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			Praise for the novels of Maisey Yates

			“Yates brings her signature heat and vivid western details to another appealing story in the excellent Gold Valley series... Fans of Kate Pearce should enjoy this.”

			—Booklist on Rodeo Christmas at Evergreen Ranch

			“[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

			“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)

			“Multidimensional and genuine characters are the highlight of this alluring novel, and sensual love scenes complete it. Yates’s fans...will savor this delectable story.”

			—Publishers Weekly on Unbroken Cowboy (starred review)

			“Fast-paced and intensely emotional.... This is one of the most heartfelt installments in this series, and Yates’s fans will love it.”

			—Publishers Weekly on Cowboy to the Core (starred review)

			“Yates’s outstanding eighth Gold Valley contemporary...will delight newcomers and fans alike.... This charming and very sensual contemporary is a must for fans of passion.”

			—Publishers Weekly on Cowboy Christmas Redemption (starred review)
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			Especially dedicated to a tale as old as time. Fairy tales will always be magic to me.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			IT WASN’T EXACTLY an enchanted castle. But then, Belle wasn’t silly enough to expect an actual enchanted castle. It had been a nice story to tell herself on the long car ride that had carried her from Seattle, Washington, up into the hills of Pyrite Falls, Oregon. But it had only been that. A story.

			Still, based on the letters that had passed back and forth between herself and her new employer, a picture had begun to form in her mind. Of the wounded beast up in his castle, cursed because of a betrayal—by an evil fairy—hardened and frozen by the years... And in desperate need of help.

			She had been devastated when the bookshop closed. But there just hadn’t been enough steam to keep it going. She had tried, but after her grandmother’s death, and the medical bills that had piled up and everything else...it just hadn’t been feasible.

			Fairytale Books had closed. But Belle’s love for books remained. It was why, when she had packed up her car to start this journey, to start her new life, she had taken a bare minimum of outfits, and of many other things. But she had filled the car full of books. Most of the books that had been left in the store. Children’s books.

			For the kids.

			She was so excited to meet the kids.

			She put the car in Park and turned the motor off, looking at the cabin in front of her.

			It loomed a bit. But that was okay. She was ready. More than ready. She got out of the car, and took a deep breath, gathering her overnight bag, which also had toys in it, and charged toward the door.

			“I have confidence in me,” she said. The mantra would get her through. It had gotten her this far. That and weaving fairy tales.

			“Intruder!”

			She looked up, just in time to see a water balloon being hurled from the rooftop, and not in time to dodge said water balloon.

			And then came another one. And another.

			“Oh,” she shouted, and tried to get out of the way, but a small boy appeared from behind a large pot, which did not have a plant in it, and just seemed to be there for the sole purpose of concealing him, large slingshot raised. And another water balloon fired from that.

			“Whatever you’re selling, lady, we don’t want it.”

			“And if you’re from the government, that goes double,” came the little voice from up above.

			“I am neither from the government nor am I selling anything,” she said. And she refused to react to the water. Because they wanted her to. Because this had been an ambush and the boys—John and Joe, she didn’t know which was which—were trying to get to her. She had been warned. That they had fierce tempers and even fiercer ways of displaying them.

			“While I appreciate the opportunity to shower—I have had a long journey, and this has been quite refreshing—I would like to call a cease-fire.”

			“You don’t have any ammunition, lady,” the boy behind the pot said. “You’re not in any position to be calling a cease-fire.”

			“But I do have toys in my bag. And if you soak them through, they may be ruined.”

			“I bet we don’t want your toys.”

			“Maybe not,” she said. “But what about Imogene?”

			She had thought that might soften them. And it did.

			The little bandicoots scampered off. Both of them wearing only overalls with no shirts on underneath. Well. She had known that it would be an adventure. And she had signed up for it. Specifically. She took another step toward the door and started to knock when it jerked open. And she was greeted—this time not by a child—but by a very grumpy looking man. She had to look up to see that he was grumpy. Because he was just so tall. And...broad. He had a cowboy hat tipped down low on his head, a brutal scar running from his forehead down over his eye through his lip. It was a miracle he still had both eyes judging by that scar. But he did. And they were...they were beautiful. Blue like the sky, and in stark contrast to everything else about him.

			The man himself was monstrous. Bordered on being a beast. But his eyes...

			“If you’re selling something, we don’t want it. And if you’re from the government...”

			“You also don’t want it. I am actually clear on that stance. But I am Belle Langford. We’ve exchanged emails.”

			He snorted. “We fucking have not.”

			“Oh,” she said. “I beg your pardon.” She was not used to such salty language. Her grandmother didn’t allow it, and it wasn’t common to hear in her little bookshop. She did sometimes read it in books, and in certain contexts it made her face very warm. “I thought that you were Adam Winchester.”

			“I am. But you sure as hell haven’t exchanged emails with me. I don’t have a computer.”

			“I... You have children. John and Joe and Imogene.”

			“What the hell is this?”

			“I thought that I was coming to take a position as nanny. And housekeeper...”

			“Son of a bitch.”

			And suddenly, a bright pink Cadillac convertible came rolling up the driveway with smoke trailing behind it grandly. “Oh no.”

			A voice came from the vehicle. The car stopped suddenly, and an elderly woman got out, round and wearing all pink, just like her car. “I’m late. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to send you up here completely unaware.”

			And Belle had no idea which one of them the woman was talking to.

			“Fucking hell, Debbie. What did you do?”

			“What a nice way to greet your mother-in-law,” she said.

			They looked at each other for a long moment. “I’m worried about you.”

			“I know you are. But that doesn’t give you call to go meddling in my business. What the hell are you playing at?”

			“I’m not playing at anything, Adam. You need help. You are up to your eyeballs.”

			“You’ve been just a fine help...”

			“We are at each other’s throats all the time. And I am the kids’ grandmother, and I don’t want to be in a fight with you. I like to take them for outings. I like to take them on vacations. I like to be Grandma. I can’t be primary caregiver, especially when their dad’s snarling at me all the time.”

			“So you did what?”

			“I hired you a nanny.”

			“I don’t need your money, Debbie.”

			“I didn’t say that you did. But this is my gift to you. You need a housekeeper, and you need a nanny. And here she is.”

			“I really don’t need your guilt babysitter.”

			The woman—Debbie—walked across the driveway, closing the distance between herself and Adam. “You listen to me, Adam Winchester—you have a hard head, and you always have. I thought you would be good for Laney, and I stand by it. You would’ve been good for her, if she could have been good for you. I don’t approve of what she did. I don’t approve of her running off, I don’t approve of her abandoning these kids, I don’t approve of her abandoning you. But I lost her the same as you did—she doesn’t speak to me anymore either. And yes, I do feel some guilt about it. Because I’m her mother. So obviously something that I did...”

			“It isn’t your fault, Debbie. It’s not.”

			“I appreciate it. But I’m not looking to be absolved. All I want is to make sure that my grandchildren have a better life than this.”

			“They’re fine,” Adam said.

			Belle was beginning to feel like an unnecessary accessory to the entire thing.

			“Wait a minute,” she said. “Are you telling me that I emailed with you, Debbie. And I never emailed with him—Adam.”

			“That is the size of it.”

			“He doesn’t have a computer,” Debbie said. “I do. I’ve been on Facebook for fifteen years.”

			“I’m sure she’s really impressed by that, Deb.”

			“Don’t pay attention to him. He’ll be grateful for your presence once you get going...”

			“I don’t want a stranger in my house.”

			“You have an extra room,” she said, fiercely.

			“Look, I don’t want to be where I’m not wanted,” Belle said, a little bit of panic starting to rise up in her chest. She really did try to believe in the goodness of the universe, in spite of the fact that her life had been pretty difficult up until this point. She had been raised by her grandmother, and she knew what it was like to be abandoned by...well, not just her mother, but her father, too. She had thought that she would have something in common with these kids. And that she could make a difference. She had wanted that. It had given her a sense of peace and happiness after having lost the bookstore. “But I did get rid of my apartment, and I functionally don’t have a place to stay, because I was certain that I was coming here to work, and it would be very difficult for me to go back.”

			“You would put the poor girl out on the street?”

			“I didn’t ask the poor girl to come here,” he said.

			“Give it a month,” Debbie said.

			A month. She had been expecting a lot more job security than that. But then, she supposed that...she should know better than to count on something like that. Of course she should. She should know better because anything can happen at any time, and nobody was guaranteed anything. A month would be...at least enough of a chance to figure out a plan of action if it didn’t work out.

			“I told you already I don’t want...”

			“You don’t want a stranger living in your house. Well, Adam, the problem is that you work from sunup to sundown. You’re exhausted and so are the kids, all the time. They’re unsupervised half the time, and I know you mean well, but it’s too much time spent alone.”

			Two small faces appeared from behind the house. The boys were back, clearly fascinated by what was happening.

			And for the first time, Adam seemed to actually look at her. Really look her up and down and take in the sight of what had happened to her. Water balloon residue and all. “Yeah, okay,” he said. “She can have a month. But she won’t last. Three days with these varmints will send her running for the hills.”

			“I’m sure that they aren’t...varmints,” she said.

			“And I’m sure they are. They’re my kids, after all and I say you won’t last for them. You’re welcome to give it a try, Miss...”

			“I did say.”

			“I didn’t catch it.”

			“Langford. Belle Langford.”

			“Ms. Langford. You are welcome to try to make my house a home, and to make my...varmints into kids. But I have a feeling you’re going to find that it’s an uphill battle.”

			“And what about you?” she asked, feeling more than a little bit irritated by the whole situation. “Should I try to make a man out of the beast?”

			And then his face did something quite horrifying. He grinned. But it wasn’t an easy grin, not a happy grin. No. Somehow, it was more frightening than any sneer could’ve been.

			“Oh, I don’t change, Ms. Langford. I’m as immovable as a brick wall. Implacable as stone. As damned stubborn as these here mountains that surround this place. That isn’t poetry—it’s a direct quote. Just some of the few things that have been said about me. So yeah. Do your best with the kids. Do your best with the house. You don’t need to worry about me.”

			And then, just like that, he went back in the house, leaving Belle standing there in the driveway with Debbie, and the two little hellions.

			“I am sorry about that,” Debbie said. “Only, I started to get in touch with you as myself, but it seemed awfully ridiculous. Explaining to you what happened with Adam and with...with my daughter. And it just seemed easier to write it from his point of view. Well, the point of view he doesn’t know he has. Which is that he wants what’s best for the kids. I know he does. He’s drowning. And that he won’t admit. He won’t admit it. He just...he doesn’t have it in him. But the kids are half-feral.”

			“Hey,” one of the boys said, coming out from behind the house. “We’re not feral, Grandma.”

			“No,” she said. “I said you were half-feral, John. I didn’t say you were all feral.”

			“I don’t even know what that means.” The other boy came back from around the side of the house, maybe a half an inch shorter than the other. And she would have to try to remember that this one was Joe. He must be.

			“It means wild,” she said.

			“Is that why Mom left?”

			And it was Belle’s turn to speak. She couldn’t help it.

			“Absolutely not,” she said. “Adults do things sometimes because of their own problems. But kids are not the cause of those problems. Adults have a lot of years to have things in their mind play tricks on them. To have the things that scare them get bigger and scarier.”

			“Like the monster under the bed,” John said.

			“Yes,” Belle said. “Like a monster under the bed. They aren’t real, you know, those monsters. But they can feel very real. And you can start to treat that imaginary monster like a pet. Giving it food and water, and letting it get bigger and bigger in your mind. Even though it isn’t actually there. But you can take it with you into adulthood, that fear.”

			“How do you stop that from happening?”

			“Things are scariest when they’re in the dark. When you don’t see them. If you drag it out, and let everybody know, this is the thing that hurts me, this is the thing that scares me, you can start to deal with it. And that keeps it from getting too big.”

			“Huh,” John said. “That’s a weird story.” And then like that they disappeared.

			“Well...” she said.

			“That went beautifully,” Debbie said. “I’m sorry about my son-in-law. He’s gruff. He always has been. But it’s only gotten worse... Well, since. You understand. I’m trying to help. Sometimes I think he finds me meddlesome. I guess he isn’t wrong. I am meddling a bit. But it’s only because I love those kids. And I love him. I know it doesn’t seem like it right now, but there are things about him that are lovable.”

			“Well,” she said. “I will focus on the kids. Even he said I could do that.”

			“I just hope that he... That he finds his manners enough to show you around. Here’s my phone number,” she said, handing her an actual slip of paper with the phone number on it. “If you need anything, you just let me know, darling. And I will be happy to come and help you. I’ll be your fairy godmother.”

			“Well. Thanks.”

			Except then her fairy godmother got back in her pink convertible and drove away, leaving Belle standing there.

			“Joe,” she said. “John. Come on out.”

			The boys did. She was still wet, and becoming very aware of it. “I want you boys to help me bring my things into the house. I’m wet now, and that’s because of you.”

			“No,” Joe said, running away. John seemed a little less certain as to whether or not he could openly defy an adult.

			“John, if you help me, I’m going to make a cake. And you will get to have the first slice of that cake.”

			“A cake...”

			“Yes. A cake.”

			“We only get cake for birthdays. And even then, it’s just the gross kind from the grocery store.”

			“Mine won’t be gross. And it won’t be from a grocery store. I will even make the frosting from scratch.”

			“All right. I’ll help you. Joe doesn’t get a piece, does he?”

			“That will remain to be seen.”

			“What about Imogene? She didn’t get a chance to help with things.”

			“Isn’t she only three?”

			“Yes.”

			“Well. Then I will just let her have one for being three.”

			“That’s good. She’s the best little sister in the world. She’s so cute.” John looked genuinely pleased to be speaking about his sister.

			“You can tell me all about her while you help me with my things.”

			And without waiting for Adam to reappear, she lifted her bag up, and she charged through the front door.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			A NANNY. A HOUSEKEEPER. His mother-in-law had lost her mind.

			But then, was she even his mother-in-law anymore? There was no law holding him to her. His divorce was finalized, thank you very much. Along with the full custody of his kids, since his ex-wife had decided she wanted nothing to do with them.

			He sighed and shook his head. It wasn’t that simple. And he knew it. He couldn’t hate her, no matter how much he wanted to. She had a prescription pill addiction, and PTSD from her time in the military... He couldn’t really blame her for what was going on. But she couldn’t take care of the kids. Her boyfriend was dangerous to be around... None of it was good. All that was a recipe for total abandonment. And Debbie could make wide eyes and blame herself all the hell much she wanted. But it wasn’t even that simple.

			He’d like to blame himself, and he couldn’t. The simple truth was, they weren’t meant to be. They’d tried it; it hadn’t worked.

			They’d reconnected about five years after they’d met in basic. She’d wanted kids, and he figured why not. It had seemed like a reasonable enough idea. Make a family, work the ranch, but he hadn’t realized how bad things were. And the postpartum depression after Imogene was born—you should never have a baby to try and fix what was already broken—had only exacerbated things.

			But hell. It had been a flawed experiment from the start. Two wholly screwed-up people trying to make something out of what they had left and... It hadn’t worked out.

			He thought the kids were doing all right. They got to run around the ranch and do whatever they wanted to. That was how he’d spent his childhood up here. He hadn’t minded it at all. Of course, then he’d gone and joined the army and made his mother cry, his dad’s words. And his injury had just about given his dad a damned heart attack. Which had then become an actual heart attack. His mom had killed herself caretaking him. And his dad had gone soon after. He’d had a good childhood here, good parents. He thought he was giving his kids the same, but Debbie had taken issue with it. God forbid.

			Because the woman was like a dog with a bone when she set her mind to something and there wasn’t anything Adam could do about it. And he didn’t have it in him to alienate her. The kids had lost enough. They didn’t need their dad feuding with their one living grandparent.

			He stormed out of his bedroom and back into the living room, to see John and Joe scrabbling into the house. Joe’s arms were blessedly free of any burden, while John was hefting a large box of books. And right behind the boys came that woman.

			She was small. With straight brown hair that hung limp at her shoulders, long bangs that covered her eyebrows. Her nose was pointed and upturned and gave him the impression of a very small mouse, not at all helped by the large, round, gold-rimmed glasses that covered very big brown eyes.

			She was wearing the kind of sweater he had only ever seen on grandmothers, in a very mustard yellow, open over a floral dress that went down past her knees.

			“What’s your name again?” he asked.

			“Belle.”

			“Okay.” And he just stared at her, because he had no idea what he was supposed to do with this stranger who was expected to take up residence at his house.

			“Debbie said that there was a room for me?”

			She said it gently, like she was talking to a child, or somebody who badly needed some form of guidance.

			Okay. Well. He supposed he did need guidance.

			“Yeah. Down the hall. I guess you can take your stuff there.”

			“Thank you.”

			She nodded her head, and her glasses slipped down the bridge of her nose, and she hastily push them back up. Then she quickly walked down the hallway, her brown boots clumping on the floor.

			For God’s sake. What had Debbie gotten him into?

			“Debbie said that one of my responsibilities would be dinner. And I have promised the children cake.” She reappeared. “Do you have groceries?”

			“Yeah. We’ve got some.”

			He wasn’t going to admit that mostly he had a freezer full of frozen lasagna and frozen garlic bread. The kids would eat that every night. And he didn’t much care to fight with them about healthy eating. Hell, he’d been a piggy kid, and he’d grown up just fine. He could lift whatever he needed to, work a full day; he’d certainly passed physical fitness tests in the military, even after he’d taken shrapnel to the face. Not eating his green beans when he was twelve hadn’t hurt him. The same as coffee all day and booze all night didn’t seem to hurt him now.

			Maybe he was just made of sterner stuff than some people. His kids sure were.

			“Is there a store?”

			“Yeah. There’s a grocery store down the way with some basics. And a farm stand down at Four Corners Ranch. It’s this massive spread run by some of the area’s founding families.”

			“A farm stand! How lovely. Maybe I’ll go down that way and see what I can find.”

			“You didn’t even look to see what I had.”

			She looked around, sniffed delicately and pushed her glasses up again. “No offense. I don’t think I need to.”

			Then she turned and walked out, and he felt...scathingly insulted by a woman who could just as easily pass for a rodent.

			She came back in with another box. “You can keep standing there or you can make yourself useful.”

			“I am not an accessory to this crime. I don’t know a damned thing about you, and you’re supposed to be taking care of my kids. I would have you out on your ass except Debbie would never do anything to hurt the kids, so I’m sure that you’re not a secret criminal of any kind.”

			“Oh, no. She did my background check. Which I am loath to inform you is extremely boring. I have no skeletons in my closet, absolutely nothing interesting at all in my past. Really, I am incredibly dull. I’m happy to tell you anything you want to know. I’m used to talking to people. All kinds of people. I’ve run a bookstore since I was in high school. My grandmother needed help with it, and I stepped in. It became my whole world. She died, it had to close and I didn’t have anything left. So here I am.”

			Neat. A life story in thirty seconds or less. At least she was economical.

			“How old are you?”

			“Twenty-four.”

			Fuck.

			“You’re a babysitter.”

			“I am not a babysitter. I assure you. I took care of my grandmother in the last years of her life. Really, I was a full-time caregiver and bookstore owner for the last five years. I like to take care of people. I like making their lives easier. It’s something that I can do... And when I saw the posting that Debbie had put up about the job, it resonated with me. She said that the house was very sad.”

			“Sad? My boys can do whatever they want. What kid doesn’t want to run wild outside?”

			“And your daughter?”

			“Well. She’s a little small to do whatever she wants. The boys get to do kindergarten and first grade down at the one-room schoolhouse on Four Corners. Imogene mostly spends the day with me.”

			“I like that she gets to spend the day with you. But, wouldn’t it be good if she had some options? She could stay home and play.”

			“Yeah,” he said.

			But he had gotten pretty accustomed to not letting his little girl out of his sight.

			“My wife left when Imogene was six months old. I’m the only parent she’s ever really known. And she’s basically been glued to me ever since.”

			“You’ve been doing this by yourself for two and a half years?”

			She looked filled with sympathy, and he hated it. He didn’t need sympathy. He didn’t want it.

			“I decided to do this. To be a father. Have kids. I may not have planned on doing it by myself, but I wanted the kids. It didn’t work out for her. That’s okay. Just try to take care of herself.”

			“That’s a pretty giving attitude of you.”

			“Seeing combat of any kind...” He gritted his teeth. “My wife and I were in the military together. Years ago. Long before we got together. The thing is, that experience affects people differently. She didn’t make it through unscathed. I consider her a casualty of war. It’s not up to me to say she could handle things differently. Do I wish she hadn’t been a victim of it? One of the walking wounded, with injuries you can’t see? Yeah. Do I hate her? No. I can’t do that. When everything in her mind is working right she loves the kids. But she’s made a lot of choices that are pretty hard for her to come back from.”

			“Wow.” Those brown eyes grew extra soft, and he didn’t know what to do with that. He didn’t understand...softness. His parents had been great. But his mom had been a no-nonsense farm woman, his dad a pretty hard-out rancher. His wife had been a steely kind of woman. Physically fit and relentless. He liked her a whole lot before the drugs had gotten hold of her. Hell, he still liked his memories of her. He liked that the kids had her spirit. Because he would never let who she was be tarnished by what had happened.

			He would always honor her intent.

			But yeah, as for softness? No. He wasn’t used to it. Couldn’t say he liked it.

			“I don’t need your sympathy.”

			“Sorry,” she said. “It’s just I feel it. A lot of it.”

			“Holy shit, woman, let’s go get the rest of your stuff.”

			He helped her grab the boxes—there were so many boxes of books. Was there even anything else?

			“I only have one suitcase of clothes. And a box of shoes. Shoes take up a lot of room. That’s just a practicality. I saved the rest of the room for books. Because I had so many children’s books.”

			He had never been a big reader. But then, he had never much sat around engaging in idle time. And there was something...strange about this. All these books, and any one of them his kids could pick up and read. He felt like Belle had opened the door just now. One that he hadn’t known he wanted open for his kids.

			It was the first time he had had to stand there and look at something he never would’ve thought of. That he never would’ve provided. An option he would’ve taken off the table for them without even realizing it. The first time he had to face that his own closed perspective might limit where the kids got to go.

			Tenderness.

			All right. Maybe he felt some of that for his kids. But he was pretty hard, and life with him was hard. He was just doing things the way his parents had done it.

			Maybe having this soft little...thing would show them something different. And maybe that wasn’t a bad thing.

			“Well look. I’ve got some work to do. Imogene is napping, and I’m happy to leave her down for it, or get her up and bring her with me. It’s up to you. But she doesn’t know you and she might freak out.”

			“She’s three? I think I can handle her. I used to do story time down at the bookstore.”

			“Well, you can walk down to the farm stand from here. Just down the driveway and straight down the road. The opposite way you came. Can’t miss it.”

			“How do you know it’s the opposite way I came?”

			He shrugged. “Because you would’ve seen it. One of the Sullivan sisters should be at it. They’re all redheads. So you’ll notice. You can take Imogene down in the wagon.”

			“The wagon?”

			“The boys can show you.”

			“What about the boys?”

			“You can leave them. I’m on the property.”

			She grimaced, and he could tell that she judged him.

			“That’s how my parents did it,” he said.

			“Well. I don’t mean to... I guess that’s just modern... My own... They’re not my children.”

			“Do whatever the hell you want, lady. I’ve got horses to go put away.”

			And on that note, he walked out of the house and headed out toward the barn. He wasn’t going to worry about her. He wasn’t going to worry about the kids. Was that not the point of all this?

			Thirty days. If by the end of it he couldn’t live without her...well, all the better.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			SHE DECIDED TO take all the kids down to the farm stand.

			“Who are you?” one of the boys said, bringing up the rear.

			“I’m Belle,” she said.

			“That doesn’t mean anything to me,” he shot back.

			Belle sighed.

			She had a cranky, sleepy-eyed three-year-old in the wagon. Her blond hair was frizzed out around her head, her eyebrows knitted resolutely together. The little girl had been extremely unenthused by Belle’s presence, but Belle wasn’t deterred. Adam needed help. That much was clear. After she left, she had looked through his cupboards. They were barren. He had a lot of beer, a lot of frozen food and very little else. And she was going to make sure that she made a difference. She made an impact. Of course, Imogene had not stopped asking for her daddy after she had woken up. Which made Belle feel better, actually. Because at least it demonstrated that Adam’s kids loved him. He was gruff—there was no getting around that—but he definitely seemed to love his children. And they loved him back. He wasn’t a beast.

			She shivered. She wondered how he had gotten the scar. In the military, she assumed.

			It didn’t really surprise her that he had been in the military.

			She lapsed off into thought. His poor wife.

			It was extraordinary to her that he had so much sympathy for her. Sure, she might not know the whole story, but it seemed like he was still protecting his ex-wife, regardless of the fact that she wasn’t here with the kids. No. He wasn’t a beast. He might do a great job of presenting as one, but he wasn’t.

			The little farm stand was pretty obvious, set up on the edge of a wide driveway with the big sign above that said Four Corners Ranch. South Entrance.

			There was a girl at the farm stand, wearing overalls, her red hair a riotous mass of curls.

			“Hello,” Belle said, approaching the beautiful spread of goodies with the wagon in tow.

			The woman’s eyebrows shot upward. “Hi. Aren’t these Adam Winchester’s little ones?”

			“Yes,” she said. “I’m his new nanny.”

			“What is a nanny?” Joe asked.

			“Like a babysitter that lives there, or does a little bit more care than a babysitter would.”

			“I’m not a baby,” Joe said.

			“Well, that’s why I’m a nanny,” she said, doing her best to smooth it over. She had to make an ally out of that one. Otherwise he could make her life miserable. She could sense that.

			The farm stand had an impressive spread of fruits and vegetables, and she cheerfully chose the right ingredients for making pasta—she had noticed that he at least had dried pasta noodles, and she could make something filled with veggies, which would be healthy and delicious. She paid, and put the items in the wagon with the kids and trundled them back home. She brought the wagon into the house and unloaded it, and the kids.

			“Would you like to help me make dinner?”

			“No,” John and Joe said at the same time. Imogene just looked at her.

			“How about this. I’ll start the pasta sauce and the cake, and then I’ll read to you all.”

			She found dry ingredients, and eggs, oil and milk, thankfully, and put together her favorite easy cake recipe, mixed it all up and put it in the oven. Then she sliced vegetables, and put them all in a pot to stew. She would make a sauce with the tomatoes, but include all of the other yummy vegetables that she’d gotten.

			As they simmered, she went and chose a book for the kids.

			She chose one about a good fairy who gave gifts that sometimes had unintended consequences. The boys pretended not to listen, jumping around the room, but Imogene was rapt, her attention on all the beautiful pictures, and on the words. And by the end of it, Belle thought that perhaps she had an ally in the youngest child.

			“Now I need to check dinner.”

			She stirred the vegetables, and kept them simmering, adding garlic and other spices, and then she started the noodles. Then she took the cake out and stuck it in the freezer to cool it for about fifteen minutes while she whipped up a quick vanilla buttercream frosting.

			By the time it was dark and Adam came through the door, she was just getting everything put into serving bowls.

			She was unprepared for him. It didn’t matter that she vaguely knew what he looked like already; the sheer presence of him was overwhelming. He was broad and tall, and imposing. And his face was a storm. But perhaps the most beautiful storm she’d ever seen. Beautiful.

			Was he beautiful?

			His shoulders were broad, his jaw square, his nose straight. He had that intimidating look in his eye, and that scar. Dark brown hair pushed off of his forehead carelessly—she could see that, now that he didn’t have his cowboy hat on. Dark stubble covered his face, evidence of the long day. There was something compelling about him, even as he was beastly. Something beautiful about him, even as he was frightening.

			She had no experience with men. Her life hadn’t lent itself to being in close quarters with them, and especially not a man like him. A man who was so...intimidating. Who was so...male.

			That was ridiculous. Men were male. It was just that he was...a lot of whatever he was. It was like he radiated it. Testosterone or whatever.

			She’d once liked a man who had often come into the bookshop. He had been tall and lean with hair that fell into his face. He had glasses a lot like hers, and had worn trousers and scarves.

			She had thought he was the perfect sort of man to sit and read books with. To drink tea with. Adam was not like that at all.

			And yet...he made her whole body feel like it was frozen. Like her heart couldn’t quite handle itself. And there was no room for that.

			That was so...ridiculous. To even remotely... It was ridiculous.

			“Dinner’s ready.”

			“Oh,” he said. “Great.”

			The kids sat down at the table, and he followed. He looked between the bowls of pasta and the big bowl of salad. “Is there meat in this?”

			“No. I didn’t get any meat. I only went to the farm stand today.”

			He huffed.

			Huffed.

			“I’m sorry, I take it you are expecting the finest frozen lasagna.”

			“Hey now.”

			“Well. I’ve made you a homemade dinner, and it is nutritious. You might behave with some gratitude.”

			“I’m not ungrateful,” he said. “It’s just... I’m accustomed to having meat with my meal. That’s all.”

			“Well, it’s nice for your kids to have some vegetables.”

			He snorted. “I’m not suffering from a lack of vegetables.”

			“You say that now, but scurvy can come for any man.”

			He stared at her from across the table. “Scurvy.”

			And she realized that she had sat down at the dinner table like she was part of the family. And suddenly she felt uncomfortable. She got up slowly, and took her plate and melted into the kitchen. She didn’t know why she had done that. Why she had taken that spot.

			She should leave him to spend time with his kids. Her primary function was to help when he was gone. Thirty seconds later, he also came into the kitchen.

			“Are you hiding from me, or are you finding me a steak?”

			“I realize,” she said, standing and holding her plate, “that I was not invited to sit at the table. And I am sorry for my presumptuousness.”

			He laughed. “Oh, that was presumptuous to you. Taking a spot at the dinner table. Hell and damn, girl. You moved into my house without so much as a by-your-leave. Because my mother-in-law told you to, and you’re worried that sitting down at the dinner table was a bridge too far. I’m not going to make you huddle in the corner of the kitchen.”

			“Well, maybe I don’t want to sit down if I’m just going to get scolded for the lack of meat.”

			Imogene came into the kitchen then, and she was carrying the fairy book. “Book,” she said. “Read to me.”

			She pressed the book against Belle’s legs.

			“Oh,” she said. “You liked this book. But you need to finish your dinner first. You don’t have any sauce on your face, so you can’t possibly have eaten.”

			She laughed, and set her plate down on the counter, then picked Imogene up. “Let’s go back to your seat.”

			She turned and saw that Adam was following her, holding her plate. She put Imogene back down in her booster chair, and then took her seat next to her, still holding the book. “Yep, and then we’ll read.”

			She noticed that John and Joe had cleaned their plates and gone back for seconds, and she felt somewhat triumphant, particularly given the grief she had gotten from Adam. After they were done eating, she took the book into the living room, and Imogene climbed on her lap. John and Joe circled the perimeter of the room again, pretending not to listen even as they listened.

			“You can go to your room now,” Adam said. And it took a minute for her to realize he was talking to her. “I mean, you don’t have to. But I don’t think the deal was that you were supposed to be working twenty-four hours a day.”

			“Likely not. But I don’t mind reading to the kids. I love books. That’s why I brought so many. I think she does too.” She patted Imogene’s head.

			“Yeah. It seems so.”

			“I should get the dishes.”

			“No,” he said. “I’ve got the dishes.”

			And she couldn’t tell if he was being nice, being a martyr or wanting to dismiss her. But, she decided to go ahead and let him do them anyway.

			She went into the little bedroom, with the full-size bed tucked into the corner. It was a simple room, small, but there was a dresser, and a bookshelf, so she was able to put her own collection of books away.

			Mostly historical romance novels, and she had to stare at them for a minute and interrogate herself. Was she romanticizing him, his scars and his pain? Was she romanticizing this choice because part of her longed to believe that she could have a place in a story like that?

			Her heart beat a little faster.

			No. She loved stories. But she knew they were stories.

			She was just here to help. She obviously hadn’t taken the job having any idea that he would be...everything that he was. He was compelling. And yes, wounded in such a way that made her want to...fix him. Fix things.

			She changed into her pajamas and realized that she was going to have to sort things out with showering and what bathroom she was supposed to use and all of that. And she could use a shower, but everything felt a little bit too tenuous tonight, so she huddled in her room and did her best to dry-brush her teeth, and went to sleep, because she just needed the space.

			She had made a huge change today, and whatever she had been expecting, it wasn’t this.

			From the fact that she was had been a total surprise, to everything that he was... She had no idea how to contend with it all.

			But tomorrow was another day, and maybe by tomorrow she would feel a little more firmly rooted.

			The kids were wonderful. So there was that. John and Joe might have been a little wild at first, but she felt like she had already won them over. And that was no small feat.

			She was well on her way to success. And she was feeling good about that.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			WHEN ADAM GOT home from the ranch the next day, he could hear chaos long before he saw it.

			It sounded like a war zone, and granted, that wasn’t entirely unusual, but Imogene was there, and that was unusual. Also, he had figured that since there was theoretically a responsible adult in residence it might be a little less...

			He flung open the door.

			Imogene was sitting in the middle of the floor with about thirty books around her, and the boys were hopping from couch to couch, shooting each other with water pistols.

			“What the hell is going on?”

			“We’re in a war,” Joe said.

			Well. That had been his thought.

			“I see. And where is Belle?”

			“She’s a prisoner,” John said.

			“She’s a what?”

			“Well,” Joe said. “We got her to go in the pantry to look for some snacks, and locked her in. She’s a prisoner of war.”

			“You did what?”

			And for the first time he questioned whether or not his parenting was actually all that good. Because there were shenanigans, and then there was taking your nanny prisoner.

			Nanny. For the love of God. How had he wound up with a nanny?

			He stormed into the kitchen, and found a broom wedged under the doorknob, stuck tight between the kitchen cabinet and the edge of the counter.

			He unwedged it, then flung the door open. Belle was sitting in there, leaning against the back wall, her legs out in front of her, her hands folded in her lap. She looked pale, but resolute.

			“Are you okay?”

			“Yes,” she said, getting up and smoothing her dress. She pushed her glasses up her nose. “I didn’t feel that it would be a very good idea to give them any satisfaction by hollering.”

			“Well no. They would probably just consider that a win. How did you lose control?”

			“I didn’t realize I had lost control. I asked that they not use the water pistols inside, which did not go over well. But, I thought that I had perhaps won the battle, particularly when I took the guns and hid them away. But, sadly, I was tricked. And that’s how I ended up in the pantry.”

			“But you didn’t yell.”

			“No. I think they would’ve enjoyed distressed quarry. I decided compliance would deny them satisfaction.”

			“Dammit. You’re probably right.”

			He looked her up and down, and he felt...furious. Absolutely furious that the kids had done that to her. And...slightly in awe of how unshaken she seemed. Maybe she was stronger than she looked.

			He stormed back into the living room. “Give me the water guns.”

			“No,” Joe said.

			“Joseph,” he said. “You give me the water gun right now and you’ll only be grounded for a week.”

			“What’s going on?” John asked. “You never get mad at us.”

			No. Because he’d been checked out. Because as long as the kids didn’t make waves to him, he considered that... Well hell, he didn’t know what he’d been considering it. Fine? But having another person in the house, and realizing how things had gotten out of hand, he could see it more clearly. He had not been an engaged dad. He had been letting things coast along, because it had been easy. Because it had been...the only thing he could manage. But this was like having blinders ripped off of his eyes.

			“You’re going to start behaving like human beings and not like wild animals.”

			They were doing the exact thing that he thought they would. They were gearing up to scare her off, but it didn’t actually please him. Mostly because it showed him what he’d been doing wrong. Mostly because it showed him exactly where he had fallen down on the job.

			“Grandma said we were half-feral,” Joe said. “I want to go all feral!”

			“Sit down!” He didn’t often put on his military voice, but when he did...they listened. “Now you listen to me,” he said, after the boys had dropped down to the edge of the couch, hands in their lap, their eyes rapt on him. “Belle is here to take care of you, and you are to respect her the same way you respect me, understand?”

			“Yes, sir,” both boys said at once.

			“Imogene?” he asked, looking down at his tiny daughter.

			She nodded.

			“And you are not to lock Belle in anything. You are not to throw water balloons at her. You are to listen when she tells you to listen and do what she asks you to. You understand me?”

			The three kids nodded.

			“Now you are all grounded for the week. No water guns. No TV...”

			“No TV!” John shouted.

			“Nope.”

			“That’s not fair!”

			“Locking the nanny in the pantry isn’t fair.”

			The boys stormed off, leaving Adam with Belle.

			“I appreciate that,” she said. “Thank you very much for standing up for me.”

			“Of course.”

			“But you know, your manners aren’t much better.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“You’re gone almost all day, and when you do talk to me or to the kids you’re usually growling.”

			He frowned. “I don’t growl.” Except he did growl that and he couldn’t deny it.

			“You also haven’t done much to make sure I know what I’m allowed. For instance, I really need a shower.”

			There was something about how she said that that hit him, and lingered.

			A shower.

			Of course she did.

			But of course that made him...that made him actually look at her and think of her as a human being, then as a woman.

			He was thirty-five years old. He didn’t automatically picture a woman in the shower just because she mentioned a shower. But he did suddenly look at her and realize she was a woman. Not a mouse. Not a prop. Not an inconvenient accessory his mother-in-law had brought him.

			A woman.

			And dimly he remembered, at one time, he’d been a man with some manners. A sense of chivalry even. And that man would be appalled by the way he’d treated her.

			Of course, he was not, and never could be that man again. He’d seen friends die, he’d been shot at, had shrapnel blown up in his face. He’d been married, become a father and watched his wife rip his kids’ hearts out while she went down a path he couldn’t get her back from.

			But he could show her to the damned shower.

			“Come on this way,” he said.

			He could let her use the kids’ bathroom, but lord... It was a hazard. So he opted to show her through his bedroom to his bathroom.

			The house was modest, but nice. He’d had a new one built to move his wife into. And he’d made sure it had all the bells and whistles. He didn’t much give a shit about any of it. But he had spent a hell of a lot of money on a very, very nice shower and if there was any one thing of his wife that remained in this house—other than the kids of course—that he loved, it was that shower.

			She looked timid, and mousy at the entry to his room.

			“Come on,” he said. “I’m not going to bite you.”

			As soon as he said that he realized that this might look bad. But he was just so out of practice with people it hadn’t occurred to him that bringing her to his room could look bad until he’d done it.

			“Just... Shower’s through there,” he said, pointing forward. “Feel free to make use of it.”

			She nodded mutely, her eyes too big behind her glasses.

			“And I’ll handle dinner tonight. You take the time to get yourself settled. After dinner...we’ll talk. I’ll make you an official schedule and time off and all that.”

			She nodded again.

			“Enjoy your shower.”

			Then he walked out of the room, slamming the door behind him.

			Dammit all. Now he had to make dinner.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			OVER THE NEXT few days they created a routine. More or less. There were aspects of her involvement in their lives that the boys definitely resented—like being made to take baths every night, and eat vegetables at every meal—but they liked being read to, whether they chose to acknowledge it or not, and they hadn’t tried to lock her in anything again. So there was that.

			Imogene was a delight. She was bright and sunny—unless she had just woken up—unreservedly loved story time and even enjoyed helping pick up toys around the living room. She was usually glued to Belle’s side, and Belle thought it was adorable.

			Of course, then there was the matter of Adam.

			After she had taken him to task the other night over his hospitality, she had expected him to throw her out on her rear, and instead he had ushered her into his bedroom, and into the nicest bathroom she had ever seen. It had a huge bathtub, a large window that looked out over nothing but wilderness and a shower that could comfortably house two people, and in fact had two showerheads. Just thinking about it made her feel prickly.

			She was certain that she was imagining it. The strange thread of tension that had stretched between them when he had brought her into the bedroom. There just... There had been a bed in the corner, and it was very large, and she had looked at him and...

			The problem was, she did so much reading.

			But the thought hadn’t entered her mind, until now. She had cast herself in a fairy tale. One where she was supposed to break a curse on a man who was tragic and poorly, beastly. And while he wasn’t unbeastly, her imagination had taken a sharp turn into a different genre altogether. One where she imagined her taciturn boss taking her roughly into his arms and...

			As if you know anything about such things.

			She didn’t.

			And he did. He had children. An ex-wife. A shower built for two.

			She banished that thought from her head. It was in fact her shower time, and she was eager to take it.

			There was an unspoken schedule that the two of them had settled into and that included her having access to his room, and the bathroom at a certain time each day.

			The kids had been rowdy today, and she was feeling a little bit harried. But the shower... the shower was wonderful. That moment was an indulgence, and she was ready to settle into it. She turned on the steam, and let it roll over her. She sighed. It was difficult to believe that five days ago she had lived in Seattle, and she had never met these children, or Adam. Not that she knew him. Not really.

			Their conversations had been kept to a minimum.

			She gave him a rundown on what the kids had done with their day, every night after dinner. Then he did the dishes and she went off to have her shower.

			When she woke up in the morning, he was already gone, and she made breakfast for the kids and they got about their day.

			It was a comfortable routine. Her mind started to wander as she stood there in the shower, smoothing her hands over her skin. And she realized that the only thing she was really thinking about was a montage of Adam. Scowling. Appraising her with that slow, steady gaze of his. And those rare smiles—only ever reserved for when he was looking at his children. Yes. Those smiles.

			They did something to her. She gasped, when her fingers brushed over her nipples, and a zing of sensation shot through her body.

			It was time to get out of the shower.

			She toweled off quickly, her hair still wet, her skin flushed from the heat, and put her pajamas on. She started to walk out of the bathroom, but as soon as she did, Adam walked into the bedroom.

			She was fully dressed—though she was wearing a shirt with no bra beneath it—but there was still something horrendously embarrassing about the moment. About being caught in his bedroom. About being freshly warm and damp from the shower.

			And she froze.

			And so did he. His eyes locked on to hers, and her vision was just a little bit blurry because she wasn’t wearing her glasses but it was enough. Oh, it was enough. She clutched her previously worn clothes to her chest. Which contained her bra and underwear, and that made her face feel hot.

			“Sorry,” he said, the word short.

			But he didn’t move out of her way. She was going to have to walk around him.

			She swallowed hard. “No problem.”

			She skirted around the edge of him, and there was something about...him, that swamped her senses. He was glorious. Gorgeous and huge and...

			She stopped, looking up at him. And he looked down at her. And suddenly her heart beat so hard it was more of a throb, it hurt so bad. And she examined him closely, the hard ridge of scar tissue on his face, the dark whiskers on his jaw, the way his eyes glittered almost with intense...

			And she thought of the two showerheads.

			But it wasn’t even the two showerheads that held her there now; it was the desire to reach up and see how the scar felt beneath her fingertips. How his whiskers felt. His skin. If he was as hot as she thought he might be...

			She gasped. Audibly, and she knew that he heard it, and she was reasonably certain that he knew why. And rather than standing around waiting for the fallout of that, she ran away. Completely without dignity. She ran quickly down the hall, into her bedroom, and closed the door behind her, blocking it. Not against him. Against herself.

			She had never—not once in her life—had a thought like that before. She liked men, but her thoughts about them had extended to things like...sitting in a sun-drenched room reading books together, companionship. Walking around holding hands. Not...running her fingertips along their jawline. Not touching. Not...two showerheads.

			She pressed her hand to her chest. She couldn’t afford to do this. She needed to take care of the kids; she needed to give them stability. They were happy. She was happy. Her life felt like it had purpose, and the fact was, she was just romanticizing the situation because she had never been in such close proximity to a man before.

			That was all it was. It would be childish and silly to do anything in response to these feelings.

			And anyway, Adam thought she was ridiculous. He didn’t even want her here. In twenty-five days, it was entirely likely he would throw her back out.

			And she didn’t need to give him many reasons to do that.

			She had to be careful. She had to keep her distance. And she was determined to do just that.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			AS MUCH AS he didn’t want to admit it, Belle made his life easier. The kids were happy; they were well taken care of. She got the boys off to school in the morning, which meant that he didn’t have to go out for two hours only to come back and get them ready for the day. Imogene still came with him to work occasionally, but there was also the option for her to stay home, which made working the ranch a simpler endeavor, and honestly, meant that he could finish up earlier on a given day.

			And he chose not to think about the moment that had happened in his bedroom. He had been much more careful about walking in around the time she was supposed to be showering. For some reason, he’d thought that he’d heard her go back down the hall and into her room. He had probably just heard the boys doing something, but he had barged on in there, and seen her coming out of the bathroom...fully dressed. There was nothing racy about what she was wearing, nothing sexual about her at all. At least there shouldn’t have been.

			He had been walloped by it. The clean scent of her skin, the way that it was flushed rosy by the heat from the steam in the water. And it could be argued that the issue was he hadn’t been with a woman in nearly three years, sure. It would be easy to write it off as that. His life had been devoted solely to his kids these last few years, and sex had been a distant memory that he did his best not to think about.

			But it was more than that. It was her. There was something soft and inviting about her, something for him. Something that he had never been exposed to, something he had never been interested in. Something he’d never wanted. He tended to like a harder edge to his women. Be that from athleticism or cynicism, he didn’t really care. But there was nothing hard about Belle at all. Which was another reason it seemed so strange that she fit so easily into this life. Into this household.

			But it was like she was bringing that softness of hers into this place. And Lord knew the kids benefited from it.

			He just didn’t need to ponder it too closely.

			It wasn’t for him. It was for them.

			He’d decided to come home for lunch that day, and when he walked into the house, there was a dramatic commotion happening in the living room. But this time, it wasn’t a war. The boys were wearing paper crowns and were riding on stick horses. Imogene also had a paper crown. And Belle was standing in the center of it all, wearing a long, flowing dress, holding a book in her hand and reading it with a flourish. Every time she read something about a princess, they all sighed dramatically, and whenever she mentioned gallant knights they all pantomimed riding horses. Imogene made an adorable, high-pitched whinnying sound.

			And they all laughed.

			He just stood there, completely floored by the sight. How had he thought that everything was fine? How had he thought it was all right for the boys to be here by themselves, for them to be apart from Imogene all day? For everything to run on autopilot? They were so much happier when they had somebody involved with them. Somebody involved with their lives. And...

			He just stood and stared at Belle, who was laughing freely, her brown hair swaying with the emotion brought on by her laughter. And he couldn’t figure out how he thought it was dull or limp when she had first arrived. How he’d thought she was dull. Or mousy or anything of the kind. She wasn’t mousy at all.

			“Dad!” Joe shouted.

			And Belle turned more fully toward him, her eyes widening behind her glasses. “Oh,” she said. “I didn’t realize you were there.”

			“That’s fine. I didn’t want to interrupt.”

			“Do you want to be a knight?” she asked.

			“That’s okay.”

			“We have an extra crown.”

			“Why are the knights wearing crowns?” He couldn’t help but ask.

			“Because paper helmets are too hard to make,” she said.

			Then she walked over to him, and took his hat off his head, and reached up, depositing a paper crown there. It brought her face within an inch of his, and he was struck by the scent of her. Delicate and lilac and tempting. And he was suddenly not thinking of a pretend child’s game. In fact, it was difficult for him to remember the kids were in the room. Up close like that she was...exquisite. Those glasses... He even thought they were hot. Maybe it really had been too long since he’d gotten laid. Maybe he needed to go down to Smokey’s Tavern to find a woman. Hell, Debbie and Belle could keep track of the kids for a weekend. It would be the better part of valor. It was wrong to be hanging around lusting after a woman that he employed to take care of his kids.

			Her lips curved upward slightly, and his eyes dropped to her lips. They parted, and she gasped. Like she felt it. Like she definitely felt it too.

			Yeah. He was going to go down to the bar tonight. See if he could find somebody else.

			She might not end up making it past thirty days. If he was going to make hay, he’d better do it while the sun was shining.

			She took a step away from him and smiled. Yeah. The sun was definitely shining right now. He needed to make the most of it.

			“I might be away tonight,” he said at dinner. “I can call Debbie to come up if you want.”

			“It’s always nice to see Debbie,” she said. “But no worries. If she isn’t available, fine.”

			“Thanks.”

			He could tell that she wanted to ask, but definitely didn’t think it was her business. In fact, her whole frame vibrated with it. She got up, and started fussing with debris in the living room. “You don’t have to clean just because I’m going out,” he said.

			“Oh. No. It’s not... Thank you though.” She inclined her head. “Where are you going?”

			And he didn’t know why he found it satisfying that she hadn’t been able to help herself. “Down to the tavern. I might be gone all night.”

			“Oh. As in...” Her cheeks turned bright red. “It’s not my business. I’m sorry. It’s not my business to ask you...”

			“So why did you?”

			“I don’t know,” she said, her voice suddenly becoming thin. “I’m sorry.”

			“No need to be sorry.”

			She bit her lip, and looked up at him, and she looked...upset. His heart twisted. How long had it been since a woman cared at all what he did? Ever? Maybe at one time his wife had.

			They hadn’t been in love. That was the thing. They hadn’t even pretended. They had met up at a bar during a military reunion thing and had gotten talking. They’d been attracted to each other, and they’d hooked up, and it had turned into a conversation about what they wanted, and how neither of them were all that close to having it. They’d decided to give it a try with each other. Kids. Domesticity. Something normal.

			After all the horror of war, it had seemed like a worthy pursuit. A step toward something...healing. A step toward something normal. But they hadn’t cared about each other like that. They’d liked each other, and for his part, he’d been totally faithful to her. In the end, he didn’t think she had been to him, but, there were circumstances. And he didn’t hold that against her.

			But all that to say, she had certainly never looked at him with a mixture of fear and hope and possession that shouldn’t be there. No. It definitely shouldn’t be there.

			This sweet girl that had worked for him for two weeks shouldn’t be looking at him any kind of way.

			And that was why he really needed to go out. He needed to make sure that his body understood the score. Belle was—loath as he was to admit it—a gift. One he hadn’t known he’d needed, but one he’d needed all the same. And he couldn’t afford for anything to mess that up.

			“See you tomorrow sometime,” he said.

			He got in his truck and drove down to the tiny town of Pyrite Falls. Smokey’s Tavern was packed full, the parking lot filled with junky old pickup trucks. And he pulled his own right alongside the others. He was basic. He didn’t care. It was what it was.

			He got out of the truck and went into the tavern, which was loud. Filled with voices and music, and clanking beer bottles. Some of the Four Corners gang was in attendance, Wolf Garrett and Hunter McCloud each chatting up a woman over by the jukebox. Normally, Sawyer Garrett would have been out, but he’d been scarce the last nine months, because one of his hookups had gotten pregnant. Rumor was, he’d offered to marry her, and she’d decided she didn’t want anything to do with him or the baby. He went up to the bar, and waved to the bartender.

			“Whatever you have on draft,” he said.

			The men nodded. “You hear about Sawyer Garrett?”

			“That he has a kid?”

			“No. That he put an ad out on the internet for a mail-order bride.”

			“He did what?”

			“It’s true. The news station went out to Four Corners just this afternoon.”

			“Well. No shit.”

			He thought of Belle back at home... A mail-order bride. Maybe Sawyer wasn’t an idiot.

			No. That wasn’t in the cards for him. He was never getting married again. That was... The very idea was idiotic. Just because he was a little bit hot for the nanny, did not mean that he needed to think about marrying her. Or anyone. What he needed was to get laid.

			He took his beer and looked around the room. There were plenty of beautiful women. Smokey’s Tavern was kind of a destination for women who had a thing for cowboys. Four Corners was the largest ranching spread in the state of Oregon, and that meant there were a lot of cowboys in Pyrite Falls. And if Western sex tourism could work in his favor, he was all for it.

			There was a particularly pretty woman with black curly hair and ample curves out on the dance floor with a group of friends, and he looked at her for a good thirty seconds, which was enough to get her to look back at him.

			She smiled, her dark eyes glittering with interest. And for some reason, in his mind, all he could see was light brown eyes behind a pair of large glasses.

			He gritted his teeth, and walked forward. He was going to do this. He was bound and determined.

			He did not do it. He had tried. The woman was beautiful, and he had wanted to feel a spark with her. But he just couldn’t. He also wasn’t going to go home. He’d said that he was staying out all night, and dammit, he was staying out all night. If he couldn’t deter himself he would deter Belle. That little bit of attraction that he had glimpsed earlier, that hint of possessiveness...

			Well. He would just let her think that what he’d said would happen had happened.

			He drove his truck down to the bottom of the driveway, and parked in an outcropping in the trees. It was fine. He didn’t mind sleeping in his truck. He had done it a few times when he was in a fight with his ex-wife. And he would do it again.

			Anything was better than slinking home announcing that he’d failed at hooking up.

			Of course, Belle might not know, but he knew that what he’d really failed at was getting rid of his attraction for her.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			THEY DIDN’T SPEAK about that night. And Belle found it best. Because she was...outrageously wounded by it. And she had no reason to be. He was a grown man, and if he wanted to go out and...slake his animal lusts, that was his business.

			He’d come home around five in the morning. She was angry that she knew that. Angry that she’d been half-asleep for the entire night, on tenterhooks, listening for his return.

			And then she had been...she had been completely devastated by the idea that he had been with another woman. Which was ridiculous. He had never touched her, and he shouldn’t touch her. She was his employee. Well, she supposed that since Debbie was paying her, technically she was Debbie’s employee, but functionally, she was his, and it was actually...downright chivalrous of him to not acknowledge those strange, sparkly moments that had come up between them.

			So they didn’t speak of that night. She did her best not to think of it.

			She tried not to think about it every night when they sat down to dinner. And slowly, she decided that maybe it wasn’t the best idea if she ate meals with him. She started eating dinner in her room, and he didn’t question her on it. She felt resolved in that decision when she came inside from playing with the boys to find him lying on the floor in the living room with Imogene, the sleeves of his T-shirt tight on his biceps as he moved a doll around like she was walking, much to the amusement of his daughter. And smiled.

			When he smiled it was like the sun coming out from behind the clouds. When he smiled, it was a little bit like the beast had transformed into a prince. But was still also a beast. Which honestly, was better. The prince had always seemed a little bit insipid to her.

			But she had found a way to keep some distance. Not having those meals with him, not falling into the trap of believing that she was part of the family. That they were much of anything.

			And before she knew it, thirty days had come and gone. And they had never discussed it. She knew that it was going to be up to her. Because they really did need to talk about it.

			She approached him one morning before he left for work, and she had woken up unreasonably early. As if she didn’t know why. As if she had started rising earlier and earlier because she liked to listen to the sound of his cowboy boots on the hard floors, the sound of him getting his coffee, leaving the house for the day. As if she didn’t find him the best part of waking up.

			“It’s been more than thirty days,” she pointed out, reaching around him and losing her breath as she did, but grabbing a mug and beating a hasty retreat to the coffee maker, pretending that moment had not occurred.

			“So it has,” he said, as if it had just occurred to him.

			She looked at him. And she could see that he was actually well aware of it. “I guess I’m staying.”

			He leaned back against the counter, his coffee mug in hand, his other hand braced on the counter, making the muscles in his forearm shift. She caught herself staring for a moment, before she forced her gaze back to his. “I guess so.”

			“Should we...make it official?”

			“Sure. What do you need to make it official?”

			“Should we do...an official schedule?”

			“Sure. Works for me.”

			“So...”

			“I’m going to work. Why don’t you do something and present it to me? We’ll have a talk about it.”

			“Yeah. I can do that.”

			So she had worked on that when the kids were occupied—the boys at school and Imogene down for her nap—and presented it to him when he came home.

			She handed him the paper, and he looked it over. “Looks good to me. And it’s essentially what we’ve already been doing?”

			“Yeah. I didn’t really... I didn’t really change anything. I just thought that maybe it should be official.” She pushed her glasses further up on her nose, and immediately felt annoyed that she had done it. They hadn’t even slipped. It was just a nervous habit to touch them, and she did it especially when she was near him.

			“Can I ask you something?”

			“Yes,” she said.

			He rarely asked her anything.

			“Why are you doing this? Because when I was twenty-four I was in the military, and I was drinking heavily every weekend when I wasn’t in a combat zone, and essentially using it as an opportunity to sow every wild oat it ever occurred to me to sow. You’ve been living with me for a month, and all I know about you is that you used to run a bookshop.”

			Nobody ever asked about her. She didn’t have any practice telling her life story. She had been the weird girl at school, and nobody had been all that interested in her. They’d definitely been more interested in making up stories about her than actually asking. She had given the details to Debbie, but obviously Debbie had never passed them on.

			Standing here in the darkened kitchen, with the kids gone to bed, it felt like a strangely intimate thing, and it shouldn’t. He was asking as an employer.

			So she just needed to tell him like it was an interview.

			Except she looked up at him, and her heart did something. He wasn’t just an employer. She had been living with him for the past thirty days, watching the way that he interacted with his kids. Watching the way that they loved him. She had been taking care of his kids, kids that she knew he loved more than anything.

			And he trusted her to do that.

			She knew a little bit about his relationship with his wife, and the way that she had left, enough to know that he was a good man, no matter how gruff he seemed.

			“I was raised by my grandmother,” she said. “I never knew my father, and my mother was in and out of my life for the first few years. She had drug problems. Probably mental health problems as well.”

			Her eyes met his, and there was something sharp there. Recognition. “I know how that is.”

			“I know you do. And... I love my grandmother. I had a wonderful childhood. I spent all my spare time in her bookshop, reading. I didn’t have a lot of friends—they thought I was very strange. As far as I know, I don’t have any wild oats to sow. But I didn’t have anyone in my life, and I was really lonely. After my grandmother died, I tried to keep the store going, but there was just a lot of debt, and I couldn’t manage it. It’s the thing that hurts me the most. Because she loved it. I feel a little bit like I let her down. Like I didn’t pay her back for all the time she spent taking care of me. But...it felt like I could come here and do something worthwhile. And that’s what I want. Knowing a little bit about your kids, and their story, I wanted... I’m just an abandoned kid too,” she said. “And they have you. Just as I had my grandmother. They have you and Debbie, actually, and that’s a wonderful thing. It’s way more than I had. But I actually understand what it’s like. I know what it feels like to have a parent not be in your life, even if the reasons are complicated. Even if it’s not just because they’re bad or don’t love you, it’s difficult, and it is something that takes healing. I’m not sure that I’ve done all the healing there is to do, but...my life was at a crossroads and this seemed like a good road to go down.”

			“I’m sorry. About your mother. And I’m really damned sorry my own kids have to deal with it. I’d rather that they didn’t. I wish that...” His face looked tense. And she wanted to walk over to him and comfort him. To put her hand on his face like she had thought about doing weeks ago in his bedroom. All right, it wasn’t the only time she’d thought of it.

			She thought about touching him a lot, at night, when she was alone in bed. In the morning, when she heard the sounds of him getting up and getting ready to go out and work the ranch. She thought of it more often than she should. Which was...thinking about it at all.

			“They’re really good kids.” She smiled. “Hellions. But I think that’s a good thing. They have their spirit. You know...it’s actually a testament to what you’ve given them that they’re not afraid to be kids. They’re not afraid to be wild. I’ve always been afraid of it. Because I was afraid that...the one person in my life that took care of me wouldn’t be able to handle me if I ever talked above a whisper. That wasn’t her fault—my grandmother was a lovely woman. She was very serene and calm, and the environment of the bookstore was very serene and calm, and I was afraid to ever disrupt that. Because my mother made me feel like I must be existing on a trial basis. And somehow with her I failed. But you’ve given your kids a sense of security. So secure that they aren’t afraid to throw water balloons at me. Or lock me in a pantry.”

			“Please tell me they haven’t done that recently.”

			“The pantry, no. The water balloons are bit of a recurring motif, but I do have them trained to not do it in the house.”

			“If you ever need nights off. You know. If you ever need to...go down to the tavern...”

			Her cheeks flamed. But when she imagined going down to a cowboy bar and approaching a man there...the only man that she could imagine was him.

			“I’m good,” she said.

			He grinned. And she was pretty sure that was the first time he had ever genuinely smiled at her. It made her stomach go into a free fall.

			“Well. Just let me know if that changes. This is a good schedule. I think this is going to work.”

			And right then, she felt a terror that she hadn’t felt for quite a long time. A sense that it had to work. Because if it didn’t... If it didn’t, and she lost him, she lost these kids...it would be like losing everything.

			It was the strangest thing, because she wasn’t here on a trial basis anymore, and yet it all felt more high stakes than it had before.

			She felt like a kid again. Desperately afraid to lose the one good thing in her life.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			THE SUMMER BLED into autumn, the leaves began to turn yellow and the mornings became misty and deliciously haunted. She had always loved the rain. She was from Seattle, so you either made your peace with that sort of weather or you moved. She had enjoyed the relative warmth of the summer, but she was pleased to get back to this wonderful sort of reading weather. Though, the kids fell into a sort of cabin fever if it rained too hard and too long.

			Initially she had been a little bit hesitant to let Joe and John out in a total downpour, but they became wild enough that she eventually gave in, after bundling them in a rain coat and rain boots.

			Adam had given her a budget to help clothe the kids, and feed them, and she spent a fair amount of time ordering adorable clothes for them on the internet. Adam might not have a computer, but she did. And an internet connection was another thing that she—along with Debbie—had managed to convince him to get over the last couple of months.

			They had spent the afternoon out in the rain on this particular Saturday, and they’d been freezing when they came inside, and she put them in a very warm bath, gave them bowls of soup and then set them in front of a movie. With the internet had come streaming services, and a whole lot of great cartoons. She was a big fan of books, but when it came right down to it she was a big fan of stories in general. So she would take them in whatever form they came.

			Debbie came to take the kids for a while, and Belle decided she’d have a walk. She loved wandering around the property, and even with it raining lightly, it was still beautiful. Of course, the light rain didn’t last, and midway through the walk, it began to become a true downpour that tested the resilience of her raincoat.

			She started to walk quicker, and keep her head down low so that the rain didn’t splatter her face, and that was when she ran smack into Adam. Literally into him. Her face connected with the solid wall of his chest, and he grabbed hold of her, his strong hands holding her steady.

			She looked up at him.

			Rain poured down off the brim of his cowboy hat, his afternoon whiskers grown in thick. His eyes were fierce, his mouth firm. In her heart... Oh her heart.

			She had done her best not to get this close to him again. She had done her best to keep their conversations neutral. To keep them about the kids. They had both been careful. So very careful. He hadn’t gone out to the bar again, and maybe he should have. Maybe that would have done something to rid herself of this... The stupid, painful hope that existed inside of her chest. Because it had become more than fascination. It had become more than attraction. It was that bright, hopeful seed that lived inside of her chest that wanted to believe that when he looked at her he saw the same thing that she saw when she looked at him.

			Someone beautiful. Someone desirable. What was the point of it? What was the point of any of it? There was a part of her that wanted him, but separately from the thing that they had already. Separately from her position as nanny. A part of her that wanted this to be some kind of great fantasy that she might read about in a book. For they could get carried away by passion, and her bosoms would heave and the flowers that were blooming would be magical and lovely, and misty and perfect. But she knew... She was old enough to know, realistic enough to know that that wasn’t how it would be. That in the end they would have to contend with reality; they couldn’t do that and keep it separate from everything that they were. From the connection that she had to the kids, from being an employee in his house.

			From the fact that she was needy and sad, and eleven years younger than him, terribly inexperienced, and he was a jaded divorcé who had a hardness to him that would break her if she hit up against it too hard.

			But he was still holding on to her. And he was still looking at her. And it made her feel like maybe her fantasies weren’t so far-fetched. Like maybe they weren’t wrong. Like maybe all this time he had felt the same thing. Like maybe he really was just holding himself back. And she had run into him and it had been like a thunderclap. Breaking the barrier that they had erected between the two of them.

			Still he held her.

			And she found herself reaching her hand out, pressing her hand against his damp, warm chest, and she could feel his heart raging hard beneath her touch.

			“Don’t,” he bit out.

			And that single syllable expressed more than whole rafts of poetry ever could. He did feel it. He had been avoiding it. It was why he had never broached the topic of her eating dinner with the family again. It was why he was happy to keep things as distant as possible. Because there was this thing there. This thing between them.

			And it was something she could barely understand, something she could barely put into words.

			But she didn’t need to. Because he had just done it.

			Don’t.

			It spoke of restraint tested. Restraint about to break.

			She was testing his restraint. And she had never felt...

			Truthfully, she had never actually felt like a woman until this moment.

			Here she was, a woman who could push against a man like him. He was such a man. The beast. A mountain. A soldier, a father, a cowboy, a brick wall.

			He was everything.

			Everything she had never known to want.

			It would’ve been better if she had never known this. It would’ve been better if her fantasies could’ve been confined to sunny reading nooks and tall, slender men with glasses just like hers, because those fantasies didn’t test her. Didn’t push her. Didn’t put her at risk.

			And this one did.

			This would jeopardize everything that she had built. Everything that she wanted. Everything that she was. This one, she might not be equal to. This one, she was almost certainly too weak for. Unqualified for. And yet here she was.

			And suddenly, his large hand came around, cupped the back of her head, and she found herself being roughly lifted up on her toes, his mouth meeting hers.

			And it was...an explosion.

			She had never been kissed before. And this was beyond anything she had imagined. Real life, and actual exposure to men over the years had not prepared her for this. The only thing that had ever come close was her romance novels. Because it was a storm. It was too much and not enough all at once. The firmness of his mouth, the heat of it, the friction of his tongue as he parted her lips and tasted her deep, it was everything.

			And yet it was still not enough. She wanted... She wanted. She wanted there to be no layers of clothes between them. She wanted to be skin to skin with him. She wanted to give herself over to him, body and soul. She wanted to strip him naked, wanted to strip herself naked, wanted to expose them both, down to layers that they had never revealed to anyone before.

			Of course, he had though. He had been married. He had been in love.

			This wasn’t new to him. But it also wasn’t normal.

			And she was on dangerous ground. She was the one who pulled away, shaking, trembling. She was the one who came back to reality, and with shaking hands, managed to stop.

			“Sorry,” he said.

			“Okay,” she said.

			“It’s not. You should feel safe living with me, and not like I’m going to take advantage of you.”

			“I would never... You would never... I know that. I gave you a clear invitation. Please don’t feel bad about it. I wanted to kiss you. It’s just that... I shouldn’t.”

			“Definitely not.”

			“It won’t happen again,” she said.

			“It won’t,” he said in confirmation.

			And that should have made her feel pleased. Because she was the one who had stopped it. But instead, that heavy confirmation only made her feel wounded.

			She wanted him. She wanted him so much. But she wanted this family, the security more.

			And she wondered why she always had to choose. Between herself and security. Between what she really wanted, and a sense of happiness.

			There would always be that tension in there. That she could never truly have all that she wanted.

			And on the way back to the house, she cried, because there was no way to tell the difference between the rain and her tears.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			HE KEPT HIS distance from her. For Thanksgiving, they went to Debbie’s house, and she had the whole meal catered, and they put on a pretty good front. Belle spent her time with the kids, and Adam allowed them to take as much of his focus as possible. As long as they could keep the children between each other, it was fine. But he kept reliving the kiss.

			There had been an innocence to her kiss that called to him. That had shocked him. Except, of course, she had told him how she was raised; she had told him all of that. It stood to reason. It was also another reason he should never touch her again. She might have a little bit of experience with men—it was impossible to say—but he knew it wasn’t a whole lot. Certainly not the vast level of experience he had with sex and hooking up. He had learned to treat it like a casual thing, just another appetite to be satisfied. He knew for a fact that wasn’t how she saw it.

			As if that’s how you’d see it with her...

			The rain gave way to snow. Christmas was his favorite time of year with his kids. It had always been a magical time in his own childhood, and after his parents had died it had just seemed sad. But once he had gotten married, once they’d had kids, meaning had been brought back to all the proceedings, and it was like part of him had been brought alive again.

			The day after Thanksgiving, they always went out and got their tree.

			He loaded the kids up in a sled, and they walked up the side of the mountain to the edge of their property to choose a tree. This year of course, Belle went with them.

			She looked like an angel, bundled up all in crimson against the bright white snow. Her cheeks were pink, her lips a berry red, her glasses looking extra gold and shiny and adorable. And when she laughed and pushed them up her nose as she chased after Joe, who was running as quickly as possible—which wasn’t very—in the snow, his heart did something he didn’t particularly care for.

			It felt something.

			It felt something big. Something deep. Something it never had before.

			She had been soft, when he kissed her. Two months since that kiss, and he hadn’t been able to get it off his mind. It haunted him when he slept. He woke up hard and sweaty and desperate for her in the middle of every damned night. And there was nothing he could do about it. Absolutely nothing. Because he couldn’t offer her anything.

			He wasn’t sure he knew what to do with a long-term relationship in general. He had failed to protect the first woman he married. He hadn’t been able to help her. And she had been tough. Not the sort of soft... Whatever Belle was.

			No. He couldn’t take the chance. Couldn’t take the chance that he would crush her.

			But he noticed that since she had come into his life things had felt lighter. He had felt lighter. He drank less; that was for sure. He was a better dad to his kids. It was weird how having help almost made him more involved, not less.

			“Okay,” he said when they got to the top of the hill. “Which tree?”

			He stood next to one that was tall but sort of sparse, and gestured to it, then to another one that was about half a foot shorter, but a bit rounder. “We have this tall stately tree here, or this thick little guy here.”

			“Taller!” John said.

			“Fatter,” Joe said.

			“Tree!” said Imogene.

			“I think you’re going to have to be the tiebreaker,” he said to Belle.

			“Choose mine,” Joe said.

			“No, Belle. Choose mine.” That came from John, who was sounding indignant.

			“Well now,” Belle said. “This is a very difficult decision. Because both trees are beautiful, and each have something to recommend them. So I’m going to have to do this very scientifically. I’m going to have to spin around and see which one I point to.”

			And she did. She closed her eyes, and spun herself around with her finger pointed out, and when she stopped, she landed very clearly pointing at the tall thin tree, and then fell backward into the snow. She laughed riotously. “Which did I choose?”

			“Mine!” John shouted.

			He hooted and hollered and hopped around in the snow and Adam went over to help Belle out of the snow trench she had managed to fall into. He reached out, and her mittened hand wrapped around his gloved one, and he was damned grateful that they weren’t skin to skin, because even like this... Even like this...

			And suddenly, a mischievous grin crossed her face, and she pulled down hard, bringing him over the top of her, down into the snow. Her glasses fogged, and she laughed, but then the laugh seemed to get swallowed up in a gasp when his body made more intimate contact with hers.

			“Oh dear,” she said.

			His heart was ready to gallop straight out of his chest, and he could see by the pulse beating at the base of her pale throat that she felt the same.

			It wasn’t a secret that they were attracted to each other. Not between the two of them. They were both painfully aware of it. They just did their best to ignore it.

			“You’re playing dangerous games,” he whispered. The kids were shrieking and making mayhem all around them, but it was fading into the background, a fuzz of white noise that didn’t matter in the face of the current moment.

			“I know,” she whispered. “I’m sorry. I didn’t really mean to.”

			“Didn’t you?”

			“Adam...”

			“Later.”

			He got up, and hauled her to her feet as well, before going over to the tree with his axe. “All right. Let’s get this show on the road.”

			They trundled down the mountain, two aroused adults, a Christmas tree and three children, and went back to the house, where they set the tree up, and each had cider that Belle had put on the stove prior to them going out.

			They had a completely wholesome Christmas-tree-decorating party, a stew for dinner, and the entire time, the conversation that lay ahead of him and Belle seemed to hang in the air between them.

			He expected her to retreat to her room once the kids were in bed, but she didn’t. Instead, she stood there in front of the Christmas tree, her expression stubbornly resolute.

			“Yes?”

			“I came to a decision,” she said.

			“And what’s that?”

			“I want you a whole lot. And you asked me why I wasn’t out sowing my wild oats. Well, it’s because I never wanted to before. Until you. And I don’t want anything to compromise what we have here. I love your kids. I love them so much, more than I ever thought possible. I feel at home here. And I don’t want to leave. But there’s something between us, and I can’t ignore it. I don’t want to ignore it. My most torrid fantasy before meeting you was... Well, it just wasn’t. And you make me want things...things I never have, and I’m afraid that if we don’t... But if I don’t...”

			He took a step toward her, his heart beating heavily, like he had never done this before. Like he was the one who was inexperienced. “Let me tell you something. Sex is pretty cheap. You could go down to the bar right now and find a good-looking guy who wanted to take you home. I promise you that. He would probably be experienced enough that he could make you enjoy it.”

			“You went down to the bar and found somebody easily enough...”

			“I didn’t. That night. All I could think about was you, so I didn’t pick anyone up. I camped out in my truck at the end of the driveway because I didn’t want you to know that you are all I could think about. Because I didn’t want you to know that you were the only one that I wanted. Because I shouldn’t, Belle. That much is true. What I just said...about sex, that’s always been true for me. It’s never mattered. It’s never meant anything. Who it was with...didn’t matter at all. But you’re different. And the way that I want you is different. But I don’t know what the hell that means.”

			“I know that you loved your wife...”

			“I didn’t. I had an arrangement with my wife, and I thought that would be good enough. My time in the military... I think it killed whatever was in me that might’ve been able to love. The things that I saw. The things that I did. PTSD might have affected her in a particular way that it didn’t me. But I’m not unaffected. It makes you hard. And I hoped that by making a family I could do something...to bring myself back to something that looked like normal. That looked like the kind of childhood I’d had. Because I had good parents. I had a good life here.”

			“You’re a great father.”

			“I’ve been doing better. Lately. But I’m just trying to make it really clear to you, that I’ve never had...romance in me. I just think that part of me is broken. And worse, I... I think I might be bad for women. In that kind of relationship. She was doing just fine before she married me. Before the kids. And it isn’t the kids. The kids are great.”

			“Don’t blame yourself,” she said, taking a step forward and putting her hands on his face. Her fingertips were soft as they trailed their way along his jawline, over his scar. His scar...

			“I had a couple deployments to Afghanistan,” he said. “I saw some pretty terrible things. I lived. Other people didn’t. And I saw the way they met their end. I don’t know why I survived and they didn’t. Those things haunt me. That reality. That was one reason I decided to try the marriage-and-kids thing. Because kids, having kids, that felt like a way to make me surviving matter. And it’s weird, because then you figure out really quickly that kids don’t exist for you. They’re their own people. You might make them but... I don’t know. It changed something in me—that’s for sure. But I don’t know that it gave me any answers. If anything, it gave me more questions.”

			“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

			“There’s no need to be sorry. Everybody goes through things. I signed up for the military. Nobody made me. When you’re young, you think you’re bulletproof. And it turns out, I might be.”

			“How did you get your scar?”

			“There are more. You just can’t see them.”

			“Oh, Adam.”

			“I wasn’t speaking metaphorically. They’re just on my body.”

			Except, there were others. The ones inside. And he couldn’t really deny that. Especially not in light of all the things he’d just said.

			“I want to see,” she whispered.

			He wasn’t fueled by alcohol, just spiced cider. And his desire for her. He couldn’t blame it on anything else.

			But he took her in his arms, lowered his head and kissed her.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			HE WAS KISSING her again, and she felt like she could fly. She felt like everything had finally come together. When she had pulled him down on top of her in the snow she had questioned her own sanity, but... She didn’t now. The truth was, she was willing to take the risk.

			Because she had been thinking about this endlessly since their kiss in the rain. Why did she have to take half? Why wasn’t she allowed to have things that she wanted? And she had decided that she wasn’t going to live that way anymore.

			The truth was, she loved Joe and John and Imogene. She loved them like her own children.

			But she also loved Adam. And over the course of living with him for the past few months she had fallen in love with him. She loved how he loved his children, the way that he took care of them. She loved his smile, rare as it was; she loved living in the same house as him. He was a good man, good to his soul, and steady in a way that she knew few people were. Dependable. Trustworthy.

			He made her feel safe. And at the same time, he felt dangerous. And there was something that spoke to her soul in that. That call to the wildness that reading had always tapped into, and made it feel real.

			She had fantasized about sitting and reading books with a man, but instead she had found a man who made her feel like she did when she escaped into those pages. And that was something even more thrilling.

			Something she hadn’t known was possible.

			And as his kiss went on and on, as his kiss went deeper, she surrendered herself to this. To him.

			He picked her up off the floor, holding her against his chest as he continued to kiss her, long and deep, sensual. It thrilled her. Unwound the tension that had been consuming her these last months and flooded her with a river of need.

			She was slick between her thighs with desire for him, and she thrilled at understanding those descriptions in her beloved books in such a personal way. Yes, she had been aroused before, but never in the arms of a man she wanted.

			It was different. This was different.

			Maybe she was different.

			Braver now, stronger. Because before she had never taken a risk. Before, she had never chanced showing all of herself for fear that she might be rejected.

			But here, with him, she almost felt as if she had no choice. That she had to surrender to it. To wave her white flag in the name of truth. In the name of need.

			He hadn’t loved his wife. He had taken half a dream, hadn’t even thought that a full dream was possible for him. He still didn’t.

			And had she been doing the same? But she didn’t want to. Not anymore.

			Not with him.

			She wanted everything. All of this.

			He carried her into his bedroom, and then into the bathroom.

			“Two showerheads,” she murmured as he set her down and began to remove her clothes from her body.

			“Damned straight,” he said.

			He turned the water on, and let it get hot, and she wrapped her arms around herself, staring at him. He was still fully clothed.

			Slowly, very slowly, he began to remove his clothes. His chest was broad, covered in dark hair, and it made her mouth dry. He was the most beautiful man she had ever seen. And she had never seen a naked one in person before.

			He undid his belt, the button on his jeans, the zipper, and took his boots off, jeans and underwear, everything.

			She didn’t know where to look first. It was like a sensual feast and she wanted everything.

			He took her hand and led her inside the shower, letting the hot water run over their skin. And then he took her into his arms, his skin slick against hers as he kissed her, consumed her. He soaped up his hands and ran them over her curves, his thumbs skimming over her nipples, tracing circles down her torso, her hip bones, and then he put one hand between her legs, stroking her, taking her to the brink.

			“Adam... I’ve never... I haven’t...”

			He looked at her, his gaze fierce. “You sure? Are you sure you want this? Are you sure you want me?”

			She looked at him, at the scars on his face, on his body. This man had lived things that she had only ever imagined. She felt every inch of her inexperience right there. Except... Except... He had told her that for him sex didn’t mean anything, and in this moment she could see that it did.

			So all of his experience didn’t matter. Not now. Not in the face of this. Because she was special. They were special.

			And if she didn’t risk herself, both of them would be doomed to live only half a life.

			“I’m sure.”

			“Good.”

			He continued stroking her as he kissed her, and her climax hit her in a wave, sweet and sharp and overwhelming. Stealing her breath.

			He held her limp body against him as he rinsed her clean and turned the water off, taking her out of the shower and wrapping her in a fluffy towel, drying her.

			That he took her over to the bed, all warm and boneless, and pulled her against his naked body, kissing her as he laid her on the mattress.

			He kissed her, all over, moving between her legs and pleasuring her there with his mouth. She had never understood why, in all those books, they always protested, and yet grabbed his hair to keep him there. But she did exactly the same. Embarrassment making her feel like she should beg him to stop, desire demanding she urge him on.

			Desire won.

			By the time he positioned himself between her thighs she was desperate with need. Ready for anything. And when the thick head of his arousal was there, at the entrance to her body, she wasn’t even nervous. He thrust into her, sharp, stinging pain lasting for but a moment before it gave way to yet more need.

			He began to move, pushing them both to the brink, driving them both to the edge.

			He lowered his head, and he growled. Her beast. And then they both came apart together, finding their release. And she wondered, hoped, that maybe she had broken the spell. The curse.

			But she knew there was only one way to find out. And it wasn’t by staying safe.

			“Adam. I love you.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			HE HAD MADE a mistake. He had known that the moment he’d taken her into his arms. She had been a virgin, and he’d had her anyway. And now she thought she loved him.

			“Belle...”

			“To be clear,” she said, “I loved you before this. This just made me brave enough to say it.”

			“I can’t. I...”

			“You had a convenient marriage before. Can’t you have one with me?”

			The way she looked at him. With so much hope. And he wanted to say yes. He really did. But she didn’t understand.

			“I ruined Laney’s life. I did.”

			“Why do you think that?”

			“Because I didn’t help her. I didn’t... All this did was hurt her.”

			“Just like you don’t blame her, you can’t blame yourself. What happened with her... It wasn’t up to you to fix it.”

			“I’m not strong enough to do it. And you... You’re so soft. So sweet.”

			“Don’t underestimate me like that, Adam. I am soft. And I care very deeply about you, and about your kids. I love them. I really do. I’m soft enough that regardless of what I’ve been through, I have room in my heart you. For them. More than enough. But I’m not weak. I know what it’s like to be abandoned. I know what it’s like to feel like you weren’t enough. I know what it’s like to fail. To lose things that you love. To lose people that you love. I picked myself up and I came here anyway. And I decided to try to make something better with my life. To make something new. I met you. I started to fall in love with you and I told myself that I couldn’t have this position here and love you too. Because I told myself I wasn’t allowed to have everything. I’m done with that. I’m over it.” She shook her head. “I want everything.”

			“I can’t.”

			“You won’t.”

			“All the same. Isn’t it?”

			“What are you going to do when your kids need you to drop all those barriers? Because little kids take you like you are. But when they get older... Adam, you’re not going to be able to avoid being vulnerable.”

			“I love my kids.”

			“I know you do. But I actually think you love me too. And the issue isn’t love... It’s what you feel like you can show people. You’ve seen a lot of really terrible things. You’ve been hurt.” She traced her fingers over his scars again. “You had to be strong even while all that was happening. Did you...did you forget how to show your emotions because you were trying so hard to protect yourself?”

			“Belle...”

			She rolled out of bed. “You’re not at war anymore. I don’t pretend to know what you went through there. But what I do know is that you’re not there anymore unless you choose to be.”

			She left, and closed the door behind her quietly. He just lay there for a long time.

			And he had to wonder if she was right. If he was still living in a self-imposed war. Right now, he couldn’t imagine a way out of it.

			Except...

			What was the alternative?

			He had to fight his way out. Because the alternative was going down the road like Laney had. The alternative was...

			She was right. Eventually, it would cause problems. He could pretend that he had a handle on it all. He could pretend that everything was going to be okay, but...it was going to hold him back from the kids.

			It was going to hold him back from her.

			He needed her. It wasn’t the kids who needed her. He needed her.

			He got out of bed, wrapped a blanket around his waist and went down the hall, and barged straight into her room.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			SHE WAS CRYING, and trying to get dressed, trying to decide if she was going to stay or if she was going to go. She couldn’t go. She couldn’t leave him. She couldn’t abandon the kids. She couldn’t abandon Adam. Not when he needed her, whether he believed that he did or not.

			And then the door opened, and he was standing there. Wrapped in a blanket, looking ferocious.

			“Don’t cry,” he said, closing the distance between them, shutting the door firmly behind him.

			He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. “Don’t cry.”

			“I’m sorry. I can’t help it. I just... I love you. I really want you to love me.”

			“I do,” he said.

			She froze, and everything got so quiet she was convinced that she could hear the snow falling outside. “You do?”

			“Yeah. These past few months... This is the happiest I’ve ever been, actually. Even while I was holding myself back from you. But you’re right. I’ve been trying to keep myself from fully feeling...the bad things. And by doing that I kept myself from feeling a lot of good things. I love you. And I think a little bit I was trying to manage my guilt of what happened with Laney by not letting myself... I told myself that I couldn’t love. And that was what had gone wrong with the two of us. I just didn’t love her. I love you. I really love you.”

			“Why?”

			“Why?”

			“Yes. I’m going to tell you, I really love romance novels. And you just gave me a very good example of the sex scenes being...much more realistic than I anticipated. But now I want to know why you love me. Because this is the part where you give me a really good speech about what I’ve done for you.” She squared her shoulders and looked at him. “You have made me brave. You made me brave enough to stand up and demand it all. You’ve given me a family. You’ve given me a place that feels like home. You taught me to kiss, and you taught me to make love. And you gave me the fantasy.”

			“Wow. That is... That’s a lot. And I can only hope that I live up to it in the years to come. That’s what you gave me, Belle. You’re making me look forward to those years. I’ve been lost. Drowning. I had a lot of good things—my kids are blessings—but I didn’t even really know how to enjoy them. Because I was keeping myself so closed off. Because I was so isolated. You gave me joy. Laughter. You make me want to sit and listen to you read. Though, I’m thinking I should let you read some of those romance novels to me.”

			“Gladly,” she said, though the idea of reading some of the dirtier words out loud made her blush. But it also made her feel warm. And she had a feeling they were definitely going to do that.

			“I think you’re making me brave,” he said. “You know, I always thought that I liked people who were hard like me. That I liked women who were hard like me. I thought that was what made you strong enough to deal with things. But...your softness humbles me. And it’s a hell of a lot braver than anything that was ever in me. It’s easy, when you’re young, to think about going out and dying like a hero, a soldier’s death. What’s terrifying is this. Living. Loving. Being vulnerable. But dammit, you make me want that. You make me vulnerable. And that terrifies me, and thrills me all at once.”

			She sighed, love making her heart feel three times bigger. “That was a great, great speech.”

			“Did I do okay?”

			“You did amazing.”

			“Good, because I meant every word.”

			Then he pulled her into his arms and kissed her again, and soon they were both in her much smaller bed, and when he took her to the heights again, this time, he was the one who said it.

			“I love you.”

			And when she curled up against him, she smiled.

			Because they had both broken the curse. It turned out, all those stories she’d read were true.

			Love really was the answer.

		
	
		
			EPILOGUE

			THEY GOT MARRIED up at the house with only the kids, Debbie and a pastor to officiate.

			John and Joe were in suits, and Adam spent the morning continually catching them stuffing water balloons into their pockets.

			It was totally different to his first wedding. Because he was in love. Because he wasn’t getting married to try and fix himself.

			He was in love, and that had fixed him. He was whole, and so he could make a life with Belle.

			Debbie pulled him into her arms right after the ceremony, tears streaming down her face. “I’d love to claim credit for this, Adam. But even I had no idea it would end quite this happily.”

			“Thanks for being happy for me,” he said.

			“You’re a son to me, and you always will be.”

			Love seemed like it only got bigger when you gave it freely. It didn’t get more scarce. That’s what he was finding, and he liked it.

			Imogene looked like a fairy in her floaty white dress. She was a flower girl, and extremely proud of herself.

			She lifted her arms up to him. “Daddy!” He picked her up off the ground and kissed her cheek. And then she reached over to Belle. “Mommy.”

			She’d never said that word before.

			She’d never had a chance.

			Belle looked at him, her eyes shining, and she took Imogene into her arms. “Yes, sweet girl. We’re a family.”

			John and Joe came over and hugged Belle’s skirts, and his eyes stung a little bit.

			Debbie took a quick picture with her camera phone, and they ended up with a print of that picture hanging in the hall. And anyone who came to visit saw a beautiful, happy new family.

			But if you looked closely, you could see the water balloon hidden behind Joe’s back.

			And only those who had attended the wedding knew, a family melee had broken out after.

			And Joe and John might have ended up locked in the pantry, while Belle, Imogene and Adam declared victory.

			It had only been for ten minutes.

			But it had all started with water balloons, so it seemed pretty fitting that it ended with them too.

			Water balloons and love. A whole lot of love.
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