savannah, is that I knew you were temporary. I already knew you were going to leave. Move on to your real life. I’m not going to promise Lily a mother and then let her lose it.”

			“That’s what you think I would do?”

			“It’s maybe not what you think now, but nobody starts serious relationships thinking they’re going to end. I think you know that.”

			“No. I know that who you’re with matters. How do you not see that?” She rolled over, the sheets and blankets rustling. “Staying married is not the be-all and end-all. You have to compromise, make yourself vulnerable. Expose parts of yourself you wish you didn’t have to. That was where I failed in my marriage, Jackson. I never let Darren know who I was. That’s not what this is.”

			“No.” Jackson shook his head. “That’s where you’re wrong, honey. You might not believe it, but you have made me into an ideal. If you hadn’t, then you wouldn’t be trying to get me to change my mind right now. You don’t want me. You want the husband you think you could make me. But I’m not built for it.”

			“You didn’t think you were built for being a father, either. And look at you.”

			“Yeah. So I could marry you, Savannah. I can make this little arrangement permanent. Pretty damned convenient for me, don’t you think? And how would you ever be sure it was real?” He reached over, grabbing her arm, squeezing her tight. “How? I didn’t want any of this, and here I am, doing it. Is that why you want a man to marry you? Because he wants a permanent nanny?”

			She took a deep breath, sliding out of the bed. “I’m not your nanny, Jackson. I never have been. What I want from you has nothing to do with that.”

			She started to collect her clothes, her hand shaking. Then she stopped, turned to look at him. “Tell me you don’t love me.”

			“I don’t love you,” he returned. Easily. Lightly. As if it cost him nothing to say it.

			She nodded, her heart splintering in her chest. She stood out in his living room for a long time after that, debating going in and kissing Lily on the cheek. Lily felt like part of her. A part of her heart. As necessary as air to her existence. What would she do when she couldn’t start her day by picking her up from her crib and feeling that precious weight against her chest? Resting her cheek against that soft, downy head.

			She couldn’t go back in there.

			She would fall to her knees and howl over the loss and never get back up.

			It occurred to her, when she walked on numb feet back to her bedroom and began to pack the minimal things she had brought with her, that she had never once asked Darren if he loved her.

			Because she hadn’t cared about the answer. Not in the end.

			This was love. This was what it meant to be vulnerable to another person. What it meant to open herself up.

			It was terrible.

			It hurt.

			But she had a feeling that in the end this would be the only way she would ever heal. From the life she had been born into that she ultimately couldn’t control. This was her taking control. She wasn’t going to let the way other people treated her determine what she could have. Not anymore.

			Not even him.

			She walked out the front door, tears pouring down her cheeks. The thought that echoed in her mind as she got into her car and drove away from Jackson’s house was that the worst part about all of this was that Lily could have been hers. Jackson could have been hers.

			And now they wouldn’t be.

			Now she was alone. Again.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			WHEN HE WOKE UP, she wasn’t there. He hadn’t slept, not really, but he had stayed in his bedroom and waited for her to come back. Waited for her to cool down. Apparently, she had done neither, because when he woke up early in the morning and went into her bedroom, her things were gone. He went into Lily’s room, hoping Savannah was just there, and that for some reason her room was just uncommonly neat.

			But she wasn’t there.

			Lily was sleeping peacefully on her back, her fisted hands up over her head, her expression serene. She wasn’t aware that she had lost the woman who had been taking care of her for the past month. Wasn’t aware that anything had changed at all. How many times had that happened in his life? Too many.

			He whirled around and went back out into the living area, pounding his fist onto the wall. How could he have let this happen?

			How could he have put himself or Lily in this position?

			He had to remember that he could never care about anyone. Could never trust anyone. There was only himself. That was all there would ever be. Lily would be able to depend on him, he would be sure of that, but he wouldn’t expose her to this ever again.

			He looked around, still somehow unable to fully take on board the fact that Savannah had left. She’d said she wouldn’t.

			And you said you didn’t love her.

			Pain exploded in his chest, bursting behind his eyelids. Yes. He had said that. He hadn’t meant it. He hadn’t. But this was the problem. He wasn’t supposed to love her.

			He knew better than to love anyone.

			He remembered his mother leaving. Remembered what it was like that strange, surreal morning when he had walked out of his bedroom and everything had been exactly where it had been the night before, and yet felt utterly and completely different.

			Much like now.

			And then after that, his father had brought home a new woman, and Jackson, at five, had hoped that she would be his mother. Had hoped that she would be the answer to that hole in his chest. That open, lonely space inside of him. But then she had left, too. And so had the next one. And the next one. By the time his father had married Ella, he had already known there was no point getting attached to the older man’s latest bride. No point at all. He’d had his heart ripped out too many times at that point. Had already learned that love meant giving someone a piece of your heart to take with them when they decided to head somewhere better to be.

			Love meant losing that piece of yourself, without having that other person leave anything behind.

			Except Savannah had left too damned much behind. The house might feel unchanged, but his insides had been turned upside down and rearranged. His life was... He didn’t know whose life this was. And he wanted so very desperately to go back to the one he and Savannah had carved out for themselves.

			And what an ass he’d been. Asking how she would know it was real.

			You’re the one that’s afraid she’s more in love with the idea of being a mother to Lily than she is in love with you.

			He gritted his teeth and fought against the sharp, cutting truth of that thought.

			He was afraid. That was the bottom line.

			Afraid of losing her, and so he had. And no amount of denying his feelings for her made him feel insulated from that. Not even a little bit. But she was gone. And this time, there had been no quiet space beforehand. No lingering questions as to why. Possibly for the very first time, it had been him who had well and truly driven someone away. He had no idea how the hell he was supposed to live with himself now. Had even less of an idea as to how he was supposed to live without her. But it didn’t look like he had a choice.

			* * *

			“WHY DID YOU bring Lily out this morning?” Tanner asked, looking at the carrier that was strapped to Jackson’s chest.

			There was fencing to be repaired and heavy equipment repairs to see to, and if Jackson had to sit at home and think about what an ass he was, he’d lose his mind. So he had gone out and gotten to work.

			The appearance of Tanner on the fence line made him regret it.

			“Savannah’s gone,” he said simply, keeping his eyes fixed on the layered mountains that surrounded the ranch. Deep green fading back to pale blue. A sight he normally took solace in.

			Not now.

			“You gave her the day off?”

			“Nope,” Jackson responded. “She’s gone.” He figured if he said it enough, maybe he would be able to feel it. Accept it. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt so bad.

			But he doubted it.

			“She left?”

			“Yes,” Jackson said.

			“What the hell did you do?”

			“I fucked up,” Jackson said. “Majorly.”

			“How?”

			“She told me she loved me,” Jackson said. “I told her I didn’t love her.”

			“I would leave your ass for that, too. You love her, though,” Tanner said, his words confident. “I don’t know what the hell changed between the time we talked after she got here and you telling me that you were going to keep it professional, and that dinner we had at my place last night, but it’s obvious to me that something did change. And that you love her.”

			Anger spiked through his veins. “Are you and Chloe having slumber parties over there? Braiding each other’s hair and giggling and talking about my love life?”

			Tanner shrugged. “I didn’t talk to Chloe at all.”

			“Well, she was up in my business, too.”

			“Maybe because you need an intervention.”

			“Fuck off, Tanner. It’s not like your life is together. When was the last time you were with anyone?”

			“It’s been a while,” he admitted. “But I don’t see how that’s relevant.”

			“Isn’t it in the Bible or something? Don’t worry about the dust in my eye when you have horseshit in your own?”

			Tanner snorted. “Pretty sure that’s not in the Bible.”

			“Deal with your own stuff, that’s what I’m saying.”

			“I’m fine being alone,” he said. “Which is the big difference between the two of us. You’re not fine, Jackson. You’re not.”

			“Don’t you think if I went after her it would just be... Isn’t it a little bit convenient, Tanner? That suddenly I want to be with a woman who happens to be a great... She’d be a great mother for Lily.”

			“No. I don’t think it’s convenient. But I think the fact that it matters shows that you care. Do you think that Dad ever cared if the women he brought home would be good mothers to us?”

			“I don’t suppose. Seeing as only a couple of them were.”

			“Don’t you think it would’ve been a better thing for him to consider us with a decision like that?”

			“I guess.”

			“That’s not convenience, Jackson. That’s being a good dad. Our lives would have been better if our father was that good. And you know it. You weren’t looking for a mail-order bride, just a mail-order nanny. You got more. Why let it get away? Why miss this chance?”

			“Because we’ll just get in deeper,” he admitted, his voice rough. “Deeper and deeper until everything in my life, everything in Lily’s life is tangled up in her. I mean, even if it’s not...convenience for me, what if it is for her? What if it’s not...me she wants really?”

			“I don’t know what to tell you about that. I don’t think you can have that guarantee. I just think you have to...take a chance.”

			“What if she leaves me?”

			“She did leave you, dumbass. The ship has sailed.”

			“But at least now Lily won’t remember. Not like me. I remembered.”

			“Are you afraid for Lily or for you?”

			He let that blow hit. “I don’t... I don’t know. But does it matter if she’s safe?”

			“And she won’t have a chance at having the life she could have, having as great of a mother as Savannah. Because you’re scared. But more than that, because of course you can’t marry someone just to give Lily a mother. More than that, you’re destroying your own happiness to keep yourself safe.”

			“Great lecture from a guy in a codependent relationship with his stepsister.”

			Tanner stiffened. “She’s going to get her own place soon.”

			“You said that before. You could build another house on the property. But neither of you have made that move.”

			“I don’t know what you’re implying. Chloe is family.”

			“To me. To Calder. To you? I’m not sure about that.”

			Tanner gritted his teeth. “This isn’t about me. You’re the one letting the love of your life walk away.”

			The love of his life. Was that what this was? He’d heard that expression a thousand times and never once applied it to himself. He’d never loved a woman he was romantically involved with. Ever.

			But he loved Savannah. He didn’t even have to question that now. It just was. The only question was what he was going to do about it. She was gone. He couldn’t very well negotiate with someone who wasn’t there.

			But he could do something he’d never done before.

			I could go after her.

			“Can you watch Lily?” he asked, his voice suddenly tinged with desperation.

			“Hell yeah,” Tanner said.

			Jackson was going to find her. Even if it meant breaking some minor laws to do it.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			AT LEAST SHE was close to the ocean now. The air smelled like salt here, and mixed easily with the salt of her tears. She had wandered down the main street of the little town of Copper Ridge for most of the day before going back to the little bed-and-breakfast she had booked herself on a neighboring ranch.

			She and Jackson had never taken Lily to the beach before. Oh, she would love it. Love to squish the sand in her fist and kick her feet in it.

			She could just see Jackson’s face. The way he lit up when he looked at his little girl...

			It was the most beautiful thing. The only thing that was better was the feeling she got when he looked at her.

			And right now, no matter how charming the B&B was, she felt like she was going to be crushed beneath the weight of her own pain.

			The hostess at the B&B was sweet, and she had a little gray cat, and several beautiful children with a hot cowboy who also happened to be the sheriff in town.

			She shouldn’t have come here. She felt surrounded by cowboys after she had just managed to escape one. Here, there were two, the sheriff and his older brother, their wives and children, and she felt surrounded by both Stetsons and happiness.

			She wasn’t particularly in the mood for either.

			Still, the quiche had been delicious this morning, and the room was adorably appointed. She couldn’t really complain about that.

			Well, she could. But it would be churlish.

			Everything was terrible. The benefits of flaky crust and a soft mattress could not be minimized in those circumstances.

			She heard heavy footsteps in the hall, and wondered if someone was staying in the room next to hers. But the footsteps paused, and there was a knock on the door.

			“Hello?”

			“Savannah,” came the familiar voice on the other side of the door. “Thank God.”

			She jumped back, her hand on her chest. “How did you find me?”

			“Think of me as a small-town James Bond. I have a select network of informants.”

			She scrambled across the room and cracked the door open. “What does that mean?”

			“Exactly what it sounds like it means. I follow the gossip chain and it led me here. Asked at Sugar Cup if anybody had seen you leave this morning. Called around to see where the vacancies were in these parts. It all led me to the B&B.”

			“How did you know which room I was in?”

			“You left it in the guest ledger,” he said. “That was easy enough.”

			“They need better security for this place.”

			“I suspect security’s not a real big issue around here.”

			“Clearly it is!”

			“Can I come in?”

			“Why?”

			“Because I need to start over. I need to try again. Last night... Early this morning... Whenever it was. I messed up. I don’t know how to do this. In my experience, loving someone just ends with loss. But in this case it was a self-fulfilling prophecy. Somehow, I justified that to myself because it was protecting Lily. From getting more attached to you. From thinking of you as her mother and losing you.”

			“Jackson...even if something ever happened between the two of us I would always love Lily.”

			He nodded. “I know that,” he said, his voice choked. “That’s the real problem. I really can’t stand losing you. For me. For selfish reasons. And I was a dick last night asking you how you would know if it was real. It was me. I was the one that was worried it wasn’t real. I want you. I would never have met you if it weren’t for Lily, but I would want you even if I didn’t have her. It’s you, Savannah.”

			She grabbed him by the front of the shirt and dragged him into the room, slamming the door behind him. And then she kissed him. Kissed him with every ounce of pain and pent-up anger that she had inside her. “Why did you do this to us?” Tears filled her eyes and she looked up at him, at that beautiful, familiar face. “Why did you put us through this?”

			“When my father divorced my mother, well, after she left him, there was a big hole in my life. I was five when my mother left. I can remember her. Just enough. And not enough. And when he brought home my first stepmother, I wanted it to be real. I wanted it to be real every time. But it wasn’t. Over and over again. How many times can you open up your heart only to let it get kicked around?”

			“Jackson,” she whispered, her heart tightening in pain for him, for the little boy he’d been, the man he was now. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what it’s like to be physically abandoned. But I know what it’s like to live with people who aren’t really there for you. I know what it’s like to love people who don’t love you back. And to decide you’re not going to let yourself get hurt again. But you’re worth it. I would love you and take the risk, every day, forever, rather than go back to a world where I don’t know what it’s like to have you in it.”

			“Me too,” he said gruffly. “Me too.” He pulled her into his arms and kissed her. Kissed her until her walls broke down again, until the pain vanished. Until there was nothing between them. No defenses, no past hurts. They kissed until they might as well have been the only two people in the world.

			They would go back home, to his place, and there would be three of them. A family. The very idea made her heart swell.

			But right now, just for now, it was her and Jackson. Nothing and no one else.

			When he laid her down on the bed, he looked into her eyes. “I love you,” he said.

			“I love you, too,” she whispered back.

			“Do you want to know what made me the maddest when I went to pick you up from the airport?”

			“What?”

			“You said you were plain. Plain and tall. There’s nothing plain about you, woman. You were sunshine in the dark. There’s no way to hide from the sun. And I think part of me knew it from the first moment I saw you.”

			“I’m not the sun. I’m not anything special,” she said.

			“You’re everything special. You told me you were plain. And, honey, the first moment I saw you... I couldn’t believe you thought that. You’re beautiful, do you know that?”

			“You look at me and I... I feel like I might be.”

			“You are,” he said. “Beautiful. Perfect. Everything I needed. Everything I need.”

			There was such deep, real love in his eyes. She felt the furthest thing from plain. She felt singular. Special in a way she never had before. And she was damn glad she didn’t have any walls left, because she didn’t want anything between them at all.

			“You’re everything I need, Jackson. Because without you... I would still be buried behind all those rock walls. But now look at us. There’s none of that left anymore. Just love.”

			“Good thing,” he said.

			Savannah had come to Gold Valley with nothing but one flowered suitcase, hoping to start a new life.

			But she’d found so much more. She’d found everything.

			She’d found love. A family.

			And home, in Jackson’s arms.

		

	
		
			EPILOGUE

			JACKSON REID KNEW what he loved. He loved riding the perimeter of his family ranch, with his daughter seated in the saddle in front of him. He loved working from sunup to sundown, with his brand-new baby boy strapped to his chest.

			He loved coming home at the end of the day to a warm house that was full of crying babies, a barking puppy and a pissed-off cat that hated him. He had no idea how they’d ended up with a cat. Savannah had come home with her one day after a shopping trip in town, and Lily had already named her on the ride home. He’d been outvoted.

			He loved finding sippy cups hidden in strange places, although he loved cleaning them less. He loved his life.

			He loved his wife.

			He used to think that hedonism was a reward for all the hard work he did. And now he looked around and couldn’t find a single thing he’d done to earn this.

			There was no other way he wanted to live. In this house, with his family. Waking up every morning with the same woman. His life had changed.

			Work hard. Play hard. Love harder.

			And they loved him back. Beautifully. Wonderfully.

			Forever.

			* * * * *

			From New York Times bestselling author
Maisey Yates comes the sizzling second book in her new GOLD VALLEY Western romance series. Shy tomboy Kaylee Capshaw never thought she’d have a chance of winning the heart of her longtime friend Bennett Dodge, even if he is the cowboy of her dreams.

			But when she learns he’s suddenly single, can she finally prove to him that the woman he’s been waiting for has been right here all along?

			Read on for a sneak peek at

			UNTAMED COWBOY,

			the latest in New York Times bestselling author Maisey Yates’s

			GOLD VALLEY series!

		

	
		
			Untamed Cowboy

			by Maisey Yates

			CHAPTER ONE

			KAYLEE CAPSHAW NEEDED a new life. Which was why she was steadfastly avoiding the sound of her phone vibrating in her purse while the man across from her at the beautifully appointed dinner table continued to talk, oblivious to the internal war raging inside of her.

			Do not look at your phone.

			The stern internal admonishment didn’t help. Everything in her was still seized up with adrenaline and anxiety over the fact that she had texts she wasn’t looking at.

			Not because of her job. Any and all veterinary emergencies were being covered by her new assistant at the clinic, Laura, so that she could have this date with Michael, the perfectly nice man she was now ignoring while she warred within herself to not look down at her phone.

			No. It wasn’t work texts she was itching to look at.

			But what if it was Bennett?

			Laura knew that she wasn’t supposed to interrupt Kaylee tonight, because Kaylee was on a date, but she had conveniently not told Bennett. Because she didn’t want to talk to Bennett about her dating anyone.

			Mostly because she didn’t want to hear if Bennett was dating anyone. If the woman lasted, Kaylee would inevitably know all about her. So there was no reason—in her mind—to rush into all of that.

			She wasn’t going to look at her phone.

			“Going over the statistical data for the last quarter was really very interesting. It’s fascinating how the holidays inform consumers.”

			Kaylee blinked. “What?”

			“Sorry. I’m probably boring you. The corporate side of retail at Christmas is probably only interesting to people who work in the industry.”

			“Not at all,” she said. Except, she wasn’t interested. But she was trying to be. “How exactly did you get involved in this job living here?”

			“Well, I can do most of it online. Sometimes I travel to Portland, which is where the corporate office is.” Michael worked for a world-famous brand of sports gear, and he did something with the sales. Or data.

			Her immediate attraction to him had been his dachshund, Clarence, whom she had seen for a tooth abscess a couple of weeks earlier. Then on a follow-up visit he had asked if Kaylee would like to go out, and she had honestly not been able to think of one good reason she shouldn’t. Except for Bennett Dodge. Her best friend since junior high and the obsessive focus of her hormones since she’d discovered what men and women did together in the dark.

			Which meant she absolutely needed to go out with Michael.

			Bennett couldn’t be the excuse. Not anymore.

			She had fallen into a terrible rut over the last couple of years while she and Bennett had gotten their clinic up and running. Work and her social life revolved around him. Social gatherings were all linked to him and to his family.

			She’d lived in Gold Valley since junior high, and the friendships she’d made here had mostly faded since then. She’d made friends when she’d gone to school for veterinary medicine, but she and Bennett had gone together, and those friends were mostly mutual friends.

			If they ever came to town for a visit, it included Bennett. If she took a trip to visit them, it often included Bennett.

			The man was up in absolutely everything, and the effects of it had been magnified recently as her world had narrowed thanks to their mutually demanding work schedule.

			That amount of intense, focused time with him never failed to put her in a somewhat pathetic emotional space.

			Hence the very necessary date.

			Then her phone started vibrating because it was ringing, and she couldn’t ignore that. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Excuse me.”

			It was Bennett. Her heart slammed into her throat. She should not answer it. She really shouldn’t. She thought that even while she was pressing the green accept button.

			“What’s up?” she asked.

			“Calving drama. I have a breech one. I need some help.”

			Bennett sounded clipped and stressed. And he didn’t stress easily. He delivered countless calves over the course of the season, but a breech birth was never good. If the rancher didn’t call him in time, there was rarely anything that could be done.

			And if Bennett needed some assistance, then the situation was probably pretty extreme.

			“Where are you?” she asked, darting a quick look over to Michael and feeling like a terrible human for being marginally relieved by this interruption.

			“Out of town at Dave Miller’s place. Follow the driveway out back behind the house.”

			“See you soon.” She hung up the phone and looked down at her half-finished dinner. “I am so sorry,” she said, forcing herself to look at Michael’s face. “There’s a veterinary emergency. I have to go.”

			She stood up, collecting her purse and her jacket. “I really am sorry. I tried to cover everything. But my partner... It’s a barnyard thing. He needs help.”

			Michael looked... Well, he looked understanding. And Kaylee almost wished that he wouldn’t. That he would be mad so that she would have an excuse to storm off and never have dinner with him again. That he would be unreasonable in some fashion so that she could call the date experiment a loss and go back to making no attempts at a romantic life whatsoever.

			But he didn’t. “Of course,” he said. “You can’t let something happen to an animal just because you’re on a dinner date.”

			“I really can’t,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

			She reached into her purse and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill. She put it on the table and offered an apologetic smile before turning and leaving. Before he didn’t accept her contribution to the dinner.

			She was not going to make him pay for the entire meal on top of everything.

			“Have a good evening,” the hostess said as Kaylee walked toward the front door of the restaurant. “Please dine with us again soon.”

			Kaylee muttered something and headed outside, stumbling a little bit when her kitten heel caught in a crack in the sidewalk. That was the highest heel she ever wore, since she was nearly six feet tall in flats, and towering over one’s date was not the best first impression.

			But she was used to cowgirl boots and not these spindly, fiddly things that hung up on every imperfection. They were impractical. How any woman walked around in stilettos was beyond her.

			The breeze kicked up, reminding her that March could not be counted on for warm spring weather as the wind stung her bare legs. The cost of wearing a dress. Which also had her feeling pretty stupid right about now.

			She always felt weird in dresses, owing that to her stick figure and excessive height. She’d had to be tough from an early age. With parents who ultimately ended up ignoring her existence, she’d had to be self-sufficient.

			It had suited her to be a tomboy because spending time outdoors, running around barefoot and climbing trees, far away from the fight scenes her parents continually staged in their house, was better than sitting at home.

			Better to pretend she didn’t like lace and frills, since her bedroom consisted of a twin mattress on the floor and a threadbare afghan.

			She’d had a friend when she was little, way before they’d moved to Gold Valley, who’d had the prettiest princess room on earth. Lace bedding, a canopy. Pink walls with flower stencils. She’d been so envious of it. She’d felt nearly sick with it.

			But she’d just said she hated girlie things. And never invited that friend over ever.

			And hey, she’d been built for it. Broad shoulders and stuff.

			Sadly, she wasn’t built for pretty dresses.

			But she needed strength more, anyway.

			She was thankful she had driven her own truck, which was parked not far down the street against the curb. First-date rule for her. Drive your own vehicle. In case you had to make a hasty getaway.

			And apparently she had needed to make a hasty getaway, just not because Michael was a weirdo or anything.

			No, he had been distressingly nice.

			She mused on that as she got into the driver’s seat and started the engine. She pulled away from the curb and headed out of town. Yes, he had been perfectly nice. Really, there had been nothing wrong with him. And she was a professional at finding things wrong with the men she went on dates with. A professional at finding excuses for why a second date couldn’t possibly happen.

			She was ashamed to realize now that she was hoping he would consider this an excuse not to make a second date with her.

			That she had taken a phone call in the middle of dinner and then had run off.

			A lot of people had trouble dating. But often it was for deep reasons they had trouble identifying.

			Kaylee knew exactly why she had trouble dating.

			It was because she was in love with her best friend, Bennett Dodge. And he was not in love with her.

			She gritted her teeth.

			She wasn’t in love with Bennett. No. She wouldn’t allow that. She had lustful feelings for Bennett, and she cared deeply about him. But she wasn’t in love with him. She refused to let it be that. Not anymore.

			That thought carried her over the gravel drive that led to the ranch, back behind the house, just as Bennett had instructed. The doors to the barn were flung open, the lights on inside, and she recognized Bennett’s truck parked right outside.

			She killed the engine and got out, then moved into the barn as quickly as possible.

			“What’s going on?” she asked.

			Dave Miller was there, his arms crossed over his chest, standing back against the wall. Bennett had his hand on the cow’s back. He turned to look at her, the overhead light in the barn seeming to shine a halo around his cowboy hat. That chiseled face that she knew so well but never failed to make her stomach go tight. He stroked the cow, his large, capable hands drawing her attention, as well as the muscles in his forearm. He was wearing a tight T-shirt that showed off the play of those muscles to perfection. His large biceps and the scars on his skin from various on-the-job injuries. He had a stethoscope draped over his shoulders, and something about that combination—rough-and-ready cowboy meshed with concerned veterinarian—was her very particular catnip.

			“I need to get the calf out as quickly as possible, and I need to do it at the right moment. Too quickly and we’re likely to crush the baby’s ribs.” She had a feeling he said that part for the benefit of the nervous-looking rancher standing off to the side.

			Dave Miller was relatively new to town, having moved up from California a couple of years ago with fantasies of rural living. A small ranch for him and his wife’s retirement had grown to a medium-sized one over the past year or so. And while the older man had a reputation for taking great care of his animals, he wasn’t experienced at this.

			“Where do you want me?” she asked, moving over to where Bennett was standing.

			“I’m going to need you to suction the hell out of this thing as soon as I get her out.” He appraised her. “Where were you?”

			“It doesn’t matter.”

			“You’re wearing a dress.”

			She shrugged. “I wasn’t at home.”

			He frowned. “Were you out?”

			This was not the time for Bennett to go overly concerned big brother on her. It wasn’t charming on a normal day, but it was even less charming when she’d just abandoned her date to help deliver a calf. “If I wasn’t at home, I was out. Better put your hand up the cow, Bennett,” she said, feeling testy.

			Bennett did just that, checking to see that the cow was dilated enough for him to extract the calf. Delivering a breech animal like this was tricky business. They were going to have to pull the baby out, likely with the aid of a chain or a winch, but not too soon, which would injure the mother. And not too quickly, which would injure them both.

			But if they went too slow, the baby cow would end up completely cut off from its oxygen supply. If that happened, it was likely to never recover.

			“Ready,” he said. “I need chains.”

			She looked around and saw the chains lying on the ground, then she picked them up and handed them over. He grunted and pulled, producing the first hint of the calf’s hooves. Then he lashed the chain around them. He began to pull again, his muscles straining against the fabric of his black T-shirt, flexing as he tugged hard.

			She had been a vet long enough that she was inured to things like this, from a gross-out-factor perspective. But still, checking out a guy in the midst of all of this was probably a little imbalanced. Of course, that was the nature of how things were with her and Bennett.

			They’d met when she’d moved to Gold Valley at thirteen—all long limbs, anger and adolescent awkwardness. And somehow, they’d fit. He’d lost his mother when he was young, and his family was limping along. Her own home life was hard, and she’d been desperate for escape from her parents’ neglect and drunken rages at each other.

			She never had him over. She didn’t want to be at her house. She never wanted him, or any other friend, to see the way her family lived.

			To see her sad mattress on the floor and her peeling nightstand.

			Instead, they’d spent time at the Dodge ranch. His family had become hers, in many ways. They weren’t perfect, but there was more love in their broken pieces than Kaylee’s home had ever had.

			He’d taught her to ride horses, let her play with the barn cats and the dogs that lived on the ranch. Together, the two of them had saved a baby squirrel that had been thrown out of his nest, nursing him back to health slowly in a little shoebox.

			She’d blossomed because of him. Had discovered her love of animals. And had discovered she had the power to fix some of the broken things in the world.

			The two of them had decided to become veterinarians together after they’d successfully saved the squirrel. And Bennett had never wavered.

			He was a constant. A sure and steady port in the storm of life.

			And when her feelings for him had started to shift and turn into more, she’d done her best to push them down because he was her whole world, and she didn’t want to risk that by introducing anything as volatile as romance.

			She’d seen how that went. Her parents’ marriage was a reminder of just how badly all that could sour. It wasn’t enough to make her swear off men, but it was enough to make her want to keep her relationship with Bennett as it was.

			But that didn’t stop the attraction.

			If it were as simple as deciding not to want him, she would have done it a long time ago. And if it were as simple as being with another man, that would have worked back in high school when she had committed to finding herself a prom date and losing her virginity so she could get over Bennett Dodge already.

			It had not worked. And the sex had been disappointing.

			So here she was, fixating on his muscles while he helped an animal give birth.

			Maybe there wasn’t a direct line between those two things, but sometimes it felt like it. If all other men could just...not be so disappointing in comparison to Bennett Dodge, things would be much easier.

			She looked away from him, making herself useful, gathering syringes and anything she would need to clear the calf of mucus that might be blocking its airway. Bennett hadn’t said anything, likely for Dave’s benefit, but she had a feeling he was worried about the health of the heifer. That was why he needed her to see to the calf as quickly as possible, because he was afraid he would be giving treatment to its mother.

			She spread a blanket out that was balled up and stuffed in the corner—unnecessary, but it was something to do. Bennett strained and gave one final pull and brought the calf down as gently as possible onto the barn floor.

			“There he is,” Bennett said, breathing heavily. “There he is.”

			His voice was filled with that rush of adrenaline that always came when they worked jobs like this.

			She and Bennett ran the practice together, but she typically held down the fort at the clinic and treated smaller domestic animals like birds, dogs, cats and the occasional ferret.

			Bennett worked with large animals, cows, horses, goats and sometimes llamas. They had a mobile unit for things like this.

			But when push came to shove, they helped each other out.

			And when push came to pulling a calf out of its mother, they definitely helped each other.

			Bennett took care of the cord and then turned his focus back to the mother.

			Kaylee moved to the calf, who was glassy-eyed and not looking very good. But she knew from her limited experience with this kind of delivery that just because they came out like this didn’t mean they wouldn’t pull through.

			She checked his airway, brushing away any remaining mucus that was in the way. She put her hand back over his midsection and tried to get a feel on his heartbeat. “Bennett,” she said, “stethoscope?”

			“Here,” he said, taking it from around his neck and tossing it her direction. She caught it and slipped the ear tips in, then pressed the diaphragm against the calf, trying to get a sense of what was happening in there.

			His heartbeat sounded strong, which gave her hope.

			His breathing was still weak. She looked around at the various tools, trying to see something she might be able to use. “Dave,” she said to the man standing back against the wall. “I need a straw.”

			“A straw?”

			“Yes. I’ve never tried this before, but I hear it works.”

			She had read that sticking a straw up a calf’s nose irritated the system enough that it jolted them into breathing. And she hoped that was the case.

			Dave returned quickly with the item that she had requested, and Kaylee moved the straw into position. Not gently, since that would defeat the purpose.

			You had to love animals to be in her line of work. And unfortunately, loving them sometimes meant hurting them.

			The calf startled, then heaved, his chest rising and falling deeply before he started to breathe quickly.

			Kaylee pulled the straw out and lifted her hands. “Thank God.”

			Bennett turned around, shifting his focus to the calf and away from the mother. “Breathing?”

			“Breathing.”

			He nodded, wiping his forearm over his forehead. “Good.” His chest pitched upward sharply. “I think Mom is going to be okay, too.”
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