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			Cricket Maxfield had a hell of a hand. Her confidence made that clear.

			And right now, she was looking like far too much of a winner.

			Lucky for him, around the time he’d escalated the betting, he’d been sure she would win.

			He’d wanted her to win.

			“I guess that makes you my ranch hand,” she said. “Don’t worry. I’m a very good boss.”

			Now, Jackson did not want a boss. Not at his job and not in his bedroom. But her words sent a streak of fire through his blood. Not because he wanted her in charge. But because he wanted to show her what a boss looked like.

			Cricket was...

			A nuisance. If anything.

			That he had any awareness of her at all was problematic 
enough. Much less that he had any awareness of her as a woman. But once this evening was over, he could forget all about ever being tempted to look down her dress during a game of cards.

			“Oh, I’m sure you are, sugar.”

			“I’m your boss. Not your sugar.”

			* * *
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			One

			Cricket Maxfield had won any number of specious prizes in the game of life. From being born youngest in her family, barely rating a passing glance from either of her parents and being left to essentially do as she pleased, to being the only Maxfield sister born with both pigeon feet and buck teeth.

			The latter was largely solved by braces, the former was mostly dealt with by casts on her feet when she was a baby.

			She hardly walked turned in at all anymore.

			All the way to a decrepit ranch that had been buried in her father’s portfolio, discovered after his disgrace, and unwanted by anyone else in her family.

			She had a feeling, though, that she was about to win the strangest prize of all—six feet and four inches of big, rock solid cowboy.

			She couldn’t have planned it better if she’d tried.

			Oh, he didn’t think he was going to lose. She knew he didn’t. Because he had been betting like a fool all the way through this hand, and he had no idea that she had just gotten the absolute best hand possible.

			No. He was playing like a man with a full house or a straight flush.

			But she was a woman with a royal flush.

			This final hand was always the most interesting part of this charity fundraiser, and it was the first year that Cricket had ever been in the hot seat for Battle of the Gold Valley Stars charity poker tournament.

			This was the grudge game. This was the game for spectators.

			Huge amounts of money had already been counted and distributed in previous rounds, all of it donated by businesses as each player had fought tooth and nail against each other, pouring cash into a pot for the sole purpose of giving back to the community. Now came the part where things got interesting.

			Rivals tried to get back bits of their own, as hotly contested items that had been tussled over at rummage sales, and family heirlooms that had gone back and forth in this game for decades, were all put in the pot.

			Cricket was currently wearing an oversized black leather jacket with fringes—won in the previous round from Elliott Johns, the guy who ran a water filtration company in the area. She also had an oversized black cowboy hat that she had already won from her current target. It was resting low on her head, and smelled vaguely of sweat, which was unnerving, since smelling Jackson’s sweat made her feel strange. Just the idea of it.

			It was a bit like that feeling she’d gotten when she was a child, and had been tempted to do something she knew she shouldn’t. A strange tingling low in her stomach, that then went lower and spread down her thighs, making her feel restless and strange. She shifted in her chair, her dress slippery on the material of the seat. Another specious prize. A hand-me-down red gown originally worn by her sister Emerson to this event.

			Cricket’s fidgeting was just anticipation. And being so close to Jackson Cooper.

			A man she usually avoided.

			From afar, she had made a study of the Cooper family over the years. Something she was embarrassed to admit.

			She had gotten to know Jackson’s brother, Creed, a little better over the past few months, since he’d become her brother-in-law. She’d acted shocked and appalled and said any number of things about her sister Wren when she found herself involved with a Cooper. It had gone way past involved now, and they were married with a baby. And Cricket had sworn to Wren, up and down, that hardheaded, irritating, stubborn cowboys would never ever be her type.

			Cricket was a liar.

			Jackson made her feel strange...but he was also the only one of the Coopers who could answer the questions she needed answered.

			Because of Wren, she couldn’t really talk to Creed. And she didn’t really want to talk to the youngest Cooper either, even though Honey was closer to Cricket’s age. She’d never found the other girl approachable.

			In some ways, Cricket was jealous of her.

			Honey was a country girl. A tough cowgirl. And she just seemed to fit with her family. In a way Cricket did not.

			Case in point, Cricket had never really had much of anything to do with the family winery. But she was a fantastic card player. And with their father officially out of commission—having been exiled in disgrace, and for good reason—Cricket had been nominated by her sisters to take his place.

			And Cricket was about to take it all.

			“I’ll raise you,” she said.

			Oh yes, it was time. In that pot were a great many things she was interested in. Jackson’s cufflinks. His watch. A pony from his ranch.

			She’d only had to offer a diamond bracelet—wasn’t hers anyway—a case of Maxfield reserve wines, and the dollar from her father’s very first sale, which still hung in his vacant office, framed on the wall. Something that Jackson said he was going to give to his father.

			The Maxfield and Cooper families were rivals from way back, though that rivalry had been dented some by her sister marrying Creed.

			Still, sitting here across from a Cooper brought out her competitive spirit. Especially because right along with that competitive spirit, Jackson also brought out that complicated sensation she could honestly say she wasn’t a fan of.

			And now it was right down to the final bet.

			“I bet myself,” she said.

			“Excuse me?”

			“I bet myself. I will work for Cowboy Wines for free for thirty days.”

			His brows shot upward. “That’s pretty rich.”

			“You afraid?”

			He snorted. “I’ll see you. And raise you. I’ll work at Maxfield Vineyards for thirty days.”

			“No,” she said. “The winery doesn’t need you. You’ll work at my ranch for thirty days. And sleep in the bunkhouse.” She desperately needed a ranch hand. And she knew that Jackson Cooper knew what he was doing when it came to horses.

			Cricket wanted as far away from the uppity confines of her upbringing as possible. And this ranch was her one way to get there.

			“And if I lose...”

			“You’ll work at Cowboy Wines, in the tasting room. Dressed up in cowgirl boots and a miniskirt and serving our guests.”

			He was trying to scare her or humiliate her. But she’d grown up with James Maxfield. She’d been made to feel small and sad and unwanted for years. It was only recently she’d started to suspect why her father had treated her that way. But after a lifetime of humiliation, a miniskirt and waiting tables wouldn’t defeat her. “Deal.”

			And she wouldn’t lose. She wanted his forfeit and wasn’t worried at all about her own.

			She needed Jackson on her ranch. Unfortunately, she was all stalled out. Didn’t quite know where to begin. That’s where Jackson would come in handy.

			And then there was that other matter.

			And so she waited.

			“You look awfully confident,” he said.

			“Oh I am.”

			He laid down his cards, that handsome mouth turning upward into a smile.

			The smile of a man who had never lost much of anything in his life.

			Oh how she would enjoy showing him what a foolish mistake that smile was.

			Because not only had he lost. He had lost to her. A woman at least ten years younger than him, a woman she knew he didn’t think of as wise. A woman she knew he thought of as not much of anything special.

			He’d made that clear the few times they’d seen each other since they’d become kind of, sort of family.

			Dismissive. Obnoxious.

			“I hate to be a cliché. But read ’em and weep, cowboy.”

			

			Cricket Maxfield had a hell of a hand. And her confidence made that clear. Poor little thing didn’t think she needed a poker face if she had a hand that could win.

			But he knew better.

			She was sitting there with his hat on her head, oversized and over her eyes, and an unlit cigar in her mouth.

			A mouth that was disconcertingly red tonight, as she had clearly conceded to allowing her sister Emerson to make her up for the occasion. That bulky, fringed leather jacket should have looked ridiculous, but over that red dress, cut scandalously low, giving a tantalizing wedge of scarlet along with pale, creamy cleavage, she was looking not ridiculous at all.

			And right now, she was looking like far too much of a winner.

			Lucky for him, around the time he’d escalated the betting, he’d been sure she would win.

			He’d wanted her to win.

			“I guess that makes you my ranch hand,” she said. “Don’t worry. I’m a very good boss.”

			Now, Jackson did not want a boss. Not at his job, and not in his bedroom. But her words sent a streak of fire through his blood. Not because he wanted her in charge. But because he wanted to show her what a boss looked like.

			Cricket was...

			A nuisance. If anything.

			That he had any awareness of her at all was problematic enough. Much less that he had any awareness of her as a woman. But that was just because of what she was wearing. The truth of the matter was, Cricket would turn back into the little pumpkin she usually was once this evening was over and he could forget all about the fact that he had ever been tempted to look down her dress during a game of cards.

			“Oh, I’m sure you are, sugar.”

			“I’m your boss. Not your sugar.”

			“I wasn’t aware that you winning me in a game of cards gave you the right to tell me how to talk.”

			“If I’m your boss, then I definitely have the right to tell you how to talk.”

			“Seems like a gray area to me.” He waited for a moment, let the word roll around on his tongue, savoring it so he could really, really give himself all the anticipation he was due. “Sugar.”

			“We’re going to have to work on your attitude. You’re insubordinate.”

			“Again,” he said, offering her a smile. “I don’t recall promising a specific attitude.”

			There was activity going on around him. The small crowd watching the game was cheering, enjoying the way this rivalry was playing out in front of them. He couldn’t blame them. If the situation wasn’t at his expense, then he would have probably been smirking and enjoying himself along with the rest of the audience, watching the idiot who had lost to the little girl with the cigar.

			He might have lost the hand, but he had a feeling he’d win the game.

			And it was hardly dirty poker. Cricket had started it, after all.

			She was in over her head, and he knew it.

			When he’d heard that James Maxfield owned the property next to his, Jackson had figured he’d swoop in and buy it now that ownership of the man’s properties had reverted to his family. But then Cricket had grandly taken control of the land—with great proclamation, per Jackson’s brother, that she was going to be a rancher.

			But Jackson knew there was no way in hell Cricket had the chops to start and run a ranch. It was hard enough when you had experience. She had none. And he knew she had some of her dad’s money, but it wasn’t going to be an endless well.

			She was out of her league.

			And a month spent as her ranch hand was more than enough time to show her that.

			“Also, you should bring my pony,” she said.

			She was placated by the pony. He was going to end up getting that pony back. He knew it down in his bones. Because in the end, Cricket had not one idea of the amount of work that went into having animals. No idea the amount of work that went into working a ranch. Working the land.

			She was stubborn and obstinate, and different than her sisters.

			Their families might be big rivals, but they all worked in the same industry. He’d watched Cricket grow up. He had a fair idea of her personality. And he also had a fair idea of just how privileged the Maxfield family was.

			They had a massive spread, worked by employees.

			Any vision she had of ranching was bound to be romanticized.

			He knew better.

			He knew people looked at him and figured he was just another guy who’d grown up with a silver spoon in his mouth. Well, not literally. They didn’t look at him and think that. He looked like a cowboy. But the fact was, he had grown up in a family that was well-off. At least, for most of his life. He was still old enough to remember when they had struggled.

			He knew his younger brother didn’t remember much of that time, and their youngest sister, Honey, didn’t remember it at all. But Jackson did. He also knew Cricket had never known a moment of financial struggle in all her life. It wasn’t that he thought she was stupid. She wasn’t. She was bright and sharp, and a bit fierce.

			He had always found her fascinating, especially in contrast with the rest of her family. Even before it had turned out her father was a criminal and a sexual predator, Jackson had always found the Maxfields to be a strange and fascinating family. So different from his own. There had always been tension between James Maxfield and his wife. Wren and Emerson had always seemed like perfect Stepford children from an extremely warped, upper-class neighborhood, cookies from the same cutter.

			But not Cricket.

			She had never been at the forefront of any of the events they had put on at the winery. And though Maxfield Vineyards and Cowboy Wines might have been rivals, they often attended each other’s events. Professional courtesy, and all of that. And scoping out the competition. So he’d seen Cricket many times over the years. Usually skulking in the background, but then, when she got older, not there at all. One time, three years ago or so—she must’ve been eighteen—she’d been out on a swing in the yard, wearing a white dress he was almost certain she didn’t want to be wearing. It had been dark out there, and inside, the Maxfield event room had been all lit up.

			She was just lit up by the moon.

			She had looked completely separate. Alone. And he’d felt some kind of sympathy for her. It was strange, and a foreign feeling for him. Because he wasn’t an overly sympathetic kind of guy. But the girl was a square peg, no denying it. And in his opinion—particularly at the time—it wasn’t round holes she needed to fit into. Just a family of assholes.

			Now, he had changed his opinion on Wren and Emerson in the time since.

			But his general opinion of Cricket’s family, of her father, had certainly been correct. And just because he now thought Wren and Emerson were decent people...they were still so different from their sister. So different—it was the strangest thing.

			But Cricket wasn’t so different from her family that she would simply be able to step into ranching life. And he’d be right on hand to show her just how much work it was. He wouldn’t have to do anything. Wouldn’t have to sabotage her in any way.

			She just needed a dose of reality.

			And then she’d be willing to sell him that property.

			He’d bought his own ranch and transitioned from working the one at Cowboy Wines after his mother died. And yes, he had people who helped him, so they would cover the slack of him not being there.

			And that was the thing. Ranching never took time off. That was something he understood, and well.

			“Report for work first thing on Monday,” Cricket said. “And bring a sleeping bag. I don’t have any extra and the bunkhouse gets cold.”

			She did not shake his hand. Instead, she clamped down on that unlit cigar, scrunched up her nose, grabbed the brim of the black cowboy hat and tipped it.

			And right then, he vowed that no matter that Cricket had won the pot, he was going to win the whole damn thing.

			Whatever that looked like.

			

			“You what?”

			Cricket looked at Emerson, keeping her expression as sanguine as possible. She wasn’t going to get into the details of any of this with her sisters. Not now. Not just yet.

			“Well, you would have known if you would have gone.”

			“I’m a whale,” Emerson said, gesturing to her nine-months-pregnant stomach. “And my ankles were so swollen, I couldn’t get my shoes on. So I didn’t go.”

			“And I didn’t tell her,” Wren said, grinning. “Because I wanted her to hear it directly from Cricket’s mouth.”

			“I won him in a poker game,” Cricket said. “I won him fair and square, and now he has to come work on my ranch.”

			Triumph surged through her again. Her plan was working out perfectly, and she had a handle on it. All of it.

			“Your ranch.”

			“And I won a pony,” Cricket said, grinning with glee. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

			“Because,” Emerson said. “Jackson Cooper is a tool.”

			“So is Creed Cooper, but Wren married him.” Cricket’s teeth ground together as she said that. The whole thing with Wren and Creed had come as a shock, and like with all things Cooper-related, Cricket had kept that shock completely to herself, but she was still struggling with it a bit. “Come to that, your husband is kind of a tool,” Cricket said to Emerson. “Just not to you. Also, I’m not marrying Jackson, I’m just having him work for me. For free.”

			She was practiced at pretending she didn’t think much of Jackson. But this conversation pushed her thoughts in strange directions. Directions she’d been actively avoiding for months now.

			“All right, I have to hand it to you, it’s a little bit brilliant.”

			“I’m just happy to see you’re doing something,” Wren said. “Unfortunate double entendres aside. We’ve been worried about you.”

			“I know you have. For more than a year now. But you are both too afraid to say anything to me.”

			They didn’t know how to talk to her. That was the truth. They might never admit it, but Cricket knew it. Fair enough, she often didn’t know how to talk to them either.

			“We never know what’s going to make you run further and faster,” Emerson said. “I’m sorry. But you know... You’re not a little kid anymore. But I think it’s easy for us to think of you that way. There’s no reason for that.”

			“Glad to know that I’m finally getting a little respect.”

			“I did question your sanity when you asked to take on the ranch.”

			“It’s paid for. I mean, there’s definitely a lot of work to be done on it, but there was no reason to just let it sit there going to seed. And this is something I’ve always wanted. My own place. Wine isn’t my thing and it never has been. I know you’re shocked to hear that.”

			“Yeah, not so much,” Emerson said.

			“We’re just different,” Cricket said.

			Honestly, she and her sisters couldn’t be any more different if they tried. Emerson was curvy—though sporting an extra curve right now—and absolutely beautiful, like a bombshell. Wren was sleek and sophisticated. Cricket had always felt extremely out of place at Maxfield events. It was like her sisters just knew something. Innately. Like being beautiful was part of their intrinsic makeup in a way it would never be for Cricket. And she had never really cared about being beautiful, which was another thing that had made her feel like the cuckoo in the nest.

			So she just hadn’t tried. Emerson and Wren had. They’d tried so hard to earn Jameson Maxfield’s approval. Cricket had hidden instead. Had flown under the radar straight into obscurity.

			She could remember, far too clearly, asking her father about college four years ago.

			“You didn’t particularly apply yourself in school, did you?”

			“I...”

			“What would you want to do?”

			She’d been stumped by that. “I don’t know. I need to go so that I can figure it out...”

			“Emerson and Wren contributed to the winery with their degrees. Is that what you plan to do?”

			There had been no college for Cricket.

			She knew her dad could afford it. It wasn’t about the expense. It was about her value.

			Both of her parents had always been so distant to her. And it wasn’t until later that she’d started to understand why.

			Started to suspect she was not James Maxfield’s daughter...

			Well, the suspicion had made her feel like she made some sense. That her differences made sense. There were things that hurt about the idea, and badly. But she’d put those things in their place.

			She’d had no choice.

			“I appreciate it. I do.”

			“And whatever you think about our husbands,” Emerson said, “they’re both cowboys, and they would be happy to help you with the ranch.”

			“I know that. And when I’ve exhausted my free Cooper labor, I may take them up on it. But for now, I’ll solve my own problem.”

			“Well done, Cricket,” Emerson said, sounding slightly defeated. “I can’t even see my toes.”

			“You’re not supposed to,” Wren said.

			Wren’s baby was three months old now, and of course, her slim figure had already gone right back into place. But even slightly built Wren had been distressed about the size of her stomach at this stage in her pregnancy.

			It was weird to see her sisters so settled in domesticity. Having babies and all of that. They had never seemed particularly domesticated to Cricket, but they had fallen in love, and that had changed them both. Not in a bad way. In fact, they both seemed happier. Steadier and more sure of themselves. But that didn’t make any of that racket seem appealing to Cricket.

			Who just wanted...to be free.

			To not feel any of the overwhelming pressure to fit into anything other than the life she chose for herself.

			Maybe she’d wanted something else when she’d been young and silly and hadn’t understood herself or her life.

			She was the awkward sister. The ugly sister, really. She didn’t mind at all about her looks. She was tall, and she was thin, and her curves weren’t anything to write home about. But while that seemed elegant and refined on Wren, with her somewhat bony shoulders and knees, Cricket had always just thought her thinness seemed unfortunate on her. Her cheekbones were sharp, and she had freckles. Her top lip was just a little bit more full than the bottom one, and even though she’d had braces to solve the buck teeth situation, the gap between her two front teeth hadn’t closed entirely, and it remained.

			Her features were... Well, they were strong. And like everything else about her, kind of a love or hate situation.

			Cricket didn’t much care how she looked. She cared about what she could do. She was good at riding horses. She could run fast; she was strong. Her hair was a little bit wild, but she didn’t much mind. No, she didn’t mind at all. Because it made her look like she was moving. Made her look like she was busy. And that was what she liked.

			That was the thing. As much as the Coopers were supposed to be rivals of her family, in some ways, she could identify a little bit more closely with them than she did with the Maxfields. They had country roots and sensibilities. That was what she understood.

			It was what she connected with.

			Country strong was hard to break. And that was what Cricket wanted to be.

			It was what she was.

			“I plan on making good use of Mr. Jackson Cooper,” Cricket said triumphantly, immediately picturing the man, his broad shoulders and large hands.

			Good for work.

			And a good place to start when it came to figuring out how to...how to broach the topic of what she thought might be true between them.

			“Yes indeed,” she said to herself.

			Her sisters exchanged a glance. “Just be careful.”

			“Why?”

			“The Coopers are a whole thing,” Wren said.

			Cricket blinked. “I don’t understand what you mean.”

			“You start talking about making full use of Cooper men, and I’ll tell you, it gives me ideas,” Wren said.

			Cricket still didn’t get it.

			“Sex, Cricket,” Wren said. “Some people might think you mean sex.”

			Cricket was suddenly made of heat and horror. “No! No. Not at all. Never. How could you... Look, Wren, I’m not you. When I finally do decide to take on a man, and I’m going to need to get my actual life in order a whole hell of a lot better before I do, it is not going to be... He’s old.”

			Among other things.

			Wren laughed. “Right. So old. Like two whole years older than my husband.”

			Cricket sniffed. “And I’m several years younger than you.”

			Wren seem to take that as a square insult, her lips snapping shut.

			Fine. Cricket wasn’t old enough to take age commentary as that deep of a wound yet.

			“This is strictly a business arrangement,” she said. A fluttering grew and expanded in her chest. Evidence of her dishonesty. “He’s going to help me with my ranch. And that’s it.”

			“If you say so.”

			“I absolutely do.”

			“The one thing I know about you, Cricket. When you set your mind to something, you do see it done.”

			And what she had her mind set to, was finding out for sure if she wasn’t a Maxfield at all...

			And hiring Jackson Cooper was the best way to do that.

		
	
		
			Two

			The place was a mess.

			To call it a ranch was a stretch. The house was... It was damn near falling apart. The porch was sloping on one side. He didn’t want the place for its current assets, though.

			He wanted it for the location.

			This property was the best and only way for him to increase his spread, and that was what he needed to do. He wasn’t going to spend his life working on his father’s legacy.

			He wasn’t his father.

			And when that screen door opened, and Cricket came out, she looked like the feral pirate queen of a sinking ship.

			She had a hat on over frizzy blond curls, and a tight white tank top and denim shorts. She also had on cowgirl boots. She was quite unintentionally the very image of a sexy, tousled cowgirl, and he knew that she hadn’t done that on purpose. Not at all.

			Her legs were long, endless. Her curves were slight, but they were ripe. She had no makeup on her face, but she was damn pretty. Unique looking, that was for sure. But he liked her look, he found. At least, he had been liking it more and more lately, which he didn’t really care to dive into.

			He wasn’t here to look. He was here to educate.

			In such a way that she might realize the subject matter was not for her.

			“Reporting for duty,” he said.

			“Excellent,” she responded, grinning.

			“So what is it you had in mind, because this is way more than a month’s worth of work, I can already tell.”

			She looked immediately crestfallen and he had to wonder if she was going to make it easy for him. “Why? What do you see?”

			“You’re liable to fall right through that porch if somebody doesn’t get in there and reinforce it. I have some concerns. Are you living in this heap?”

			“Yes,” she said. “It’s fine. I just avoid the saggy boards over there.”

			“Cricket,” he said. “You’re about to slide through the whole damn thing.”

			“I won’t.”

			“Okay. Maybe you won’t, because you probably don’t weigh a buck and a quarter soaking wet. Somebody like me is going to fall right through.”

			“Well, sounds basically like the equivalent of a cowboy moat to me. And I may be okay with that.”

			“You got something against cowboys? Because it seems to me that you need one to get this place going.” He looked around and affected an expression he hoped looked something like overwhelmed.

			He’d never been overwhelmed a day in his life.

			“You might need more than one cowboy, realistically,” he added.

			“Nothing against. Just don’t need one in my house.”

			“I also suspect that isn’t true. Because I’m thinking you probably need some things fixed in there.”

			She looked stubborn for a moment. But under that he could see...she was wary and he wasn’t sure why. He’d never given her a reason to be wary. “Well, maybe a few things. But I can call someone else out for that.”

			“Why?” he asked. “You’ve got me.”

			Her eyes narrowed. “You know how to repair things?”

			“I sure as hell do.”

			“Well... All right. I’ll let you come take a look then.”

			“Lead the way. Point out the mushy boards.”

			He walked up the steps and through the front door, into the tiny, shabby entryway.

			Cricket held her arms out. “Well, this is it.” She smiled. “What do you think? Just kidding. I don’t care.”

			He looked around, turning in a circle. “It’s...something, Cricket.”

			To tell the truth, the little farmhouse wasn’t so bad. It was worn with years, and a bit shabby, but it was definitely repairable.

			What he couldn’t imagine was a girl like Cricket—who’d grown up in a monstrosity of a mansion that was doing a poor imitation of a Tuscan villa—settling into it.

			“I thought so. It’s a ranch. I feel like... That’s what I feel like I want to do. Wine’s not really for me.”

			“Yeah, I noticed you were never all that into any of the Maxfield events.”

			But there was a lot of ground between not wanting to be part of the winery and wanting to run a ranch. She might not know it yet, but he did.

			He’d spent years working the ranch at Cowboy Wines. Years. Pouring blood and sweat into his father’s land. His father’s legacy.

			Until he’d found out the truth about Cash Cooper. And then he’d just...

			He’d wanted his own.

			Now, he still worked at the winery. He wouldn’t cause a rift. His mother wouldn’t have wanted that. She’d spent years working to make sure she kept the family together at the expense of her own happiness and he wouldn’t be the one to wreck that.

			But he didn’t have to make his father’s life his own.

			“No, I was really not,” she said. “And this has always been kind of my dream. So...”

			“Why ranching?”

			Her expression suddenly went shy, then sharp. “I don’t know. I feel like it’s in my blood. Which is weird, because my family doesn’t do it. Is that how you feel? Like ranching is in your blood?”

			He shifted. Shrugged. “Can’t say as I know. It’s just something I do. I can’t see doing any different.”

			“Yeah. That’s exactly it. Except, it wasn’t just right there for me, so I had to figure out what that meant. What it might mean for me that I dreamed about having my own little house out in the middle of... Well, just like this. A field all around. I want horses.”

			“How are you going to make money? Are you breeding horses?”

			“Well...”

			“Cattle?” He didn’t wait for her to respond. “Dairy or meat? Have you thought about dealing with slaughtering cows? With getting to the nearest USDA station and the cost of it all?”

			“I...”

			“If you decide to do horses are you going to keep studs or have sperm brought in?”

			“Well,” she sputtered again.

			“Doing produce? More of a farm? Have you thought about CBD? That’s a growing industry.”

			“The thing is,” she sputtered, her manner that of a wet hen. “I haven’t exactly decided. I don’t really know what I want to do with the place. But I kind of feel like until I get a bit more... Until I get it into shape, I’m not going to know.”

			“I don’t know how that’s going to work,” he said, like he was honestly doing her a favor. The girl had no idea what she was getting herself into. She’d be in water five feet high and rising. Before she knew it, she’d be in over her pretty head.

			This was practically a rescue mission.

			Yeah, don’t go that far. You’re being a dick. Own it.

			Sure, he’d own it.

			Like he’d own this ranch in the end.

			But Cricket suffered from the overconfidence of the young and inexperienced. Jackson Cooper hadn’t been young or inexperienced for a long time. The problem with someone like Cricket was she was sure she knew exactly what was happening, exactly what she was doing, and she was also certain no one could possibly know better than her.

			“I mean, I’ll be honest,” she said. “I don’t know if I have the fortitude to do beef. But it seems to me that the overhead with horses is really high.”

			“Horses are expensive. Getting into good ones... That’s pricey. But it might be more what you’re looking for. Breeding good horses.”

			“Maybe that’s it.” That she seemed to be considering anything he said shocked him. “I’ll think about it. I’ll spend some time reading.” She sighed. “Fundamentally, I have time. This place is paid for. And I have some reserves.”

			“From your dad’s estate?”

			“Pretty much. I sold my stake in the winery. I wanted out. I wanted to...follow my own path, and I knew I wanted out. So... I sold my stake. I got some cash.”

			“And you’re using me for slave labor.”

			“Well, since I had the opportunity, that just seems like good business. Why pay for something when you can get it for free?”

			“Let’s start with the house,” he said, walking from the little sitting room into the kitchen. There were spiderwebs in the corner. “Have you cleaned?”

			“A little,” she said.

			He said nothing, he just kept on looking. At the dust, the peeling paint.

			She wrinkled her nose. “Okay. I’m not really used to doing any of my own cleaning. I’m not opposed to it. There’s nothing wrong with being prepared. It’s just... I haven’t really done it, so I don’t really think of everything. And I hate that, because I don’t feel like I’m a spoiled rich girl, but I guess to an extent I am. I feel like I can do all these things, but I never have. It’s all based on... Well, basically nothing. Just my feelings about the fact that I can do this. But that has to mean something. Right?”

			Granted, he was here to try and give her advice. Advice that would discourage her from all this. The truth. He was here to give her the truth, but she was suddenly looking at him like he might contain the answers to the mysteries of the universe, and he had no idea why.

			He didn’t like it either.

			“I don’t know,” he said. “But I do know that it is always a good time to learn to take care of your own damn self. So go get a broom and clear your cobwebs. I’m going to evaluate.” He began to walk the perimeter of the room, making note of places where it felt like there might be water damage. Right by the sink. He wasn’t surprised. It was an old farmhouse, and it was easy to believe it hadn’t been worked on at all, judging by the rest of the place.

			He was surprised when Cricket did what he asked, and went into the small pantry, grabbed a broom and began to harass the spiders in the corners.

			“Granted,” she said. “I can keep the spiders.”

			“I would’ve thought you and spiders were natural enemies.”

			“Why?”

			“Don’t they eat crickets?”

			She rolled her eyes. “Funny.”

			Her name was just another thing that didn’t quite fit with the rest of the Maxfields. A name with bounce and humor. And he didn’t think anyone in her family had an ounce of either. “Why did they name you Cricket?”

			“Why is your sister named Honey?”

			“Well, that’s easy. Mom picked it, and my dad agreed because it was so sweet to finally have a girl.”

			She frowned. “He sounds nice.”

			That was the problem. Cash Cooper was nice. A good father in many ways. It would have been easier if he was an out-and-out asshole. He wasn’t. Jackson resented him plenty sometimes, carried a lot of anger toward him.

			But Honey adored him. Creed had been so mired in his own issues he’d never gotten to know their mother as an adult the way Jackson had, and she’d certainly never confided in Creed.

			Jackson was the only one who knew.

			“He has his moments,” he said. “I mean, he’s a crusty old man.”

			“Yeah, well, James Maxfield is a little more than crusty.”

			James Maxfield had been unveiled as an unrepentant sexual predator. One who’d gotten a girl pregnant and cast her aside, left her a shell of herself after a mental breakdown. A man who’d blackmailed any number of employees who’d felt harassed by him. A serial cheater, liar and all-around asshole.

			Cash might have his flaws, but he wasn’t that.

			“Right. Sorry.” Then, he did feel bad, because she looked so lost.

			And the way she looked reminded him of how he’d felt when his mother had died. It had been...a hell of a thing to lose her. The entire family had done what they could to stay strong in the aftermath and they had each other. But he remembered that feeling. Cricket was hollow-eyed, and he had to wonder if James’s behavior was as shocking to her as it had been to her sisters. It hadn’t shocked him. The way his father had always carried a grudge against James Maxfield had made Jackson suspect there was a very serious reason for it. Of course, there would be. His father wasn’t the kind of man who disliked somebody just because.

			“It’s okay. So, how did your dad get interested in wine? You know, since he was a cowboy first.”

			Jackson peeked under the sink, frowning when he saw water. Then he turned on the water so that he could try and figure out the exact source of the leak. “Well, he didn’t like your dad. And I think his aim was more or less to try and prove that he could do exactly what your dad did. But better.”

			“That’s a pretty powerful dislike. To do something just to prove you can. I mean, I respect it. That’s exactly the kind of thing I can understand. Needing to prove yourself that much. It makes perfect sense to me.”

			“A little bit vindictive, are you, Cricket?”

			She shrugged. “I think so. I mean, in seventh grade Billy O’Connor made fun of my buck teeth, and then I got braces, and two years later I made him think I wanted to go to a school dance with him, only so I could turn him down.”

			“That’s pretty stone cold.”

			“He shouldn’t of made fun of my teeth. Did you have buck teeth?”

			He frowned. “No.”

			“Did Honey?”

			“If so, I don’t recall.”

			“Oh. Well, I do. And no one else in my family does. I think that’s kind of weird.”

			“Families are different.”

			“Of course. I’m not saying they aren’t. I’m just... I dunno. Sometimes I try to see something in common with my sisters, and I just can’t. But I don’t know. That feeling kind of goes away here. Spiders or not.”

			“Well, good to know.” He knelt down, had a good look at the pipe. “I have some plumber’s tape in the truck. But I’m going to need to go get a part from town to actually fix this.”

			“Can I go with you?”

			“Sure,” he said.

			“Great.” He headed back out toward the truck, and he could practically hear her holding something back. “Yes?”

			“It just occurred to me that maybe I should go out to the bunkhouse with you. Show you around.”

			“Okay.” He looked at her. “Are you really going to make me sleep in the bunkhouse?”

			If he were another kind of man he’d sneak across the field and into his own house. But he was honorable with his dishonor. They’d had a bet.

			He was sticking to it.

			“Absolutely. It was part of our bet. You’re going to be my ranch hand.”

			She didn’t elaborate. Didn’t offer any sort of reasoning behind why she needed him here. He just had a feeling it amused her.

			Cricket was a bloodthirsty little thing.

			He had to grudgingly respect that.

			She led the way down a trail that had been worn into the grass, and he followed. And groaned when the very rustic-looking house came into view. “You’re not serious.”

			“I am absolutely serious. What’s wrong with it?”

			“If the house is dilapidated, how bad is this going to be?”

			She kicked open the door, and inside was... Well, pretty much nothing. There were bunks, but they looked like they were moldier than not.

			“Cricket,” he said.

			He’d slept in worse, that was for damn sure. But not for as long as a month.

			“Okay,” she relented. “All right, I have a better idea. You can sleep in the house.”

			

			The look he gave her was full of skepticism, but his skepticism wasn’t her problem. She was enjoying talking to him. Trying to get a sense of what he thought. What he knew. If they were alike.

			And when he had talked about his dad...

			She had wanted to know more. She was jealous. Because her own father had never cared for her at all. What would it have been like to grow up on the ranch? To have a place where she belonged. It had actually become something of a cherished fantasy.

			The idea that James Maxfield wasn’t her father. The idea that she made sense.

			“Sleep in the house.”

			“Yes. There’s an extra bedroom.”

			“Great.”

			They went back toward the house, him with his sleeping bag in tow.

			“There’s a quilt,” she said.

			“Is it full of dust?”

			“Don’t be silly.” She waved her hand. “I beat the blankets out. I looked that up online. I’ve got this, I really do.”

			“Right.”

			“This place wasn’t totally unoccupied until recently. The older lady who lived in it passed away. I don’t really know why my dad owned it. He wasn’t charging her very much in rent, which honestly doesn’t seem like him. It leads me to believe that one of his business managers must’ve bought it and he didn’t remember. Or even know. That does sound like my dad. He doesn’t really notice people.”

			It was weird to call James Maxfield her dad. She had suspected he wasn’t for at least six months. Not since she found out that the reason for the feud between the Coopers and the Maxfields was that her mother had once been in love with Cash Cooper.

			It had all made so much sense then.

			Her mother hadn’t felt like she could get married to Cash, because he was penniless. And so, she had chosen to marry James Maxfield, and signed on for a life of misery. But Cricket had long suspected that the reason she existed, the reason she was a late-in-life child, was not because her parents had suddenly found a way to rekindle their romance ten years after her sisters were born. No.

			It made much more sense to her that her mother had gone straight back into the arms of Cash.

			It was just Cricket wanted to tread lightly in finding out the truth. Because his wife had passed away not that long ago, and she imagined it would be very painful for Creed, Jackson or Honey to accept that their father had had an affair.

			From her point of view, it was pretty romantic. But then, her father wasn’t heroic to her. Cash seemed much nicer. Though, she knew the Coopers loved their mother very much, and she’d seemed like a nice woman. Cricket didn’t like the idea that Cash might have done her wrong.

			For all that Cricket could see the affair as a forbidden romance, she imagined the Cooper children wouldn’t view it in quite the same way.

			So she had to tread carefully. Treading carefully wasn’t her strong point. Never had been.

			She tramped up the steps again. And Jackson cursed sharply. She turned just in time to see his foot go through the second step.

			The only problem with all of her theories had been Jackson. And the way she’d felt about him for the last ten years. And the way her suspicions had forced her to...

			Well it was a relief, really. She’d always hated how Jackson made her feel. Like her heart was too big for her chest and her breath was too big for her lungs. She’d felt connected to him, from the first moment she’d laid eyes on him, and she’d hated it. Especially as she’d gotten older and seen how badly a relationship could hurt a woman. Her parents’ marriage was toxic. She’d never wanted anything like that, but her heart had attached itself to Jackson all the same.

			That connection had made a strange, dizzying sort of sense when she’d realized. When she’d figured it out. Because, of course.

			Of course she wasn’t so foolish as to fall in love with him.

			Of course love at first sight wasn’t real, especially not as a kid.

			Of course that connection was something else.

			Of course.

			Cricket didn’t trade in uncertainty. And for years, the intensity of the emotions she’d felt around Jackson Cooper had felt uncertain.

			It was a relief to find certainty.

			It was.

			“I’ve never had that problem,” she said.

			“Like I said. Not more than a buck twenty-five soaking wet.”

			“Can’t help it.” She scampered the rest of the way up the steps and into the house. He followed her, and she noticed that he didn’t lighten his footsteps at all to make allowances for the fact that some of the boards were iffy. He got what he got. If he ended up severing a tendon it wasn’t her fault.

			“Thank you for the wild goose chase around your property.”

			“No, that wasn’t a goose chase. We’ll goose chase later. There’s a pond.”

			“Do geese favor a pond?” he asked.

			“Mine do.”

			“You have geese?”

			“A few domestic. One Canada goose. He has a broken wing. It’s flipped kind of upside down. He can’t fly.”

			He frowned. “You have a Canada goose?”

			“I do. His name is Goose.”

			“Creative.”

			She arched a brow. “Do you have a problem with a Canada goose?”

			“No. Not at all. But you can’t exactly make a ranch off of them.”

			“I’m not suggesting that it be a goose ranch. But my point is that tomorrow we’ll go on an actual tour. No drama. This was just a walkabout.”

			“I can’t believe you were going to throw me in the bunkhouse without ever having looked at it.”

			She shrugged. “I figured you’re tough. And you can take it.”

			“I could sleep there.”

			“This will be more comfortable,” she said. “Just down the hall.”

			She didn’t really want to alienate him. She also didn’t quite know how to wrangle him. She had a feeling that if she suddenly started being extra nice to him, he would only be more suspicious than not. So she was trying to be measured in her interactions with him. She had to...get to a place where she could talk to him. Where they had a little bit of trust. Perhaps like training a dog. She’d done that. That she understood. She might not have any experience with men, but she did know animals pretty well. Her dad might have spent a lot of years ignoring her, but she also hadn’t been denied much. And when she’d asked for animals, she’d gotten them. She’d had several dogs growing up, and still had her favorite old ranch dog, Pete.

			Perhaps Jackson would be like Pete.

			If only she knew how to cook. Then she could feed him. Dogs really responded well to food as an incentive. Perhaps men did too.

			She’d heard that. That old-fashioned saying about the way to a man’s heart being through his stomach. Not that she wanted Jackson’s heart.

			Well, she sort of did. She needed him to feel something for her. Some sort of connection. Without that, he would just think she was crazy and reject everything she had to say. Without that, he might just think she was trying to ruin his family. And that wasn’t it. Not at all. She had no designs on causing any kind of trouble in his family.

			But her own family was broken. Smashed all to pieces. And her place, it had never been secure. She wanted to find her place.

			She pushed the door open to the small bedroom. The bed was tiny, shoved into a corner, brass rails surrounding a thin mattress that might just as likely be stuffed with corn husks as anything. The quilt that was placed over the top of it was threadbare and worn.

			“It’s simple,” she said. “But hopefully adequate.”

			“Adequate.” He set his sleeping bag down, and looked around. “It’ll do just fine.”

			“Yeah. I suppose.” He looked absurd, too tall and too broad for the space. His feet were going to stick through the rails at the end of the bed. And the little lace curtains behind him... Well, they seemed absolutely ridiculous.

			The sun shone through the window, catching his face, highlighting the stubble on his jaw. His hair was dark, his eyes a startling blue. The same color as the bluebonnets on the quilt fabric. She didn’t look like him. Not even a little bit. Her eyes were somewhere between pine cone brown and green, depending on how the sun shone. Her hair was light. But his sister had lighter hair. He was so tall. Cricket was fairly tall for a woman. About an inch above average. He was...massive. His hands were bigger, his shoulders muscular. His chest broad. He looked like a man who did hard labor all day, every day.

			She felt a strange sort of cracking expansion happening in her chest.

			Then he turned and looked out the window, squinting against the sun, and something in her stomach leaped. And fear gripped her.

			He was just very handsome.

			Of course he was. It was one of those things that was indisputable. And her feeling about that was...pride. She could see that now.

			She was...proud of him.

			When she was twelve years old, she’d realized it. The girls in her class were all giggling over Ryan Anderson and his floppy blond hair and she’d been fixed on Jackson Cooper. She’d been a little embarrassed about it. She’d told no one.

			She knew she was a girl and he was a man and there was no way they could ever...

			She’d never been silly enough or brave enough to write about him in her diary. To have a diary at all. But she’d thought of him every night and wove stories where they could be together, on a ranch.

			Him all rugged and handsome and her riding a horse right alongside him. There had been freedom in those fantasies. In this idea that her place in the world, her real and rightful place, was alongside this forbidden man whose family her father hated.

			She’d never let on how much it bothered her that Wren had swooped in and taken up with Creed. Cricket had been the one full of forbidden desire for years and years.

			Wren had gone and made a Cooper and a Maxfield hooking up a thing of no particular consequence.

			But now Cricket knew there was consequence after all. And anyway, she’d been twelve when she’d imagined her place by Jackson. When she’d imagined fitting into a life with him.

			And it made sense now. That mystical feeling of connection, the idea that she would fit in with his life, with his family... He was her half brother. Of course. Their connection finally made sense.

			A twelve-year-old couldn’t be in love. The truth was just that the connection she’d felt to him had gotten muddled because she hadn’t known.

			It was pride she felt for him. That was all. A desperate longing for a place where she fit.

			That was all it was.

			That was all it could be. All it could ever be.

			Get a grip, Cricket.

			“Well.”

			“Did you still want to go to the store?”

			“You know. I was actually thinking I might whip up some food. Some dinner. So why don’t you go to the plumber, and I’ll handle all that here.”

			“You cook?”

			“Of course I do,” she lied.

			She had either been going down to town and getting a burger for dinner or eating frozen pizza for weeks now. But he didn’t need to know that.

			“All right. I’ll see you in a bit.”

			“See you in a bit,” she repeated decisively. He walked out, and suddenly it was easier to breathe. He walked out, and suddenly, everything inside her chest eased.

			She scurried back into the kitchen, and opened up the fridge. Wren had brought her some groceries, and she’d been ignoring them. But now, staring at the leafy greens and wrapped steaks, she felt that she had to figure something out. She picked up the phone and called her sister.

			“How do you cook?”

			“That is a broad question,” Wren said.

			“Well. You gave me all this food. And I don’t know what to do with any of it. And I just told Jackson that I would cook dinner.”

			“You’re going to cook him dinner? Honestly, Cricket, are you sure you don’t have some kind of crush on him?”

			That would have been a horrifying thing for her sister to ask six months ago.

			It was worse now.

			“I do not,” she said ferociously, ignoring the tightening in her stomach. “I don’t. That would be...ridiculous.”

			“All right. I’ll walk you through... What were you thinking you were going to do?”

			“Make steak.”

			“Right. Fantastic. What else did I get you?”

			“I don’t know. Green stuff. Green beans.”

			“Okay. I will walk you through very simple pan-fried steak and green beans. Do you have potatoes? I’m pretty sure I brought you potatoes.”

			“Meat and potatoes,” Cricket said. “Perfect.”

			And in the end, she barely broke a sweat over the whole thing and managed to put together something that smelled pretty darn decent.

			“Thank you,” she said to her sister.

			“Seriously. Are you okay? Because I feel like this is the most we’ve talked in...ever.”

			“I don’t know,” Cricket said. “I mean, I know I’m okay. I just don’t really know how to explain us not talking. Except... I spent a lot of years hiding. Running as fast as I could through childhood. Through that house. I hated it there. I always did. I never felt at home. I never felt like one of you. I don’t want to be mean, but nothing with James really surprised me.” She couldn’t quite bring herself to call him Dad. “He wasn’t cruel to me, nothing like that. It’s just that he didn’t care about me at all, and there was something in that way that he dismissed everything I was that... Nobody ever saw me—and it wasn’t your job to. I was a kid and you were teenagers, and then you were having lives. You went off to school. I didn’t do that.”

			“You could have.”

			“Maybe,” Cricket said. “But I didn’t know what I wanted anyway. I guess that’s the thing. I’ve never fit. And I’ve been searching for the place where I do. I think I might’ve found it.”

			She might have found her family.

			“And now it feels... I don’t know, I feel more like talking.”

			Because even if Cash Cooper was her real father, her mother, Wren and Emerson were still her family. But if her suspicions were right, Cricket could finally disavow that piece of herself that had never really fit. It would all suddenly make sense.

			“I can understand that. I always felt like I was being wedged into a life that I didn’t fully want. I embraced it, and I care about the winery—I’m happy to work on it now—but, you know, I’m working toward my architectural engineering degree because it’s something I always wanted. But I always knew I couldn’t because Dad didn’t want me to do it, because it wasn’t useful to him.”

			“Believe me,” Cricket said. “I do understand that being in his sights wasn’t necessarily better. I really do.”

			“I know. It’s not a competition. A tough childhood is a tough childhood. Whether you’re in a nice house, whether your dad pays attention to you... Doesn’t really matter. It is what it is. I mean, we were better off than a lot of people. But it doesn’t take away the things that weren’t great.”

			“I know. Anyway. I... I think I’m going to be happier.”

			“I’m happier,” Wren said. “I think Emerson and I weren’t really that much different than you, when you think about it. We started our own lives. Really and truly. And even though we are still maintaining our stakes in the wineries, we have more than that. We are more than that. The winery was never for you. And it’s a good thing that you’re finding the thing that you want.”

			Cricket nodded, and then after exchanging farewells, hung up the phone. Just in time for Jackson to return with a whole bag full of supplies. He had his cowboy hat on, his jacket. He was such a striking figure. Because he was an emblem. Of what she wanted. Of the life she was hoping to find.

			Because he represented something that fit. That was it. That was all it could be, and she had to really know that, understand it.

			Had to understand what the extra thump of her heart meant. The jitter in her stomach.

			She had to.

			She had no choice.

			“Smells good,” he said.

			Deep pride swelled in her chest. “Really?” She cleared her throat. “I mean. Sure. Impossible to mess up a decent steak.”

			Except she had a feeling it was very possible and if she hadn’t been receiving instructions the entire time, she would’ve definitely done so.

			“Well, I didn’t realize I would be receiving payment in the form of steak.”

			“I do try. Food first,” she said. “Then you can get to the plumbing.” She served their plates and sat across from him. In the tiny kitchen, it felt incredibly...domestic.

			It was such a world apart from the life she usually lived. She’d grown up with a grand banquet hall set for every dinner. Her dad all the way down at one end away from the rest of them. This little square table with peeling red paint felt homey in a way dinners never had. And Jackson smelled like soap and skin, close enough for her to get the scent. It was simple. Down-home and perfect in a way she’d always wanted things to be.

			There had been a time when she’d dreamed of this. Sitting at a table with Jackson. Asking about his day, having him ask about hers.

			Her Jackson fantasies had run the gamut over the years, but they’d always led to one conclusion. The only place for her was beside him.

			That had terrified her before six months ago, because—as she’d gotten older—she’d realized what her feelings must mean, and she’d been unhappy with them. Ready to perform an exorcism, in all honesty.

			She didn’t want to get married and be miserable like her mother was.

			It had been a relief to discover the real truth behind her feelings.

			“What were your dinners like growing up?” she asked.

			She was hungry. But not for steak. She wanted to know him. His family. What his life was like, and how hers might have been.

			“Well, something like this. I mean, we started with a house that was pretty similar to this. It expanded as time went on.”

			“And that changed things? I mean, for all of you?”

			“I guess so. I’m probably the only one who really remembers the change. Who really remembers what it was like before. Or... I don’t know. Creed probably does to an extent. Not Honey, though.”

			“Right.” So that wouldn’t have been different. If she had grown up with them, she would have been like Honey. She wouldn’t have known what it was like to have normal family meals around the table. She knew that being wealthy was a privilege. It wasn’t that. It was easy to romanticize things you didn’t have. Easy to look at them in a simple way. She knew that too.

			She wasn’t stupid.

			She’d spent a lot of time by herself. And as a result, she’d spent a lot of time thinking. She thought a lot about the way other people lived. The way families looked on TV. And while she knew there were other struggles involved in their lives, she also knew that some of the good things they showed on sitcoms were real.

			“So you got a big table, probably then,” she said.

			“What does the size of the table have to do with anything?”

			“You know, on TV,” Cricket said. “When everybody sits around this little, cheerful table. Just like this. And they have some kind of casserole. It’s always casserole. And I don’t even know anyone who’s ever eaten a casserole.”

			“Yeah, can’t say as I’ve had a lot of casserole experience myself.”

			“Well, there’s always a casserole, and they’re all sitting together, and reaching for the dishes, and talking. And we didn’t have a table like that. It was big and long, this banquet hall. As if there were fifty of us, but there wasn’t. And my dad would always sit down at his end, miles away. And that’s just... It’s a metaphor. Really. For my family. All spread out, all engaged in their own thing and not paying attention to each other. Oftentimes we would even have different food. We had a chef. And we could basically put in an order for whatever we wanted at the beginning of the week. We would sit there in the same room and basically all be...separate. And sometimes I just wanted a small table. Because I thought that would fix things.”

			“Well, we might’ve gotten a bigger table, but we all sat down at one together.”

			“Oh,” she said, feeling wistful. “You all really love each other.”

			“You love your sisters,” he said, and she noticed he skimmed over her question.

			“I do,” she said. She looked up at him, taking a chance at meeting his gaze. “My siblings are the most important people in my life.”

			His lips curved upward, and something in her stomach shivered. She didn’t like it. She didn’t like the feeling at all.

			“Well, I... Anyway. I don’t know. I’m just curious. About how other people grew up.”

			“Did you go over to anyone’s house when you were a kid?”

			“Not really. My sisters went to private school. They were away from home a lot. They sent me away for a while, but I hated it. I wanted a family, and being at school with strangers didn’t help at all. Dorm rooms and formal dining halls and all of that. I just ended up walking the grounds alone. They brought me back. They enrolled me in a school in Gold Valley. But they didn’t really want me associating with any of the local people. So I had friends. But only at school. My parents didn’t let them come over. They didn’t let me go over there. The stupid thing is, I’m not sure my dad would have actually known what I was doing if I hadn’t asked for permission. But I’ve never really known how to live.”

			Except, she was deceiving Jackson a little bit. And that made her feel... Well, that made her feel marginally guilty. It wasn’t the most honorable thing, but her deception was all in service to something bigger.

			She looked at him, and the sense of intensity, of longing, grew. She couldn’t feel bad. Not now. She wanted him here. She needed him here. And some part of her knew that. On a deep, cellular level. She knew that.

			“Anyway. I’m just kind of making up for lost time. For things I didn’t have.”

			“So, you got yourself a little kitchen table.”

			“Yeah. And you’re the first person to sit with me here.”

			He looked a little uncomfortable with that statement. Cleared his throat. She blinked, wondering what he thought she meant. And then she realized her words could be misconstrued.

			“Only that...”

			She must’ve sounded panicked, because he held her gaze, his expression steady then. “No drama.”

			“Right.” His words made her feel immediately soothed and she didn’t really know why.

			She’d first felt this weird sort of connection to him years ago. He hadn’t been as broad then as he was now. He’d been lean and rangy, and very different from his brother, Creed, who was often at winery events, fulfilling much the same job as her sister. Jackson wasn’t a salesman. He wasn’t the kind of guy who was in the front of the house. Much like her. He was behind the scenes. It was also very clear that Jackson was an integral part of his family in a way that Cricket had never felt like she was.

			Jackson very clearly had a firm hand in everything.

			He wore his authority with ease. It was so different from the way her father was. James blustered about, ordering employees around. All Jackson had to do was walk into a room. She had seen him helping with setup at different community parties on more than one occasion. He was a man who led by example. He was a man, she had always thought, to be admired.

			And she had. She admired him greatly.

			Wherever Jackson was, her eyes seemed to find him.

			It was hard to explain how it had felt to find out there was a high probability he was her half brother.

			It had been the death of a dream she’d told herself had never been real.

			But it had felt like a real, actual death. Before, she might have pretended she knew he was off limits, but apparently part of her had always secretly hoped...

			That connection was so powerful. That sense of need she felt when she saw him.

			And the connection had only grown and intensified as she had gotten older.

			As she began to realize just how much of a misfit she was with her family.

			So really, finding out about her mother and his father...it made sense. And she shouldn’t be sad.

			“I’ll help clean up,” he said.

			“You don’t have to do that.”

			“You said yourself you don’t know how to clean. Anyway, there’s no dishwasher here.”

			He took her plate, which was empty, went over to the sink and started running water. She could only stare at his broad back, at the way he worked, smoothly and capably.

			And then she realized she was staring at the back of him while he washed dishes with her mouth dropped open. Like he was performing some kind of Herculean effort, rather than just scrubbing a couple of dinner plates and a pan.

			She scrambled to her feet and looked around the tidy kitchen. There wasn’t really much to do. Not after the spiders had already been chased away and the cobwebs had been dealt with. She grabbed the broom again and began to sweep the floor, even though there was no dirt on it.

			But she needed to do something, and she wasn’t going to go stand over by the sink.

			“Cricket,” he said. “Why don’t you dry?”

			Well, apparently, she was going to go stand by him.

			She moved over to the sink, and he thrust a dish towel in her direction. She grabbed it, her fingertips brushing his. His hands were rough.

			She’d never touched him before.

			She’d dreamed about it.

			About his hands.

			She hadn’t known just how rough they would be.

			She felt the lingering echo of that touch and she did her best to try and ignore it. He was warm too. She could feel heat radiating from his body as she stood beside him. Her shoulder vibrating with it as they stood with just an inch between them while she dried the dishes that he set on the side of the sink.

			She looked over at him, and he turned his head. Then she immediately looked back down at the dish in her hand. She was acting weird. And he must realize that. He must know that things were weird. But she imagined he had no idea why.

			She could tell him. She could tell him right now.

			You don’t even know why. Do you get what you’re doing?

			This wasn’t the reaction a woman should have to her half brother.

			A pit of despair grew in her stomach.

			She was supposed to know better. She was supposed to have fixed this.

			No. She couldn’t tell him her suspicions yet. It would only cause problems. It would only... It would ruin things. Everything. She couldn’t take a chance on springing all this on him too soon.

			So instead, she cleared her throat, mirroring the same gesture he’d done only a moment before, and carried the plates to their rightful spot in the kitchen.

			“Well, I’m going to head to bed,” he said, turning and gripping the edge of the counter. The muscles in his forearms flexed, and she made a study of the red paint on the tabletop. Of all the places that it was chipping and wrinkling.

			“It’s early,” she said.

			“Not really.”

			Then he brushed past her and left her standing in the kitchen. The room suddenly felt much larger without him standing in it. And that left her with a whole lot of questions she couldn’t quite form. And even if she could, she wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answers.

		
	
		
			Three

			This was Jackson’s favorite part of the day. When the sun hadn’t risen yet, and he put the coffee on. As strong as he could make it. When the world outside was quiet, and still. When the whole day had a wealth of possibilities in it.

			Once upon a time, he’d spent mornings like this with his mother at the kitchen table. His father wasn’t one to enjoy mornings. A rancher he was, but he also was always half stumbling out the door after the first rays of light had begun to filter over the mountains, his coffee in a to-go cup, his eyes bleary.

			Not Jackson. And not his mom. Four o’clock had been his wake-up time for as long as he could remember. Plenty of time to get a jump on the day. To plan everything that needed to be done. To do it without all the damn people cluttering up the world. Let them sleep.

			Those times had become especially precious when his mother had been ill.

			He had lived in his own place at that point. But he still worked the family ranch. He got up, he drove over, he sat with his mother and had coffee. And then he went out to work the ranch.

			In the years since, he had begun to exclusively work his own place. His father had enough hands on deck to handle the family place without Jackson. And anyway, once his mother had been gone, there had been no real reason to stay. There had been no one to have coffee with in the morning.

			Jackson had realized at that time that the only reason he had stayed was that he was hanging on to something in his past that he had known wouldn’t last forever.

			And once she was gone, it had been time for him to move on too.

			Anyway. His father was still barely dragging his ass out of bed and making it out to work on time.

			Jackson didn’t mind having coffee alone.

			He walked down the hall, taking note of each squeaking board as he went into the kitchen and started the pot of coffee. This was not the kind of coffee maker he was accustomed to. But in truth, he could make coffee anytime, anywhere. He could MacGyver coffee with nothing but a tin can, a cheesecloth and a campfire. He could do what needed to be done. He could make this little plastic job work. But he preferred his programmable machine at home. Which had everything waiting for him as soon as his feet hit the ground.

			He might enjoy this hour of the day, but there was nothing wrong with wanting everything to be in its place, and as easy as possible. At least, not to his mind.

			He thanked the good Lord that Cricket had coffee, and got it all started, his mood lifting immediately as the sound of the water beginning to heat filled the room, as the scent of the freshly ground beans hit him.

			He really did love mornings.

			He had a feeling Cricket didn’t. Because she wasn’t up. That actually suited him just fine.

			He still couldn’t figure out what the hell she actually wanted.

			For a woman who said she couldn’t wait to run a ranch, she really didn’t seem to have a concept of what it took. And then there had been the way she’d behaved last night.

			Like you don’t know what it is?

			Dammit. It really wasn’t worth examining. He had been sure that when she wasn’t in that dress, when she was back to being the Cricket he had known since she was awkward and had those buck teeth she’d been talking about earlier—which he did remember—those feelings of lust that he’d felt the night of the poker game would vanish.

			But the problem was, now he’d seen the potential in Cricket. And he didn’t much like it.

			He wasn’t a man for relationships. He had arrangements. Satisfying, adult relationships with women his age who, for whatever reason, didn’t want relationships either. Divorcées, single mothers, busy women who traveled through in a group of friends, or with a bachelorette party. City girls looking for flings with a cowboy.

			Yeah, he was down for all that.

			But not young, earnest looking girls who had roots in this valley as deep as it was possible to have, who had already been wounded by her father, and who clearly had issues. Daddy issues.

			That made him grimace. He supposed being a bit more than a decade older than her put him squarely in the territory of daddy issues.

			And what did that make him?

			Just a man, he had a feeling. Men were basic. And while he prided himself on maybe not being as basic as some of them, the fact of the matter was... He wasn’t any different. He liked arrangements because he liked sex. And he didn’t go without.

			Come to think of it, though, he’d been without for a while.

			He’d had to increasingly spend more time at the vineyard. Their father hadn’t really gotten better since their mother had died, he’d only gotten worse. He was withdrawn. And he wasn’t functioning in quite the same way that he used to.

			Which pissed off Jackson, since he wasn’t quite sure why his dad had fallen apart so much, all things considered. But the blowback was hitting the vineyard, and it was hitting Honey, and Jackson didn’t want that to happen.

			He had no idea how to fix it. Not when he had never really reconciled his own grief, or the accompanying anger at his dad.

			His mother had been the single most important person in his life.

			She had been a strong woman. And she’d sacrificed everything for Jackson. Everything. He hadn’t realized just how much until he’d gotten older. And he’d never had the chance to repay her. He’d been planning on it.

			But there hadn’t been enough time.

			Grief about all that was always close at hand. But here in the silence of the morning, he could remember his mother as she’d been.

			And he felt a little closer to her, instead of impossibly far.

			He waited until he had his first sip of coffee. A smile touched his lips and he looked out into the yard. Everything was quiet. There were still stars in the sky. Then, once the caffeine had begun to do its work, he decided it was time to make his move. He went down the hall, doing nothing to modify the sound of his steps, and threw open the door to Cricket’s bedroom.

			“Get up, princess. There’s chorin’ to do.”

			“Mfffmmmmmgh.”

			“What’s that?”

			The indignant figure in the bed moved, then sat up. It was dark, but he could see that her pajamas consisted of a white T-shirt. And he wondered if there was anything else. Or if she was bare underneath that thing. Then he quickly turned his focus away from that.

			“Go away!”

			“It’s time to start doing work.”

			“It’s...” She whipped her head around to look out the window. “It’s midnight.”

			“It is 4:30.”

			“Basically midnight.”

			“Not in my world. And not in your world either. Not if you want to be a rancher. I thought this was in your blood?”

			He couldn’t see her face. Obscured as it was by the fact that the light was off. And she was lucky. Because if he’d been in a really mean mood, he might have turned it on. But while he enjoyed harassing Cricket, there was no real reason to poke at her quite that much.

			“I think sleep might be in my blood at this hour of the day.”

			“Too bad. If you have animals, you’re going to have to get up and take care of them.”

			“I...”

			“Sorry. That’s how it works. You gotta get up early to be ready to work.”

			“That seems obscene.”

			“I grant you, I like an earlier morning than most.”

			“Go away. Morning people are suspicious.”

			“I made coffee.”

			She made a rumbling sound again.

			“I’m going to go into the kitchen and pour you a cup. Don’t make me come back in here and wake you up.”

			He turned around and walked down the hall. He did not need to see her get out of bed. He did not need to answer any of the questions he had about what she was or wasn’t wearing under that T-shirt.

			He didn’t like the whole thing. This whole sudden, errant attraction to Cricket. It could definitely be argued that it would be a fine enough thing in theory. Because it wasn’t like they weren’t both adult people, even if he was a bit older. But he couldn’t give her anything. And that... That didn’t seem fair. She was young and scrappy and trying to make it on her own, and the last thing he wanted to do was...

			Well, none of it bore thinking about because he was a grown man. And thinking a woman was pretty didn’t mean acting on anything.

			He wouldn’t do it. Most especially because he was here to talk her out of her ranch. He had his limits.

			He got a small, chipped mug out of the cupboard and poured some coffee in it. Just in time for Cricket to appear, in what he thought might be the same T-shirt, her blond hair resting on top of her head in a messy knot, jeans and a pair of boots.

			“Good morning,” she groused.

			“You said you wanted to be a cowgirl.”

			He handed the coffee mug over to her.

			“I was unaware that being my own boss would involve being woken up at a specific time. Hey. I’m your boss. You’re not my boss.”

			“Yes. But the land waits for no one, Cricket. That’s your first lesson in being a real, bona fide rancher.”

			“I don’t like it.”

			“Doesn’t matter. Why do you love the idea of being a rancher?”

			“I don’t know,” she said.

			“You have to do better than that.”

			“I feel... I don’t know. I feel weird and wrong most of the time. I feel like I don’t fit. But outdoors, I always felt like maybe I belonged. You know, I was better at riding horses, at dealing with bugs and dirt and all of that kind of stuff than my sisters. It was something I was just naturally more comfortable with. And maybe that’s not right or fair. Maybe that’s a little bit smug. To like something simply because I was better at it, when I couldn’t be better at school, or being pretty.”

			“Better at being pretty?”

			“Oh, come on. Wren and Emerson are naturally elegant and completely and totally perfect in every way.”

			“They’re perfect when it comes to their particular kind of pretty, I’ll give them that. And I’m not going to say people don’t tend to have their favorite kind of flower. But all flowers are pretty.”

			“Surely not all of them.”

			“You’re messing with my metaphor.”

			“It’s too early for metaphors.”

			“It’s never too early. Drink your coffee.”

			He didn’t know why he felt the need to be nice to her. It was just that she seemed...utterly lost. He related to the feeling. He supposed that in some ways, losing whatever connection with her father that she’d had—though she claimed that it wasn’t a very deep one—was a lot like a death.

			And he knew what it was like to lose a parent. It was hard. It had left him feeling... Honestly, he hadn’t known what to do after his mother had died. He hadn’t been ready for it. No one was ever ready. But he had felt deeply and profoundly unprepared for the way the grief had rocked his life. For all the things he’d left unsolved and unsaid. For all the regret he felt on her behalf.

			He knew she’d felt stuck in a loveless marriage. Even though she’d loved their family. Loved the kids.

			Sometimes he felt...responsible for her unhappiness.

			His dad was mired in grief, as if she’d been the love of his life, but sometimes Jackson thought the real reason his dad was mired in grief was that he’d known they weren’t the loves of each other’s lives and they’d trapped each other.

			Sometimes, as a family they’d been so happy...

			It didn’t matter. All he knew was there was something in Cricket that he recognized. Didn’t matter that she was a completely different creature than him. He knew what she was feeling.

			And he might resent the position he found himself in, but honor prevented him from backing out. Anyway, now that he was here, he wanted to help her.

			She sat at the table, her shoulders hunched up by her ears, and sipped her coffee a bit too slowly for his taste. He liked a leisurely morning, but you needed to get yourself out of bed a bit earlier if you were going to be that sluggish with it. Granted, they didn’t actually have specific chores. But this was her lesson. Her lesson in ranching. And if she really thought she was going to do it... Well, then she had better get used to this.

			He didn’t think she would, though.

			In fact, he had a feeling he was a step closer to being able to make his move than he’d thought he’d be at this point.

			“Come on, little Cricket,” he said as soon as she had drained the last drop of her coffee.

			“I’m not little,” she said.

			“You are to me.”

			“I’m quite tall,” she sniffed.

			He looked down at the top of her head. “Again. Not to me.”

			“Well, you’re ridiculous. Height runs in your family,” she commented.

			“Honey is short.”

			“But you and Creed are very tall.”

			“Yes,” he agreed.

			She seemed suddenly renewed, and he opened the front door and held it for her, and she went past him, going straight down the steps. “What are we going to do?”

			“Well, why don’t we start by looking at your pastures and your fencing. Then we’re going to take a look at the barns and see what kind of shape they’re in.”

			“That’s all a very good idea,” she said.

			“Well, that is why you hired me. Or rather, won me.”

			“Yes,” she said, frowning. “I suppose you are the expert.”

			“Say that again?”

			“You’re the expert,” she said, but this time angrily.

			“Just remember that.”

			He opened the door to his truck.

			“What are you doing?”

			“I figured we’d drive.”

			She got in, grumbling the whole way. They started driving out on one of the access roads that went toward the back end of the property. They would start there, and work their way back. At that point, the sky was beginning to lighten, and turn a bluish gray. The mountains were like sloping ink spills bleeding down into the fields. It was a beautiful piece of land. Hell, if Cricket didn’t want to keep it, he’d be happy to add it to his own portfolio.

			“Except,” she said. “You do kind of have to admit that there is no actual reason for us to be up this early since there are no animals.”

			“Again,” he said. “Practice. And also to give you a little dose of reality.”

			“You think I need a dose of reality?”

			“Before you go committing to having lots of animals, I do think you probably need to have an understanding of what you might be in for.”

			“Bully for me.”

			“Yeah, well. You chose me to be your consultant.”

			“Ranch hand,” she corrected.

			“Yeah, who’s calling the shots?”

			She sputtered. But at that point, he put the truck in Park and got out. “Oh boy,” he said, going up to the edge of one of the fences. It was light enough to see now, now that the sun was rising, the sunlight spilling rapidly over the landscape. “This fence is a mess. You’re going to have a lot of work ahead of you.”

			“Well, we need a crew.”

			“We’re going to have to figure out your budget.”

			“Don’t talk to me like I’m a child. I do understand that. I know I haven’t lived on my own, and I know that I come from money, but I also know there has to be money. Don’t worry. Like I said, I sold my stake in the vineyard. So I have a bit of cash.”

			“Great. You’re going to need quite a lot of cash.”

			“I’m sure you have an idea of how much a winery like Maxfield Vineyards is worth.”

			“True.” Cricket was probably a fairly rich woman at this point. Even selling a quarter stake would’ve probably netted her quite a lot. “But it still wouldn’t hurt you to have training. There may be an emergency, and you may not be able to get someone out here in time. What’s going to happen if part of your fence comes down and you’ve got horses everywhere? You’re going to have to know how to solve some of your own problems. Fortunately, I have tools. This,” he said, indicating the whole fence line, “is going to be a hassle. And you’re right. We’re going to need to get a crew out here. But we can start it together.”

			“That sounds unpleasant.”

			“No, sweetheart. It’s ranch work.” He handed her a hammer and a pair of wire cutters. “Living the dream.”

			

			Cricket was exhausted and sore by noon. But at least then Jackson produced beer and sandwiches, and she found herself sitting happily on the tailgate of his truck, eating and watching as he continued to work. He never stopped.

			“All right,” he said, “let’s head to the barn.”

			“We’re not done?”

			“Nope. And this is ranch work when you haven’t got any animals. I’m just letting you know what you’re in for.”

			“I feel like you’re trying to actively discourage me.”

			He lifted a shoulder. “If you can be discouraged from being a rancher, then you should be.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“That it’s a hard life that often produces very little profit. And if you don’t love it, you should do something else.”

			“Why would you say that?”

			“Because it’s the kind of thing that needs to be said, Cricket. If the work doesn’t deter you... Then it doesn’t. But you know, you could still live here without being a rancher. You could lease the fields to someone. Or you could sell up, get yourself a nice farmhouse and a couple of chickens.”

			“I don’t want to do that,” she said, feeling resolute. “I want to have my own life. My own land.”

			That statement was clarifying.

			Because honestly, he had worked her ragged enough today that she had begun to question some things. And yeah, she was having to admit that she was a little sheltered. That she hadn’t done all that much work in her life. She had done a lot of running around in the country, and she had managed to equate that with doing this kind of work. But it wasn’t the same.

			She just wished that she could do things half as effortlessly as he could. His body was a machine. Every muscle, every movement contributing to the other. She felt like she was all thumbs. That it took her five hits of the hammer to create the same kind of movement he got out of one. He was more efficient, more precise... It was frustrating. Maddening, even.

			Though watching him was...

			Well, she was learning a lot. She felt her cheeks get prickly. But she chose not to think too much about that and got into the cab of the truck with him as they drove to the barn.

			He parked in front of the old, run-down building, and the two of them got out.

			He walked over and pushed the door open, muscles straining. And yet again, she realized she was standing there gaping at the back of Jackson Cooper.

			She mobilized herself, scampering through the open doorway as soon as it was wide enough for her to get through.

			He came in behind her, and she could feel him. It was the strangest thing. Like there was energy crackling between them. It was more than just his body heat; it was something else.

			She turned, and was looking up underneath his jaw. At the square line there, the stubble on his chin, his lips.

			His lips were really very compelling. They were turned down slightly, naturally, which gave him a bit of a grim look. An intensity. That was one of the things that had always fascinated her about him. That quiet, brooding intensity. Something she did not have in common with him at all, because there was very little about her that was brooding. She wasn’t quiet, she just avoided things by choice.

			She took a step away from him and moved deeper into the barn. “Well,” she said. “This is it.”

			He made an amused sound. “Not much,” he said. “Is it?”

			“No. I mean, all of it can be revamped.” She looked at him sharply. “I know that it costs money.”

			“I know you do.”

			“Well, you do a lot of lecturing. So I can’t exactly be sure.”

			He walked past her, and she noticed, not for the first time, that he had a very particular scent to him. His skin and soap and the wild. The pine from the trees, and a bit of the earth. “This could be a decent facility, with some upkeep. Don’t get me wrong. I’m not trying to discourage you. I promise.”

			“Well, that’s good to know,” she said.

			“There is a whole lot of moldy hay in here, though. We need to get it cleaned out. Why don’t you grab a shovel?”

			“More chores?”

			“Yes,” he said. “Actually, thinking of it as chores is kind of counterproductive. It’s part of the gig. Part of life. Everything in life that you care about, whether it’s your house or the land, has to be taken care of by somebody. I understand on the Maxfield family spread that somebody else does a lot of the caretaking. At our place, the Coopers do the caretaking.”

			“And you’re currently caretaking your own ranch?”

			“Obviously I have help,” he said. “Which is good for you. Because if I didn’t, I wouldn’t be here.”

			“Right, right.”

			“Grab a shovel.”

			That was how she found herself feeling sweaty and indignant, moving great piles of moldy hay out into the bed of his truck.

			“It will make decent enough compost. But you don’t want it in here,” he said.

			“It smells,” she said.

			“A whole lot of things about ranch life smell.”

			“I don’t mind it,” she said, resolute.

			“Sure.”

			“I really don’t. I was just saying.”

			He arched a brow, half of his lips curving up into a smile. “You do a lot of questioning for somebody who just knows, and is fine with everything.”

			Her cheeks burned. She didn’t really know why. “I’m fine,” she said, stepping into the corner and grabbing another shovelful of that vile hay.

			“Yeah, you seem totally fine.”

			“It’s just a lot to learn. I’m happy to. I want to. That really is why I...” Except that would be a lie. She was about to finish the sentence with it was why I wanted you here. But it wasn’t why. The words caught in her throat, and then her gaze caught his and held. She couldn’t seem to look away. And he didn’t look away either. He was close.

			Closer than she had realized a moment ago. Or maybe the space around them had shrunk. She didn’t know which. Except, of course that was impossible. But there was something about his nearness that felt impossible all on its own. Like she had been dropped onto an alien planet, into an alien body.

			But there was no guide for how this should feel. Living with this man who had captivated her for the better part of a decade. This man who was so unlike anyone she’d ever known, and who she didn’t really know, but who felt like he might be the answer to something all the same.

			This was not what she’d dreamed about. But...she had to make what she was feeling something else because the only other option was for everything she’d suspected to be nothing and she couldn’t bear that either.

			To have her life just be the same.

			To have her whole self just be the same as she’d always been.

			His gaze flickered downward, and she realized that he was looking at her mouth. And that was when the tension in her stomach twisted, making her organs roll. Causing her heart to stutter.

			And suddenly, her mouth felt like it was on fire. She was just so very aware of it. Had never, in all her life, been quite so conscious of the fact that she had lips.

			But she was now.

			Because he had looked at them. Because he was standing there, so close. Because they were sharing this space, sharing the air. Because he fascinated her in a way no one else had.

			Because he had the answers.

			Her heart started racing.

			No.

			No.

			She had never been this close to him. And last night his hands had brushed hers and now he was standing right there. She knew she had to think of him differently now, and not as a man, like she’d always seen him. But she couldn’t make him that. She just couldn’t. Couldn’t force her body to acknowledge what her brain suspected, no matter what she’d tried to tell herself about their connection.

			He was there. And she wanted.

			It couldn’t be.

			But then the light went on in those eyes, and even she could recognize the expression there, because she’d eaten dinner with the man last night.

			Hunger.

			And she felt it. She felt an answering appetite low and deep.

			He moved, and she didn’t know if it was toward her or away from her, because she dropped her shovel and ran out of the barn.

			Ran.

			Like the devil and all of hell was coming after her. Ran and didn’t look back. Ran past his truck, through the fence, and out into the middle of the field. She stopped, panting, her forehead damp with sweat. She planted her hands on her knees, and only then did she realize what she’d done.

			She had run from him.

			He must think she was insane. She was acting insane. Except...

			Why?

			The word was more a groan in her soul than a real, actual word. A deep, enduring sadness that made her feel like she might be crushed with it.

			It wasn’t fair. It just wasn’t fair. How in all the world was he...

			The one man, the only man, that she had ever felt this for?

			She was sick. There was something wrong with her.

			You always knew there was something wrong with you.

			Yes, but she hadn’t thought this.

			She made a rough sound of distress. Out loud, and she didn’t care if it carried all the way back to the barn. She couldn’t care.

			She looked around suddenly, wildly, to see if he was behind her. He wasn’t.

			Why was this happening to her? She had thought she had finally been on her way to finding her place. She had been resolute in winning over Jackson, in getting to know him so she could approach him about their potential connection...

			And what if he had been moving toward her? What if he had been about to kiss her?

			Well, then everything was ruined. Absolutely everything.

			Cricket wasn’t one to cry. She wasn’t one to give in to despair. But she wanted to now. Yes, she did. She wanted to now because she had thought she’d found a way out. She had thought she’d found a way to change her life. To change everything. But she hadn’t. She was just weird, awkward Cricket, who would never find a place that felt comfortable.

			Because this certainly wasn’t comfortable. This was an abomination.

			And you’re not a baby. You’re going to figure out how to face him, apologize and get your head on straight.

			Yes, but she couldn’t face him now. So she spent about an hour picking through the field and ignoring the fact that she was going to have to face him eventually. And when she finally went back to the barn, his truck was gone, and so was he.

			And it left Cricket to wonder if she had hallucinated the whole thing.

		
	
		
			Four

			Jackson had decided to go to town to get some things for the ranch, and check on his own spread. Anyway, a drive to town was good for a little bit of self castigation. Obviously, he had terrified Cricket earlier when he’d moved in on her. He could pretend that he hadn’t been about to kiss her. But he had been. And he knew better. Earlier, he had decided that he wouldn’t. But for a minute there, she had seemed like she wanted him to, and his reasoning had gotten lost.

			He hadn’t felt like an ass for having ulterior motives for agreeing to the bet, knowing he’d lose. Knowing it would put him in a prime position to convince her to sell. Until now.

			Because one thing he wouldn’t do was get into a personal relationship with her while trying to get her land.

			That was a step too far.

			He had thought about going after her, but he had figured it would only create more problems. She had run for a reason, after all. It was pretty clear she didn’t want him to go after her.

			Now, of all the reactions he’d had from women he’d made a move on, running full tilt the other direction wasn’t one of them. Sure, sometimes they might decide they weren’t into it, and then all it took was a simple no thanks. He wasn’t a man to push himself on anyone. And anyway, he didn’t have to.

			But Cricket had run like he might. And that made him wonder things about her. And he didn’t want to wonder about her. Not any more than he already did.

			He also figured that while he was out, he should go and check in on his father. Honey still lived at the ranch, and he knew she took on a fair amount of responsibility. Probably more than she should. It suited him that she was relatively sheltered, he had to admit.

			And that got him right back into guilty thoughts and feelings about Cricket. She and Honey were roughly the same age. And if a man his age made a move on Honey, she wouldn’t be the one running away. He would, with Jackson right after him.

			He maneuvered his truck down the driveway, up to the winery show room. The place was no less grand to him now than it had been when he was a boy. It always would be. But he would also always picture his mother standing there, waiting with a smile. No matter how many years she was gone, that’s what he would see.

			But she wasn’t there. It was Honey.

			“What brings you around?” his sister asked, pushing the door open to the tasting room. “Aren’t you in indentured servitude to Cricket Maxfield currently?”

			“Currently.”

			“Honestly, I’m glad you lost the bet. I can’t imagine having her working the tasting room.”

			“What do you have against Cricket?”

			Honey shrugged. “I just don’t really know her. Anyway, she’s not all that friendly.”

			He frowned. “She’s not particularly unfriendly.”

			“I don’t know. She’s weird. Don’t you think?”

			He thought about all the things Cricket had said. About feeling out of place. And that his sister’s take, that she was weird, made him feel...

			Sorry for her, he supposed.

			“That’s not a very nice thing to say.”

			“Since when do you care?”

			“I don’t.”

			“You must, a little.”

			He shrugged. “She’s a nice kid. Anyway, I feel bad for all of them.”

			“Maybe someday I’ll get there. I still can’t believe Creed married Wren.”

			“You like Wren.”

			“I know. But... Isn’t it weird? Switching allegiance like that.”

			“The problem was James.”

			“I don’t know. I think it’s deeper than that. Dad really...”

			“Dad’s not perfect,” he said. “Dad’s feelings on something don’t have to be the final say.”

			“I know that.”

			Poor Honey had only been a teenager when their mother had died. And Jackson felt like she had thrown herself in a relationship with their dad even deeper, trying to please him much more than she would have if that hadn’t happened. There was no gray area with Honey when it came to Cash Cooper. While Jackson’s relationship with him came with about fifty shades of it.

			“Speaking of Dad,” Jackson said. “Is he around?”

			“Yeah, he’s just back in the office.”

			The main office for the winery was at the back of the tasting room.

			“You have any groups coming today?”

			“A couple. Stick around, it’s a bachelorette party.”

			And he found he had no interest at all. He found he was soured on the thought of it. Maybe his reaction had something to do with a woman running flat away from him not that long ago.

			Or maybe it had something to do with Cricket herself, and her deep, seeking eyes. And that pretty mouth of hers.

			Well.

			He waved a hand toward his sister, then walked back to the office, his boots making a hard sound against the reclaimed barn wood floor. He knocked once, then opened the door without waiting for his dad to respond.

			“The prodigal has returned,” Cash said.

			“Just to check in,” Jackson grunted.

			“Jericho came by yesterday and made it sound like you are pretty busy with your new boss.”

			“Yeah,” Jackson said. “Jericho can shut it.” Jericho was basically another brother to Jackson. They had grown up thick as thieves, and had started their own ranches about the same time. Like a brother, Jericho could also be a spectacular pain in his butt.

			“Why exactly are you here?”

			“I came to check in on you. I don’t like being away for so long.”

			“You don’t sound happy about it.”

			“What’s going on, Dad? Look, I’ve never called you out. Not once. Not in front of Creed, and not in front of Honey, and I won’t. Not even in front of Jericho. You might not be his dad, but he looks up to you. But I was closer to Mom, and I know that... I know that you’re grieving. I believe that. But I don’t get exactly what you’re grieving. Because I don’t think she was the love of your life.”

			“Jackson...”

			“I know that things weren’t always great with you.”

			“I loved your mother.”

			Jackson paused, a muscle jumping in his jaw. He wasn’t going to argue with his dad about what he felt or didn’t. “I’m sure you did. But enough that you’re still nonfunctional five years later?”

			He sighed. “It’s complicated.”

			“I’m sure it is.”

			“You’ve never loved a woman in all your life, Jackson, let alone two. So what would you know about the kinds of things that I’ve been through?”

			Jackson’s senses sharpened. “Two?”

			“I’m not going to discuss it with you. All I can tell you is nothing in my life has been right since I lost your mother. There are a variety of reasons for it. And maybe you’re right, but to me it’s not so simple. And maybe you don’t think I deserve to have the grief and regret that I do. But I do. You know what’s worse than grieving the love of your life? I think it might be grieving a person you wronged.”

			“What exactly...”

			“Not up for discussion. Why don’t you get on back to the Maxfield property? Used to be you were all so against them.”

			“You were against them,” Jackson said.

			His father cleared his throat. “Yeah. I was.”

			“Not anymore?”

			“James was the problem.”

			“I figured as much.”

			“Turns out he was a problem for everyone.”

			“Again, not a surprise.”

			Though, Jackson wondered if her dad’s problems had been a bigger surprise to Cricket than she let on, and if that was maybe part of her problem.

			He had no idea what his problem was. Why was he overthinking every interaction with Cricket? He didn’t overthink anything. If anything, he tended to underthink. He was a man of action. If there was something to be done, he liked to get it done. But maybe that was the problem. He couldn’t quite figure out Cricket’s aim in having him work at the ranch. Yes, she needed some guidance, but she often seemed to bristle beneath it, and she seemed more interested in him as a person then she did in his ranching expertise half the time.

			But then, when he’d nearly kissed her, she’d run away. He would have thought that if there was a motivation, her having a crush would make sense.

			Still, he preferred to take his chances with Cricket than trying to stand here and reason with his father. Trying to understand his father. “I’ll see you around. Just... Why don’t you go to the bar tonight or something? Do something. Honey shouldn’t have to cook you dinner every night.”

			“She doesn’t have to. I could easily get food from the winery.”

			“She doesn’t want you to do that. She wants you to take better care of yourself. And you not doing it is keeping her here.”

			“Didn’t keep you here.”

			“Yeah, well, I don’t feel responsible for a stubborn old man. And she does.”

			He put his hat on his head and walked out of his dad’s office. Honey was standing in the middle of the room, and Jericho was there too.

			“Don’t you have your own place?” he asked his friend.

			Jericho grinned. That particular grin of his, the one he got when he wasn’t being genuinely friendly. “Yeah. I do. Just came to see how everyone was faring. Saw your truck, and thought I’d see how you were doing with your life as a ranch hand.”

			“What is it exactly that you find that so funny?”

			“Because long as I’ve known you, you’ve never taken orders from anyone. And I hear you’re taking orders from her.”

			“Not exactly.”

			“And sleeping in a bunkhouse,” Honey said. “If I recall the terms of the bet correctly.”

			“Turns out the bunkhouse was in disrepair. I’m sleeping inside.”

			That earned him openmouthed stares from both Jericho and Honey.

			“Really?” Jericho asked, a dark brow lifting.

			“Really,” he said, giving his friend a flat look.

			Jericho frowned. “I didn’t take you for a cradle robber.”

			“I’m not.” He shoved his discomfort aside, shoved the memory of a couple hours ago aside. “Anyway, I didn’t take you for a busybody.”

			“Well, it’s not every day my best friend is suitably lowered to such a position. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t enjoying it.”

			“Some friend.”

			“I never claimed to be a good friend, just the best one you have.”

			“No kidding,” Honey said. “Just an exasperating one. Anyway, I have work to do, unlike you two lazy cowboys. I actually still work here.”

			“And the place is hopping,” Jericho said, looking around the empty space.

			“I have a bachelorette party coming in twenty minutes. And no, I’ve decided neither of you can stay. I can’t bear watching you go for the low-hanging fruit. I’d like to have more respect for you.”

			“I never pick low-hanging fruit,” Jericho said. “The sweetest ones are at the top of the tree.”

			“Well, put up your ladder somewhere else, cowboy. Because you’re not picking off this one.” She made a shooing motion with her hands. “The ladies deserve to have a party in peace.”

			Both he and Jericho allowed Honey to kick them out of the room, and he walked out toward his truck with his friend. “What were you really doing here?”

			“I... I have a meeting with your dad.”

			“You have a meeting with my dad?”

			“Yes. About the vineyard.”

			“Really?”

			“You and Creed are silent partners. At least, more or less these days. Your dad is... Well, he’s not enjoying this as much as he used to. He wants to get out of it.”

			“Are you buying my dad out?”

			“Talking about it.”

			For some reason, that bothered Jackson. “You didn’t think to talk to me about it?”

			“It’s a business deal, Jackson. I don’t have to talk to you about my business.”

			Jackson knew that Jericho had been very successful with investments. His friend was a rancher, but he was a great deal more than that. Successful, extremely so, and not because he sat on his hands, or did things with caution.

			“No. But you are my friend.”

			“Yes. I’m talking to you now. But I figured I would have a conversation with your father before I did that. I haven’t finalized anything yet.”

			“What’s the deal?”

			“I’m buying half. And I’m going to transition to running the day-to-day.”

			“That means you’re buying Honey’s portion.”

			“She hasn’t come into it yet. Because of her age. So yes.”

			“She’s going to be...”

			“She should be free of this. Don’t you think?”

			“Now you’re going to tell me that you have nothing but my sister’s best interest at heart?”

			Jericho shook his head. “No. But I care about her too. I’m not just acting without thought.”

			Jackson shook his head. “She’s going to kick you in the nuts.”

			“She might. Like I said. It’s business. It’s not personal.”

			“It kind of has to be personal. Given that our relationship is personal.”

			“If it were personal, I would be buying him out for a good deal. I’m not. I’m overpaying.”

			“Well, at least there’s that.”

			His dad hadn’t told Jackson, of course. Bottom line, there had been a wedge between his parents whether his dad was ever going to address it or not, and by default Jackson had ended up on his mother’s team. They had all rallied when they’d needed to. His dad had been there for his mom. He couldn’t fault him for that. No. If only it were more straightforward. If only things had been toxic. Because if they had been toxic then Jackson could have disavowed his dad. If his father hadn’t been there for his mother, then Jackson could easily cut his father out of his life.

			But it was never going to be that simple. His dad wasn’t a bad man. But as far as Jackson could tell he’d been a bad husband.

			He’d also been there when it had counted.

			“Look, I gotta get back to work. I’ll see you around.”

			Jackson got into his truck, leaving Jericho standing there, leaving his conflicted feelings there at Cowboy Wines, because it was easier than staying and confronting them. Honestly, dealing with Cricket was much easier than all of this.

		
	
		
			Five

			Cricket was bound and determined to pretend that nothing had happened earlier. Though, when Jackson arrived in his truck, she was a little bit chagrined. She had hoped that she might get a small reprieve. After all, he hadn’t said why he’d left, and it was entirely possible that he figured, since she had run away from him like someone not thinking straight, he had every right to back out of their agreement. But no, he was back.

			She flung open the door to the house, and stood there with a grin fixed permanently on her face. A grin that dared him to comment.

			He got a couple of paper bags out of the truck, and held them. Standing there staring at her.

			“Glad you’re back,” she said.

			“Yeah,” he said. “I’m ready to fix the sink.”

			“Well great,” she said.

			“Yeah, I said I would.”

			He slammed the door of the truck shut and began to walk toward her. She scampered back through the entryway, but still stood there, with her hand on the door. She didn’t want to look like she was running scared. Not again. She needed to get a grip. That was the thing. She needed to stop acting this way.

			“I really appreciate it.”

			“Yeah, I mean, you said.”

			He brushed past her, and she held her breath. Because she didn’t want to smell him. Didn’t want to get the impression of his scent again, because it did weird things to her insides and she heavily resented all the weird things Jackson did to her insides. She couldn’t think about it right now though. Because she had to act... She had to act like everything was okay. She just really desperately needed to pretend like everything that happened earlier hadn’t happened.

			He set the bags on the table and she stood in the doorway, watching as he got out pipes and tape and tools.

			“Do you want to learn something?”

			“Well, you are ever the teacher.”

			They had found a way back to their earlier rapport, so there was that.

			“That I am.”

			“Where’s the water shut off, Cricket?”

			“I don’t know that,” she said.

			He shook his head. “Well, we’re going to have to turn the water off or we’re going to end up with a flood.”

			“Okay. Maybe it’s... Maybe it’s in one of the cabinets.”

			“The water shut off is in the cabinet.”

			“No, I mean the instructions. There’s some paperwork that has information on the house. In this cabinet.” She walked past him and reached up into a cabinet that was full of papers. She didn’t have enough dishes or utensils to bother moving them. She had plenty of space in the kitchen that they could stay right there. She pulled out the paperwork and spread it out on the table, rifling through the sheets, but he had already walked out of the room. She heard the door shut, and a few moments later he was back.

			“Found it.”

			“How?”

			“Logic. Experience,” he said. “Anyway. It’s fine now.”

			“I should probably know where the water shut off is,” she said, still standing there holding the papers.

			“I’ll show you afterward.” He got down underneath the sink, tools in hand, and began to dismember things.

			“Can I hand you stuff?”

			“Sure.”

			They set up an assembly line, where he asked for things, and she handed them to him. When he was done, he would give it back, and she would put it on the table.

			Things felt not quite so fraught. And it was easy for her to forget that earlier today had gone so horribly wrong.

			“Come down here,” he said.

			She started. “What?”

			“I want to show you something.”

			Slowly, cautiously, she knelt down beside him. It wasn’t him she was afraid of. It was herself. He wasn’t the one who knew why earlier was such a disaster, and he probably didn’t even...well, she hadn’t stayed to find out if he’d even been leaning in toward her. It was all in her head, that was the thing. So she resolutely got down next to him and made a valiant attempt at not breathing the same air, since that had caused her some serious problems earlier.

			“What are you showing me?”

			“I’m going to have you fit the pipe.”

			“Oh...okay.”

			He handed her a wrench. “Lean in and tighten it right here.”

			She leaned in and she couldn’t help but breathe. And when she did...

			When she did, she was overwhelmed by him.

			Why did he have to smell so good? Why was he so compelling? She looked at the square line of his jaw, the straight blade of his nose. The intensity in those eyes. Those eyes that had always been so fascinating to her.

			It had been a crush but now it couldn’t be.

			It couldn’t be.

			It couldn’t be.

			She still couldn’t breathe.

			She looked down. But then... She could feel him looking at her, and she couldn’t keep herself from looking back.

			And when she did, he was so close. His eyes were so intent on hers. She had run away earlier. And she had been smart to do that. She had needed to do that.

			She should run. She should run. She should move away. Because this was wrong. And it was crazy. She was crazy.

			And for some reason—anger, rebellion against what she was feeling—she didn’t run. Instead, she leaned forward.

			Instead, she closed the distance between them.

			She was going to prove, once and for all, that she did not want him.

			This would disgust her.

			It would burn all those feelings to the ground.

			And for the first time in her life, Cricket’s lips touched another person’s.

			Because she was sure she’d find that once she kissed him, once she took the mystery out of it all she’d be disgusted. She had to be, right? Because surely, surely, nature would take care of this and she’d recoil in horror when their mouths met.

			As soon as her lips touched his, though, she knew she was wrong.

			It was like a flash bomb had gone off inside of her stomach.

			And Cricket ignited.

			He moved, large, rough hands cupping her face, holding her steady as he consumed her. His whiskers were rough, his mouth hot. He smelled like heaven.

			She was shaking. Guilt warred with desire as her mind went blank of everything. Of what she should be doing. Of who he was. Who she was. And what she suspected. It was all gone. There was nothing left but the intense sensation of being touched by him, kissed by him.

			How had this happened?

			How had she... How had she ended up desiring him?

			You don’t know? As if it hasn’t been halfway to a crush all this time?

			She’d been fascinated by him but she’d never called it that. She’d been interested in him, intrigued by him, but she’d never...

			And then she’d found out about their parents and...and...she’d thought what she’d been feeling was something else.

			She didn’t know anything.

			She’d moved to this ranch convinced that she was finally figuring things out. Finally making a move toward having a life that she wanted. But here she was, drowning in confusion. Drowning in desire. A desire she had no business feeling. Not at all. Here she was, making the biggest mess of everything that she could possibly make.

			She was less certain now than she’d been before. Less of anything, less of everything. And more too.

			Jackson Cooper. This is Jackson Cooper.

			And he’s probably your half brother.

			She jerked herself away from him, gasping. “No.”

			“Cricket, it’s okay,” he said. “You don’t have to run away.”

			“No,” she said. “I might.”

			“You don’t need to be afraid of me.”

			“It’s not you I’m afraid of.”

			“What?”

			“It’s me,” she said. And much to her horror, tears sprang to her eyes. And they started to fall before she could even consider holding them back. Cricket didn’t cry. And here she was, weeping like an inconsolable child in front of Jackson. He must think she was insane. She thought she was insane.

			“What is it?”

			“It’s us,” she said. “Jackson,” she said. “I think you might be my brother.”

		
	
		
			Six

			Jackson was on his feet and halfway across the room as soon as that last word came out of Cricket’s mouth.

			He didn’t know what the hell she was on, but she was wrong.

			He knew that down to his soul.

			He had a sister. He knew what that felt like. This did not feel brotherly at all. Not in the least. Absolutely nothing about what he felt for Cricket could fall under the heading of familial. She was a beguiling little minx who had essentially been a source of irritation for him for the last several years, and then had turned into a wholly irritating, and far too attractive, woman.

			Then she’d kissed him. And now she was telling him that she thought she was his sister.

			“You better explain yourself, and quick.”

			“I just... I found out something about our parents. My mother and your father... They used to be... Did you ever wonder why your father hated mine so much? I mean, beyond the fact that James is a real piece of work, there had to be something else. And I knew there had to be. Well, my mother started talking about it more. And since she and my father got divorced... Well, she told us. She told us that she used to be with your father. She was in love with him, but he was poor, and she chose to marry James instead. Why am I so much younger than my sisters? It doesn’t make any sense. I don’t fit with them. I fit with you.”

			“Cricket,” he said. “You are not my sister.”

			“I pretty much have to be,” she said.

			“You pretty much don’t,” he said. “There is no way, no way in hell, that you could possibly be my sister.”

			“Why not? I think it makes plenty of sense. Seems to me that it’s reasonable enough.”

			“There is nothing reasonable about any of this.”

			“I have always...thought that I didn’t fit. And I think this is why.”

			“So why did you psychotically decide to kiss me?”

			“To prove it would be gross!”

			The way his blood was burning through his veins made a mockery of that statement. He just stared at her.

			“Hey,” she groused. “You almost kissed me earlier. Why do you think I ran away? It’s wrong, Jackson. And I was just trying to make it right and now I messed it all up!”

			“Get in the truck.”

			“What?” she squeaked.

			“Get in the truck. There’s one person who can settle this.”

			“I mean,” she said, using that same arch, certain tone she’d used many times she’d been certain, but wrong, in the time he’d known her, “there are DNA tests that can settle it. Many men in labs could settle it...”

			“We’re talking to my father.”

			“Oh...”

			“I’m going to have him tell you, once and for all, you couldn’t be his daughter.”

			“I...”

			“Did you talk to your mother?” he asked.

			“I... No. I didn’t ask her directly. But you have to understand that she... It took her so long to tell me any of the specifics about her life. About her relationship with your dad. We’re not really all that close. And I just didn’t... Talking to her won’t mean a lot to me. I won’t believe that it’s true.”

			“I’m sure that if you told her you were considering jumping my bones, she might give you the straight answer.”

			“Don’t say that. Anyway, I never said I wanted to do that. I just kissed you.”

			“You’re not in high school, Cricket, when does it end with just a kiss?”

			“Well.” She didn’t know what to say to that, and it was clear. And he was being mean, but he...

			Hell. His father had cheated on his mother...

			Would it really surprise you?

			He didn’t think Cricket was his sister. End of story. He knew too much about women and chemistry to think it, even for a moment.

			His certainty in his libido was sound.

			His certainty in his father? Less so. And even though he knew Cricket had the wrong end of the stick here, he was worried that one piece of it might be true.

			He had enough of a hard time with his old man without having to believe he’d been unfaithful to his mother.

			“Get in the truck,” he said. “I’m not repeating myself again.”

			They marched out to the truck, and he jerked the passenger side door open for her.

			“Thank you,” she said softly.

			“No problem.”

			He started the truck and pulled out of the driveway much faster than necessary. “Why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t you tell me right away when you had a suspicion?”

			“Because. Because I knew that... It doesn’t bother me to think about my mom cheating on my dad. I wouldn’t blame her. I think she loved your dad, and she made a terrible mistake. And I can see how... When someone gets under your skin, Jackson, it’s not that easy to get rid of them. I can understand that.”

			“Can you?”

			“Yes,” she said, filled with fury. “I can. I don’t judge my mom. Except... Except on behalf of yours. Because I know how much you love your mom. And she was a lovely woman from what I remember. And she’s gone, and I just didn’t want to... I wanted to get to know you better first. I wanted to figure out the whole situation.”

			“Why didn’t you just ask Creed?”

			“I’m not even that close with Wren and Emerson. I’d like to be closer. But... That’s the thing. We’re not a normal family, and we never have been. They’re close with each other because they’re close in age. Because they had more in common in their upbringing. I’m different. I always have been. So I’m not just magically close with Creed because he married my sister. I’m not even magically close to my sister.”

			“What? You thought you’d become magically close to me?”

			She made a sputtering sound. “I’ve always... I... I don’t know. Forget it.”

			He thought back to how she’d trailed after him. Like a damn puppy when she’d been young. Had she thought he was her brother even then? No, she’d said that it only occurred to her recently. And all his thoughts, all his intentions toward buying her ranch, everything...just kind of faded away.

			Because handling this was what mattered.

			Settling it was what mattered.

			He pulled up to the winery and saw that there was still a light on in the tasting room. He was sure that his dad was still in there.

			“Come on.”

			“Okay,” she said, clearly filled with trepidation.

			He gripped her arm, and propelled her forward.

			“Can you not touch me?” she said, jerking her arm out of his hold. She was as disgusted by the whole thing as he was.

			Except.

			Except, the problem was his body wasn’t all that disgusted.

			His blood was on fire from that kiss. And while there had been a momentary dampening caused by the shock of what she’d said, it had not created in him an instant disgust.

			They needed to get this settled.

			He needed her to be as sure as he was that there wasn’t any truth to her suspicions at all.

			Fact was, he was sure he had more experience than Cricket when it came to sex. So maybe she was naive enough to think they could be related, but he was not confused about connections, chemistry and attraction.

			And he knew what was happening here.

			None of it was familial.

			He opened the door to the tasting room and walked in. Cash Cooper was standing at the back of the room, examining the stock.

			“Dad,” he said. “We need to talk.”

			His father turned, shock registering on his face when he saw Cricket standing there. “What can I do for you?”

			“Oh...” Cricket started to fidget. “I just had a question to ask.”

			“What’s that, young lady?”

			“Well, I kind of need to know if I’m... If I’m your daughter.”

			

			It had happened. It had happened.

			She was standing there in front of Cash Cooper, and she was asking him if she was his daughter. Except now... She hoped that it wasn’t true.

			Because Jackson was in her blood. And she...she wanted him. And she had been so sure she could overcome that. That she could put all these feelings in their proper place, but she hadn’t managed to do it. She didn’t know if she ever could. She just didn’t know. She had tried. She had tried, and it had ended with her kissing him on the floor of her kitchen.

			Everything was a disaster. It was an absolute and total disaster. But then it had been from moment one, hadn’t it? Because there were only two scenarios here.

			One, she was hopelessly and utterly attracted to Jackson Cooper who was unobtainable in every way, who would never want her, and who would never keep her even if he enjoyed kissing her, and she was just out of place in her family because she was.

			Or the second one, which was that she was unforgivably, irrevocably attracted to her half brother.

			No, she couldn’t win.

			“What made you think that, young lady?” Cash asked.

			And he was so kind, it made her heart ache. It made her chest feel like it was being cracked in two, because James certainly wouldn’t have been this nice. She wanted Cash to be her father, but she did not want Jackson to be her brother, and she didn’t think that there was...

			There was just nothing.

			“My mother told me. She told me she was in love with you. She told me that she married James Maxfield and it was the wrong choice. And I’ve just never felt like I belonged. I’ve never felt like I fit. When she said that it all made a lot of sense. That... That maybe I’m not a Maxfield, and that’s why I don’t fit. That maybe I was supposed to be here the whole time. Because I want to be a rancher. I don’t want to spend my life in a stuffy winery. Because I want different things and I look different and I act different and I... I just thought maybe that was why.”

			“Cricket,” Cash said, and his voice was so kind and gentle she thought she might break apart. “I’m not your father.”

			She wanted to cry. In despair, with relief.

			Jackson wasn’t her brother.

			He wasn’t her brother. So that was... There was that.

			Beside her, she heard him let out a huge sigh of relief. And that brought a skeptical look from Cash, but he didn’t say anything. Then he looked back at Cricket. “I did love your mother.” Then he turned to Jackson. “I... That was the problem, Jackson,” he said. “I loved Lucinda. And I never quite got over it. You know... You know that your mother and I got married because she was pregnant with you. I acted rashly because I was heartbroken. She and I both paid for it for years. We tried. And we love you kids. With everything. I cared for her. I cared for her a whole hell of a lot. But you know what makes me the most sorry? That I could never be the husband she needed. That she died being with someone who always had feelings for someone else. That’s what kills me.”

			Cricket felt guilty. Standing there listening to this.

			It was clearly a private conversation, one that needed to happen without her presence. But here she was.

			All because she had been...

			Because she had been so desperate to fix this thing inside of her.

			What was wrong with her? Something was wrong with her. And there always had been something wrong, and this was just further evidence of it.

			A tear slid down her cheek and she felt horrified. Horrified to be displaying this kind of emotion in front of not just Jackson but Cash. This man who wasn’t her father, who should feel nothing for her at all.

			“You look like your mother,” he said softly.

			She hadn’t expected that. It was like an arrow to the heart.

			“No, I don’t,” Cricket said. “My mom is elegant. And pretty. And her hair never...does this,” she said, gesturing to her curls.

			“She used to be like you, Cricket. And she was my first love. Just like I was hers. But love wasn’t enough. Not for her. That’s fine.”

			“It wasn’t fine though, was it? She was miserable. She was absolutely miserable being married to him. I hope you weren’t miserable.”

			“I wasn’t miserable,” he said. “I think I might’ve made my wife miserable. But I wasn’t. Still, I have a lot of regrets.”

			“My father doesn’t have any. His only regret is that he’s lost everything. He doesn’t care about anything or anyone else. When I say everything, I don’t mean us. James Maxfield never cared about a damn thing. And he’s...he’s my father.”

			Sadness settled deep in her stomach. Because for just a little while she had hoped. She had really, genuinely hoped...

			“Did you ever cheat on Mom?” Jackson’s voice was granite.

			“No,” Cash said, addressing his son. “I swear it. I swear to you I never did.”

			“Well then. I guess that answers all those questions.”

			“I’m not sure if I should apologize or not,” Cash said.

			Cricket shook her head. “I should. I assumed something about you that wasn’t fair. And I did it because I... I’m not happy with my family. I’m not happy with my place in it. But that’s just the way it is. There’s no answer for it. So... So. That’s it.”

			Then, she turned and ran out of the tasting room, back to the truck. She leaned against the door, breathing hard.

			She was doing so much running.

			And all she could think was—what a mess she’d made out of everything. She’d revealed to Jackson that she was interested in him, revealed that she had suspected he was her half brother... Every single thing that she’d been so bound and determined to have control over, she had gone and just made a huge mess of. He was never supposed to know that she was attracted to him. And she was supposed to time this whole thing...better. But did it even matter?

			He came out a few moments later, looking like thunder. And she knew that the truth didn’t matter. She had managed to absolutely and totally... She felt stupid. And small. And wrong.

			Every bad thing she had ever felt, it was magnified now.

			“I can walk...”

			“You cannot walk. Get in the damn truck.”

			She didn’t even argue, because she felt too guilty. Too bad. So she got into the truck, and they made the drive back to the ranch in total silence.

			She was going to send him away. Send him back to his place, because there was just no... There was no point in anything. She wasn’t a rancher. It wasn’t in her blood. She had spun herself all manner of fantasies about Jackson Cooper when she was a girl, when she didn’t know anything about anything. And then, when her family had imploded, she had spun different fantasies altogether. She had watched her beautiful, elegant sisters win over handsome cowboys, and Cricket had realized that her own darkest, most cherished secret—the thing that she had lied about for years—would never come true. Because Wren had gotten the interest of Creed, and Wren was...well, she was beautiful.

			Elegant and sophisticated and refined and everything Cricket could never be.

			And not only was Cricket too young for Jackson to ever evince an interest in, she was also just... She was just her. And so yes, it had been convenient to weave a new fantasy. About all the reasons why she might feel wrong. All the reasons why she might have felt connected to Jackson, ways that explained away the feelings that she had, but that would still mean he mattered.

			She stumbled out of the truck when they got to the house.

			“Jackson...”

			He rounded the front of the truck quickly, his eyes filled with liquid fire. “First things first,” he said.

			And before she could react, before she could open her mouth or say anything, his lips were on hers. And he was kissing her again. Deep and hard and longer than the first time. There was rage in this kiss. An intensity that she had never known a kiss could possess.

			Wrong.

			Small.

			Ugly.

			All the words that she felt inside—all the words she had used to describe herself—slowly began to fall away, each pass of his mouth over hers stripping them back. Creating something new inside of her. Something different. Something she had never experienced before. Like an avalanche. One of need and desire and hope.

			It was the hope that stunned her. Suddenly that yawning, cavernous thing in her chest was filled with light. Suddenly it was lifting her, propelling her forward. Up on her toes and more firmly into his arms.

			He angled his head, his tongue passing over hers.

			And she felt right.

			Because this had been the feeling all along. That first connection that she’d felt to him. When she had first known what it meant that she would be a woman some day, and that she would want to be in the arms of a man, and that she was certain that man was Jackson Cooper. In that one blinding moment he had taken everything that felt wrong and turned it around.

			Because he had kissed her.

			She wasn’t wrong about that. He was kissing her, and he was doing it with just as much passion as she felt inside of her for him. And if he felt that, then she wasn’t wrong.

			She hadn’t been wrong.

			Life had been wrong.

			And she had altered her expectations, changed what she felt to make it easier to digest. She had been trying to create a story that was easier to live with.

			One where her father didn’t love her because she wasn’t his.

			One where her mother found her difficult because Cricket was a reminder of sins.

			One where she was so different from her sisters because they were only half of each other.

			And one where Jackson mattered not because she had an unobtainable crush, but because he was her long-lost brother.

			One where she wanted to be a rancher because she came from a family of them, not just because she did.

			But this was proof.

			That she had her own dreams just because.

			That she was herself, wholly and singularly, for better or for worse. That she wanted him, maybe because—like ranching—he was too big, too unobtainable and too impossible to have.

			Maybe that’s who she was.

			A pioneer. A person who saw what was possible and asked for that little bit more.

			A person who looked around and said this doesn’t have to be just enough, I can have more, I can have better.

			Maybe that was who she was.

			It was a revelation. Just like his arms, just like his mouth.

			But then, just as suddenly as he kissed her, he was pulling away.

			“That had to happen. Because I had to... I couldn’t leave it at that last one. Not with what you said.”

			Cricket launched herself back into his arms. Because she didn’t want to be anywhere else. Because she wanted to feel. All these things that he and he alone had made her feel for all these years.

			It was done. That was the beauty of it. The beauty of having made such a damn fool of herself already. There was no going back. There was nothing to protect.

			The crushing reality was that James Maxfield might be her father. Or he might not be. But the one thing that mattered most was that Jackson wasn’t her brother.

			Her long-held crush had no doubt been revealed by her earlier actions, but that was freedom in many ways. She had wanted him—she had wanted this—for so long, and there was no reason to not simply...take it now. None at all.

			So she did. She drank deeply from his mouth like she was a dying woman and he was the source of life-giving water.

			His whiskers were rough beneath her palms, where she grabbed hold of his face and stretched up as hard as she could, on her toes, kissing him with all the breath she had in her.

			“What exactly do you want?” he said, large hands grabbing her hips and setting her back on the ground. “Because you’ve got to know, little Cricket, that you’re playing with fire here. I don’t want you to get burned.”

			She scoffed. “I’m not afraid of fire.”

			“You’re not?”

			She tilted her face upward. “I’m not afraid of anything.”

			“You’re trembling.”

			“Yeah, that happens sometimes, when a woman is turned on, didn’t you know?” She spoke with a bravado she didn’t necessarily feel.

			“You might have to educate me on the subject.”

			“I’m not afraid of anything, do you know why? Because... I already can’t have the approval of my family. And you know, I was really scared of what it meant that I wanted you, suspecting what I did. I was really scared to look foolish, but you know what? I did. I do. So where is there to go from here? I guess I could fear for my own physical safety, but I don’t. Not when you hold me. I spent my whole life wanting things I couldn’t have. Wanting my parents to care about me in a way that they didn’t. Wanting to fit in a way that I couldn’t. Wanting to be part of a family that I wasn’t.” She felt like it was the better part of valor to maybe not mention that wanting him was part of what she’d been denied for all this time. She might not have a whole lot of pride, but she had a little, and she was going to protect it.

			“I’m tired of that. No, I’m not afraid of this. I’m not afraid of you. I’m just afraid of living more of the same.”

			“Marriage is not for me,” he said. “Just right up front. Relationships aren’t for me.”

			“That’s real flattering, cowboy, but did I propose?”

			“I’m just getting that out there, Cricket, because I can’t ignore the fact that you had a hell of a day, and from the sounds of things, a hell of a few weeks. On top of that, you are younger than me. And I just need to make sure that we are both completely aware of what this is.”

			“I want you. I’m very tired of not having the things I want.”

			“Seems fair.”

			It was deeper than that. But it wasn’t really his business. She had a feeling, though, that Jackson Cooper was a mountain she had to climb if she was ever going to figure out what lay on the other side of him. On the other side of this. Because honestly, the weirdness of the last few months was all bound up in him, and before that, years of a crush that had quite overtaken her life.

			So, there was no magical, mystical connection to the Cooper family.

			But Jackson was still a thing. And that needed to be sorted out before she could be the new Cricket. This woman who was going to make a way apart from her family. This woman she wanted desperately to be. Needed to be.

			He was so tall and strong and beautiful. And she had no idea what he was getting out of this. But that wasn’t her concern. Her concern was...her.

			It didn’t matter what anybody else thought. Didn’t matter what anybody else wanted from her, what they thought of her. It didn’t matter what he thought. She had been dragged into Cash Cooper’s very own tasting room, and she had accused him of cheating on his wife. Had asked if he was her father. She had reached the height of humiliation. So she was all in on this, because there was nothing left to protect or destroy.

			She was Cricket, reduced.

			And she wanted to build herself back up again.

			“I’m tired of talking,” she said.

			Talking wasn’t her thing. She had spent so many years just off on her own, daydreaming about the life she might have someday. She had done more talking with him over the last week than she had ever done with anyone, really. She didn’t want to talk. She just wanted him.

			“Suit yourself.”

			That was how she found herself being lifted off the ground, his large hand on her ass, around her back, as he picked her up and kissed her, hard and deep. She could feel his body, firm and insistent against hers, evidence of his arousal. And it thrilled her. Thrilled her down to her soul. To know that he wanted her the same as she wanted him. To know that, of all the mistakes she’d made, and all the things she might have done wrong today, she hadn’t dampened his desire for her.

			He did want her.

			He did.

			His kiss was wild now, far beyond anything she’d ever fantasized about. She’d done a lot of fantasizing about Jackson Cooper, but it had been gauzy, and it hadn’t been half so physical. She hadn’t really known about the heat of another person’s body pressed against hers, the rough feeling of his whiskers, the firmness of his mouth. That slick friction of his tongue against hers. The way their breaths would mingle, the way she could feel his heart raging through his chest and against hers. Those rough hands, moving over the fabric of her T-shirt, and then under it, against her skin. His body was so very hard.

			No, she hadn’t counted on this. The intensity of it. The reality of it. It was blindingly brilliant and beautiful, and was making her into a version of herself she hadn’t known was possible—a wild creature, which in many ways she’d always been, but with aim, with purpose.

			Because her wildness was pouring out of her and over him. She didn’t feel embarrassed. Didn’t feel nervous.

			There was no inhibition at all. She bit his bottom lip and he growled. And she didn’t know why she’d done it, only that it had felt right. And she didn’t question it. Didn’t question anything. This felt natural. This felt right in a way that nothing else ever had in her entire life. He felt right, fitted against her, the softness of her body seemingly made for the hardness of his, and she couldn’t recall a time when she had ever felt so...right. So real. So complete.

			So certain that the things about her that were different were what made it all so good.

			For all her life she’d felt like the lone misfit toy on an island of beauties, and now, she didn’t feel misfit at all.

			No, she fit just right.

			He carried her up the front steps, stumbled slightly on a board, then braced her hard against the door, and she gasped. His erection pressed firmly between her thighs, hitting her right where she was the neediest for him. At the place where she was desperate with longing.

			He rocked against her, growling as he took the kiss deeper. She gasped, letting her head fall back, arching into him, rubbing her breasts against his chest, reveling in how sensitive she was.

			She had been so ashamed, so embarrassed of her every desire for a great many years—to feel a total lack of that shame was a revelation she hadn’t known she’d been waiting for.

			He pushed the door open, then propelled them both down the hall and toward his bedroom. Toward the little twin bed there.

			She doubted he fit on it by himself, she had no idea how the two of them were going to fit. But her bed wasn’t any larger.

			He didn’t seem concerned at all. Just like a loose board hadn’t caused him to make a false move, the bed size didn’t do it either.

			With knowing, competent hands, he pulled her top off over her head, and with one deft motion took her bra with it.

			She was standing there, totally topless in a pair of jeans, and mesmerized by the look of abject hunger in his eyes.

			He wanted her. More than a little. He wanted her, and it was obvious.

			And she, with all her slight curves and frizzy hair, felt desired. Felt beautiful.

			She closed the space between them, pushing her hands beneath his shirt, loving the feel of his hard muscles, the rough hair that covered his hot skin. She’d never thought much about sex in general. Only sex with him. But he was far and beyond anything she’d ever fantasized about. Far and beyond anything she’d ever dreamed she might have.

			She pushed his shirt up and over his head, revealing his body. So much more beautiful and perfect than she could have ever imagined. That broad chest, lean waist and perfectly defined muscles. He was all things masculine and glorious, and everything feminine within her bloomed with glee.

			And suddenly, she wanted to cry. Because Cricket Maxfield never got what she wanted. Cricket Maxfield never got the best or the brightest. She had the leftovers of her family’s gene pool. She wasn’t brilliant or beautiful, particularly ambitious. She wasn’t the one the sun shined down on with favor.

			But she had wanted Jackson Cooper for as long as she’d known what it meant to want, and she was getting him.

			Whatever happened after this didn’t really matter.

			Because this was the most perfect moment she’d ever felt. Ever experienced.

			Oh, she’d tried to pretend that her feelings for him could be something other than this, but they couldn’t be. This was the connection. For her, this was what it was. What it always would be.

			“What?” he asked.

			“You are just stunning,” she said.

			He laughed. Honest to God. A chuckle rumbling in his chest. And then she found herself caught up in those big, strong arms, her bare breasts brushing against his hot, rough skin.

			“Well I’m glad you think so.”

			She found herself being kissed again, and all the while his hands worked on getting rid of her jeans, her panties, socks and shoes.

			Until she found herself stretched across the bed with his big body over the top of hers. She completely naked, he still in his jeans. The denim was rough between her thighs, the delicate skin there scraped by the raw material. And she could feel him, right there, so hard and insistent and...

			She ached.

			And he just kept on kissing her. And kissing her. He shifted slightly, putting one hand between her thighs, finding her slick and wet, each pass of his fingertips over that sensitized bundle of nerves creating a white, electric heat that nearly left her blinded.

			She had never felt anything like this before. And yes, she’d put her own hand between her legs plenty of times, but it wasn’t like this. His skin was rough, and she had no control over how fast he worked, how slow. How much time he took. And when he pushed a finger inside of her before drawing her wetness back out over the source of her desire, she gasped. He did it again, and again, adding a second finger to the first, until she was sobbing. Until she was begging. For what, she didn’t even know.

			She fumbled for the front of his pants, tried to get his jeans open.

			He chuckled. Husky and knowing.

			“Not yet,” he said. “I’m not done with you.”

			He dropped off the bed and she found herself being dragged to the edge of the mattress. Her thighs draped over his shoulders, the heart of her completely open to him.

			“Jackson,” she said, her voice trembling.

			She might be a virgin, but she wasn’t innocent. In that she fully knew all the things men and women did to each other. Her sisters had never been particularly shy about their sex lives, or their desires. And beyond that, she hadn’t kept herself sheltered in terms of what she watched or read.

			But having a man right there, looking at her, with no way to hide herself, that was a different proposition altogether than simply knowing. And when his mouth touched her, she jumped back, only to find herself pinned firmly against his face, his strong arms wrapped around her thighs, holding her there.

			She wiggled as he lapped at her, as he tasted her like she was a decadent dessert.

			“Jackson,” she said, a feeling like flying building in her stomach, making her certain that she was no longer being held to the bed, but somewhere among the stars.

			She couldn’t breathe.

			She didn’t want to. She just wanted this. Forever.

			Him. His hands. His strength. His mouth.

			The pleasure she felt wove around all those things and created the magic tapestry that wrapped itself around her, cocooning her, making her feel safe even as she was brought to the edge of an intensity like she had never known before.

			She rocked her hips in time with the motion, and when he pushed two fingers inside of her again, she broke apart. Her internal muscles squeezing around his fingers as he worked them in and out of her body. As he continued to tease her with the flat of his tongue.

			She was left desperate and panting, begging for more.

			“There’s more,” he said, his voice rough. “Don’t worry.”

			He stood, and she watched transfixed as he undid his jeans, lowering the zipper slowly, the strong column of his arousal coming into view.

			And he was... Well, much larger than she had imagined. Not that she had a great frame of reference. Or a very good idea of scale. But he was as beautiful as he was intimidating. And he was a lot of both.

			Everything about his body was glorious. Strong and well defined and damn near miraculous.

			And she didn’t have time to cling to her worry, because then he was positioning himself at the edge of the bed again, wrapping his arms around her thighs, this time lifting her hips up off the mattress as he positioned himself at the entrance of her body, and thrust home.

			The pain nearly blinded her.

			She cried out, hand scrabbling for purchase, but she couldn’t reach any part of him. And she wanted to hold on to him, wanted to dig her nails into his skin to keep herself from crawling out of her own.

			His eyes widened, and for the first time, he looked truly at sea.

			He adjusted their positions, bringing her legs around so that her feet were pointed toward the end of the bed, bringing himself onto the mattress the right way, still inside of her, but over her now, and she gripped his shoulders, squeezing her eyes shut tight.

			“Cricket,” he growled.

			“Don’t stop,” she begged. “It’s already done.”

			“Cricket...”

			“Just please don’t stop.” And then, she opened her eyes, grabbed his face and kissed him.

			And that seemed to work.

			She could feel his control begin to unravel as he started to move slowly at first, gently even, until the pain began to recede. Until it was replaced with a full, complicated pleasure that made her want to cry as well as scream with desire.

			She began to move her hips in time with his, as they found a rhythm that pleased them both. As they found each other.

			And then, he took control, his movements no longer measured, his skin slapping against hers. The primal edge to their joining so much more than she had ever imagined it could be. So much better.

			Desire built inside of her until she was trembling again, like she had done outside, like she had done after their kiss. He reached between their bodies, moved his fingers along the sides of where they joined, then back upward, pinching her gently as he thrust in, and light—bright and brilliant—flashed behind her eyes, pleasure breaking over her like a wave.

			It was unlike any reality she’d ever known. Deep and unending as she pulsed around him. And he thrust inside of her, once, twice more, and on a growl gave himself up to his own pleasure.

			She felt rocked. Stunned. The aftershocks of everything that had just happened continuing to move through her, little tremors of need that caused her to cling to him with each passing ripple.

			“Well,” he said. “You should’ve told me.”

			“Oh, about being a virgin?”

			“Hell yes,” he said.

			“I figured that was pretty evident.”

			“Not evident enough, Cricket,” he said.

			“Well. It wasn’t really any of your business.”

			“It was exactly my business.”

			“I didn’t want it to be. I just wanted it for me. Please don’t ruin it by lecturing me or scolding me or yelling at me, because I just don’t care about your opinion, okay? It was good.” She let herself fall backward onto the bed, her head resting against the pillow. “It was good, and that’s all I care about.”

			“Cricket... I shouldn’t stay.”

			“Why?” She scrambled into a seated position, leaving herself completely uncovered. She didn’t know why she was so at ease being naked in front of him. It felt right though. Natural. In a way that being clothed in many other situations never had. She felt... Well, she felt essentially Cricket. Like the baseline nature of who she was was completely and totally reinforced by this. Like the essence that made her her, that had always felt wrong and out of place, suddenly fit. In this house, in this bed. With this man. And, she didn’t see any point in feeling regretful or shy. In apologizing to him for the fact that she’d been a virgin.

			Really, if it didn’t bother her, it shouldn’t bother him.

			“Because there are things you don’t know about why I agreed to come and work here.”

			“You lost a bet, cowboy. Seems pretty straightforward to me. Though, the bet had nothing to do with this, so don’t go and try to cheapen it now.”

			“I’m not going to,” he said, his eyes level. “Cricket, why do you think I bet myself as your ranch hand?”

			“You thought you were going to win.”

			“No. I thought I was going to lose. I knew I was going to lose. Your level of bravado was not that of a woman who had an iffy hand.”

			“How...” She felt utterly aghast. “How can that be?”

			“It just is, sweetheart. I knew for a fact that you were going to win, and I agreed to these terms because I wanted to be here. Because I wanted to... I wanted to show you that you didn’t have the chops to be a rancher.”

			“You what?”

			“I wanted to talk you out of it. Because I wanted to buy this place.”

			She frowned. “You... You were tricking me?”

			“Yes. Though, in fairness, I never lied to you, not once. I never lied about how much work it takes to run a place like this. Everything I said to you was the absolute truth. The morning wake-up time was real. The amount of work and money and time that is going to be needed for this place is all real. And nothing I said to you was off base there. But I certainly didn’t do anything to encourage you. Not really. Because what I wanted was for you to give up and throw in the towel, and for me to be there ready to buy you out.”

			“Jackson...”

			“Yeah. And now I feel like an ass. Because I didn’t know that all this was going on. That you thought we might be related. And I...”

			“So wait a minute, were you going to...seduce me to try to get the ranch away from me?”

			“No.”

			“Just please tell me this was real. If nothing else, Jackson, just tell me this was real.”

			“It was real. But that doesn’t mean it can be anything but tonight.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because it’s a disaster. Because I’m not the kind of man who can give you what you want. You’ve already been hurt by too many people in your life, Cricket, and I don’t want to be another one.”

			“Well, too bad. Because this is hurtful.”

			“I’m sorry about that. I didn’t want to hurt you.”

			“No. You just wanted to crush my dreams and make me think that I wasn’t up to them, and then buy my dream piece of property out from under me. Jackson, you did want to hurt me. It was just that you didn’t know me, so you didn’t particularly care. And if you feel guilty now, it’s only because you’ve seen what a pathetic human being I am, and I was a virgin on top of it.”

			“I don’t pity you.”

			“Then what is it?”

			“Having seen you naked, having been inside of you, I can’t take advantage of you. Okay? Because yeah, I can stand here and justify my actions, and say that I didn’t lie to you like that makes it all okay, but I know it’s not, Cricket. I know it was a shady thing to do. And the fact of the matter is, I could ignore what a shady thing it was when I wasn’t personally involved with you, but after tonight I think it’s pretty safe to say that personal involvement has happened. From dragging you in front of my dad to getting into bed with you.”

			“Well, then how can you stand there and say it can’t be anything else? If we are already personally involved...”

			“It’s a mess.”

			“Oh, no argument here. Believe me. I’ve been pretty much mired in the mess this whole time.” She let out an exasperated sigh. “Don’t you know that I have had a crush on you the size of the Willamette River for... I don’t know, years? So finding out that you were possibly my brother was about the worst thing I could think of. Do you have any idea what it’s like to spend years lusting after somebody, and then find that you might share a dad? It was horrifying. I’m sorry, but I needed to know, and then once I did know... I needed to be with you. Because I felt so wrong, in so many ways, for so many years—I think this had to happen for me to...get over it. To start feeling some things that are...a little bit more normal. Like, believe me, none of this was how I saw...the hookup between us going. But that whole trying to get my ranch thing... That was pretty awful. And, you know, not something I thought you would do.”

			“Cricket, I didn’t know you had a crush on me. But I’d venture to say that you might have a slightly better view of me than is realistic. I’m just who I am. I’m not a particularly bad man, but I’m not a really great one either.”

			“Why my ranch?”

			“I’m right next door. It just makes sense. If I want to expand...”

			“Why do you need to expand?”

			“It’s what people do.”

			“I mean, to what end? For more money?”

			“No,” he said. “For more of something that’s mine.”

			“Oh. Well, I mean I understand that. Wanting something that’s yours. But this ranch is mine. And you can’t have it. And I don’t really care how hard it’s going to be to make it work. It’s going to be mine. You underestimated me. You had no idea about everything that was going on in here.” She tapped her temple. “Honestly, it’s been a wasteland of horror for the past...six months at least. So, don’t go trying to scare me away.”

			“I’m going back to my place tonight. Let’s just...cool off.”

			She sputtered. “I don’t want to cool off.”

			“I need to.”

			She stared at him. “We had a deal,” she said. “And none of that’s changed because of what just happened tonight. Are you the kind of man who backs out of the deal?”

			“Things have...”

			“Changed for you. Because you were lying to me. But I was never lying. I was always being honest, and...”

			“Except for the part where you thought that I was your brother, and you figured that you needed to... I don’t know, what were you trying to do exactly?”

			“Get close to you, enough that I could say, ‘Do you suppose it’s possible your father cheated on your late mother, and he is perhaps my dad?’” He barely moved, but a muscle in his cheek flinched. “Yeah,” she said. “Exactly. It’s awful. And there’s really no good way to approach it. At least, not one I could think of. And believe me, I tried. I tried to think of something better than that. So yes, I guess I had ulterior motives too, but I also just want to run my ranch. And I need your help. And you promised me thirty days. Staying here. Free labor.”

			“You’re in my bed.”

			“So, you have a couple options. You get back in bed with me, you go to the bunkhouse with the spiders, or you go to my bed, where I may just end up.”

			He sighed heavily, then came back down onto the mattress. “You don’t know what you’re playing with here, little Cricket.”

			“There’s only one way I’m going to find out, though, isn’t there? By continuing to play.”

			She took a deep breath, focusing on the tenderness in her chest. “In all honesty, Jackson, I am just really sick to death of feeling like I’m fundamentally wrong. And this felt right. So...why don’t we just keep on?”

			“I lied to you,” he said.

			“Yeah. But so what? I mean, we’re not friends. You lost a bet. End of story. You’re not my family, so we don’t have some kind of mystical connection like I thought we might. We are not...anything. So what does it matter? Your plan would’ve only worked if you could have talked me out of my dream, and quite frankly, if you could have talked me out of it, I would’ve deserved what I got.”

			“Is that really what you think?”

			“Yes. As it is, you were never even close to making me second-guess it. Because you know what’s harder than figuring out how to do chores and work a ranch? Growing up in a mausoleum. An altar to your father, when you don’t even like or respect the man. Being made to feel like you have to fit in, when you don’t particularly want to, or see the benefit of it. Yeah. That’s hard. And, well... I decided not to do it. I decided to figure this out. So I did. So I took it upon myself to figure this out. A few early mornings weren’t going to scare me off.”

			“You’re a whole thing, aren’t you, Cricket?”

			“Not by choice. It just kind of seems to be the way I am.”

			He lay down next to her, and gathered her up against his body. She put her hand on his chest, tracing shapes over the broad expanse of muscle. “You seem like a man who might be able to handle a whole thing. And you kinda make me feel like less of one. Or at least like...this might be the place for it.”

			“Sure, if you want to play... You know I’m here to play. But playing is all I got.”

			“That’s okay. I’m trying to figure out my life. I’m trying to figure out what I want to be. Who I am. What it means... James is my father, most likely.”

			“Are you going to ask your mother directly about it?”

			She nodded. “I am. Because I need to know the truth. I’m afraid this is probably it.”

			“Sometimes, you have to contend with things you don’t like about your parents. And I grant you, your dad is a hell of a lot worse than mine.”

			“Your dad seems... Well, I mean, to me he really seems not bad at all.”

			“He’s not, I suppose. But his relationship with my mom... I wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d cheated.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“None of it’s your fault.”

			“Well. I kind of put you in an awkward situation tonight.”

			He shrugged. “My dad’s own behavior actually put him in that situation.”

			“For what it’s worth... I used to look at your family and think... Well, I really wished that I could be part of it.”

			“I guess that’s the thing, then. I never wished that I was part of your family. I suppose that’s the difference.”

			“Yeah, there is imperfect, and there’s dysfunctional. Believe me, there’s kind of an important distinction between the two.”

			“We might be skirting the edge of dysfunctional, here,” he said.

			“Yeah, but I think we can both handle it. And we’re not dragging anyone else into it.”

			He huffed. “True.”

			“Might as well enjoy this. I have twenty-one days left of indentured servitude from you.”

			And then suddenly she found herself pinned to the mattress, his large body over hers, his eyes glittering. “Might as well,” he growled.

			And then, they were done talking for the rest of the night.

		
	
		
			Seven

			Jackson felt like an ass. He should have left last night when he’d said that he would, but Cricket had looked at him like she was a wounded puppy, and he couldn’t bring himself to do it. Still, there hadn’t been much of an excuse to stay. Except that he was weak. And human, and basically just a man. And she had presented a temptation he couldn’t turn away from.

			Though it wasn’t just being a man, that was the thing, because if it was, then it would’ve been about her just being a woman, and fundamentally, he could have turned down any other woman. It was Cricket that was the problem. Cricket was a damn problem.

			He was marinating on that as he drove into town for more lumber the next day. She had been up early, at the crack of dawn, without so much as a complaint, while he had been the one who’d had a hell of a time getting his ass out of bed. He was driving back out toward Cricket’s spread when he noticed his brother’s truck in the oncoming traffic lane. Creed waved his hand, and Jackson found the nearest turnaround and followed his brother, both of them parking by the side of the road. It wasn’t extraordinarily unusual to randomly run into his brother about town. Gold Valley was a small enough place. And they were off running similar errands, considering they were both ranchers. They had the same haunts, the same basic routines.

			“Fancy meeting you here,” he said.

			“Likewise,” Creed said. “I was figuring on coming out to see you today anyway.”

			“Oh?”

			“Yeah. My wife has been after me to check in on you.”

			“Why?” Jackson asked.

			“Just to make sure nothing untoward is happening between you and her little sister.”

			Jackson kept his face flat and immovable as stone. “Is that so?”

			“Yeah. She told me that Cricket called her the other night inquiring about how to make steak. Because she was cooking for you. And that got Wren stirred up.”

			“I fail to see what your wife’s feelings have to do with me.”

			“Well, the funny thing is, then I went by the winery this morning, and I talked to Dad, he said that you and Cricket stormed the place last night, and she demanded to know if he was her father.”

			“Oh.”

			“And that you said it was really important to know for sure.”

			“Look, she had a valid suspicion.”

			“Why? Dad was crazy about Mom. He would never have cheated on her.”

			Jackson’s frustration finally boiled over. Maybe it was Cricket and all the nonsense with her, or just the vast unfairness of his brother’s complete and total obliviousness over something Jackson had borne the weight of for years. Whatever the reason, he was at the end of his patience.

			“Are you blind, Creed? Dad was not crazy about Mom.”

			“The hell you talking about? He’s been deep in the throes of grief for her for...five years. Completely messed up. Not right at all. You can’t tell me that’s a man who was not crazy about his wife.”

			“He’s a man who was crazy with guilt.” Jackson let out a harsh breath. “Look, I was closer to Mom than you.”

			“I...feel bad about that. But I was pretty deep in some of my own stuff there for a while.”

			“I know. It wasn’t a criticism. I’m just saying... Believe me, what Cricket thought was valid enough. Did you ever wonder why Dad hated James Maxfield so much? Not just because he’s a prick.”

			“Yeah, I mean it crossed my mind a time or two.”

			“Dad was in love with his wife. Always. And I think, whatever he felt for Mom never overshadowed what he felt for her. It wasn’t... It was never fair. Ever. It’s not just grief that has Dad a mess. He has a mountain of regret. And he should.”

			Creed huffed out a breath. “That doesn’t make any sense. Why would Mom... Why would she be with him?”

			“Why do you think? They stayed together for the kids.” He looked at his brother. “That would be us.”

			“Why did they get married in the first place?”

			Jackson sighed and shifted his weight. “Me. She was pregnant with me. Haven’t you ever done that math? I have. And anyway, I don’t have to rely on math. She told me. I thought... Damn, you know, I thought we had this great, happy family. And then I found out... Not so much. A forced family, and then they tried to... Honey was their attempt at making things better. But that doesn’t work. Or at least, it rarely does. Anyway. That’s what everything was about with Cricket. She suspected, given that she, like our sister, is a late in life baby... That maybe she was the product of an affair. An affair her mother had always wanted to have. But no. Dad said no.”

			“Oh. Well, that is entirely different from what Wren was afraid was going on. And I can’t say I could really figure out what I thought was happening...” Creed stared past him, off at the thick grove of pine trees that lined the highway. “I don’t know what to make of any of this. I... I didn’t know that Mom and Dad...”

			“They didn’t want us to know.”

			“Why did Mom tell you?” Creed sounded hurt. Jackson didn’t have the capacity to deal with his brother’s hurt. Not now.

			“She had to tell someone. She was lonely. And...”

			“Dad was there for her though. He was. He didn’t leave. And if he didn’t have an affair...”

			“You’re a married man, Creed, don’t tell me you wouldn’t feel a difference between being the love of your wife’s life, or knowing there was someone else out there that she wanted first.”

			“Right. But you know...” Creed chuckled. “Wren and I got married because of her pregnancy.”

			“Given your background, I understand that.”

			He nodded. “But it’s not why we stayed together.”

			“Yeah, but I think it was why Mom and Dad stayed together.”

			“Well, I just pulled you over to give you a hard time, I didn’t figure you’d give me this depressing as hell story.”

			“I’m just explaining the last twenty-four hours, which believe me, have been a little weird for me too.”

			“Well, be careful with her. Wren is really worried.”

			It was Jackson’s turn to stare at the trees.

			He could feel his brother’s eyes burning into the side of his face. “If you’re sleeping with my sister-in-law... I might have to punch you. I’d rather not.”

			“I’ll be careful with her.”

			“That’s not a denial.”

			“Can’t give you a denial.”

			“Really? Really. Really? Cricket. Really.”

			He shot his brother a look. “Say it one more time.”

			“So...she thought you were her half brother, and somehow you ended up... You know what. I don’t want to know.” Creed lifted his hands and took a step back. “The less I know the better, because I’m going to have to explain it to Wren. And I don’t want to be the keeper of that information, because God knows I love my wife, but she is the kind of woman to shoot the messenger. And I like all my body parts where they are.”

			“So do I.”

			“And really don’t let Holden find out.” Creed’s brother-in-law, married to Emerson, the middle Maxfield sister.

			“Why is that?”

			“My loyalty is torn. You’re my brother. Holden... Well, his loyalty is in one place firmly. And, also, I get the feeling he’s done some things.”

			“Look, nothing happened that Cricket didn’t want.”

			“I’m confident in that. I’m still confident it won’t matter to Wren.”

			“Just let us sort it out.”

			“I can’t keep secrets from her. But I can keep her busy.” Creed grinned.

			“Great. Do that. And keep this to yourself. What’s going on with me and Cricket is nobody’s business but ours.”

			“I just don’t get why. I mean, she’s cute enough, sure. But...”

			Jackson felt a violent surge of...protectiveness? He didn’t even know. Just something primal and overly irritable. He couldn’t explain what appealed about Cricket. It was not simple. But... She was special, and when he saw her as something other than an adversary to be defeated, he could truly see that. She was tough. And beautiful. Naive in some ways, sure, but in others... Like a person outside age or time. Not like anyone or anything he’d ever known. He came back to that vision he’d had of her the first time he’d rolled up to the ranch.

			When he thought of her as a feral pirate queen on the deck of her ship. And he should have known then. She wasn’t a woman to take prisoners, and neither would she be one to negotiate. She wasn’t going to give up on what she wanted half so easily as he had hoped. And now, he didn’t even want her to. Because somewhere in all of this, he’d begun to root for her. He wanted her to win. That vulnerable, delicate piece of herself only he’d seen was something he wanted to protect now, not exploit.

			“Don’t worry about me. And don’t worry about Cricket. She can more than handle herself.”

			And he was...well, dammit all, he was going to help her.

			

			Jackson had been gone for most of the day, and it was probably for the best, Cricket had to concede. She wished he was in bed with her instead of seeing to ranch chores. But the ranch chores were important and all. It was kind of the whole point of having him on the property. But now she wanted the point to be more of him in her bed, and honestly, who could blame her? Having an orgasm was a lot more fun than doing chores.

			But...she also needed to do something other than chores today. Which was how she found herself driving to Maxfield Vineyards.

			She usually avoided the place as much as humanly possible. But it was weird. Today, with a bit of distance from her family, from everything that they were, and all the pain and isolation she had experienced growing up here... She was not feeling trapped by it. It felt...better. She felt able to appreciate the beauty of it. The rolling vineyards, the vast, Tuscan-style villa. The elaborate pavilions and tasting rooms. It was a beautiful facility, when she wasn’t a prisoner.

			“Prisoner” wasn’t really fair. But she had felt trapped in her circumstances, that was for sure. And now that she had another place to be, now that she had...

			Honestly, had a night with Jackson changed her so much? She looked the same. She had checked herself over in the mirror this morning just to see if this change was visible, that shift that had taken place inside of her last night. But as far as she could tell it wasn’t. She took a breath, and put her car in Park, right in the circular drive just in front of the massive entry to her family home. A place that had never, ever felt like home to her. But she didn’t have the same knot of dread that she used to have when James was in residence, didn’t have the same feeling of discomfort. So there was that.

			She knocked, because she didn’t live here anymore, and when one of the members of the staff opened the door, she was led in as politely as if she were a guest.

			She stood in the foyer, waiting for her mother to appear.

			When she did, Cricket could only stare. Her mom was still every inch the lady of the manor, even though the circumstances at the manor had changed pretty drastically.

			“Cricket,” Lucinda said, smiling brightly. “What brings you by?”

			“I... I really need to talk to you. About...” She took a breath. “I spoke to Cash Cooper last night.”

			“Oh,” her mom said, faltering.

			“I asked him if he was... If he was my father.”

			“Cricket...”

			“I know that you are in love with him. And I know that he was in love with you. And I know you didn’t marry him because you chose money over love. I just thought that maybe...”

			“He’s not your father.”

			“That’s what he said.”

			Her mom looked...embarrassed. “Was he...”

			“He wasn’t mad. I mean, not much. Jackson was kind of mad, but... I don’t know. I was just embarrassed. But I really thought... There’s something wrong with me? I think? Because I’m not like anyone in this family, and I just thought that maybe I would fit better with the Coopers. And I thought that after I found out that you were in love with him...”

			“I was always in love with him. I always will be. I gave things up, Cricket. For a life that I thought would make me happy. But I was very foolish. I was very wrong. And it has taken me all this time to be able to admit it. All this time to be able to understand. Just how... Just how wrong I was. I thought this house could take the place of love. I thought money could do it. And then I thought social standing, because Cash managed to go and make all that money, just to show me what I was missing. I won’t tell you I wasn’t tempted by him. I won’t tell you we never were. There were times... We had opportunity, and it was hard. Because I remembered what it was like with him. And it wasn’t... I shouldn’t tell you all of this. You don’t want to know about my love affairs, I’m sure.”

			Cricket didn’t really, it was true. But she could be a whole lot more understanding about them now that she’d experienced a bit of it herself. Would it be like that with Jackson? Forever and ever? Staring at him from across crowded rooms and knowing how it was? If he married someone else... Would she still always remember what it was like to have his hands on her body? What if she married another man?

			Frankly, she couldn’t imagine it. She didn’t really have dreams of being a wife and mother. She had always had dreams about him.

			“But you didn’t. That’s the important part.”

			“No.”

			“And did you... With anyone else?”

			“No.”

			“So James Maxfield is my father.” It wasn’t a question, but a heavy confirmation.

			“Yes.”

			“Okay.” Cricket turned, her chest feeling weighted with answers. The fact was, she hadn’t wanted to ask her mother before because she had been afraid that this was the answer. And it turned out...it was. There was nothing half so romantic as a hidden family out there waiting for her. Nothing half so wonderful as an explanation for why she was the way she was.

			She just was.

			And she was going to have to find a way to cope with that, to understand herself.

			To be okay with that.

			“He said that...” She took a breath. “Cash said that I looked like you.” She turned around again to face her mother, looked at her smooth, unlined skin, her sleek blond hair. “I don’t see how. He said I reminded him of you.”

			Her mother’s expression became soft. Wistful. “Because back then I did. You’re probably the most like me, Cricket, of any of the girls. I was wild, and I was headstrong, and I couldn’t be told a damn thing. I made a sport out of daring him. Of pushing him. I felt like I was meant for bigger and better things than I could get in Gold Valley. Bigger and better things than he could give me. And I would yell that at him. I would tell him that if he really wanted me, if he really loved me, then he would figure out a way to give me the kinds of things I wanted. Because you see... I really believed that the man who would make me happy would come with all the things I wanted, and I didn’t think about the kinds of things I would give to him. And that was how I ended up in a one-sided marriage where I didn’t ask any questions, and I just took everything that came my way. I didn’t have dreams of my own. Not beyond what I could have. And when I realized that I was stuck with a man who didn’t love me, with a man who wasn’t faithful to me... I had you girls. And I wouldn’t do anything that might jeopardize my having you. And he used the three of you to threaten me.” She closed her eyes. “I’ll be completely honest, half the time the only thing that kept me away from Cash Cooper was knowing that if your father found out he would do his best to make sure I never saw you again.”

			“I’m sorry, Mom,” Cricket said. “And I’m sorry I never realized how unhappy you were here.”

			“Yes, well. I’m the one who made this place.” She looked around. “It was my prison. And I built it for myself, and locked myself inside. And you right with me. I never felt like I had a right to offer you any comfort.”

			Cricket didn’t know what to say. Except... She remembered what Jackson had asked her, that first day he had come to her house. “Can I ask... Why did you name me Cricket?”

			Her mom smiled. “Because it reminded me of who I used to be. A hot summer night sitting outside and listening to the crickets. Of simpler things and simpler times. And by then I knew... I knew I wasn’t ever going to find happiness here. The only happiness I had was you girls, and I didn’t... I was distant, because I let my guilt and my fears determine how we connected. I’m sorry for that. I really am. The divorce—this has been like a slow waking up. I’m not liking everything that I’m seeing around me. My own flaws. My own...failings in all of this.”

			“James Maxfield is kind of an evil bastard.”

			“Well, there was a time when I was suited to him. And that doesn’t fill me with any great joy.”

			“I don’t understand how you could... I don’t want to pile anything on, Mom, and for the most part, I just think... We were all victims of his. But one thing I don’t understand is how you could marry him knowing that you loved Cash.”

			“Cash didn’t come after me. He let me marry him. And up until the wedding I imagined him riding up on a white horse and taking me away from it all. I really did. I thought he would rescue me. And he didn’t. Instead he found someone else, and they had children right away. Much faster than your father and I did. And I threw myself into loving the money. If Cash hadn’t gotten married, I don’t think my marriage to your father would’ve lasted. But my other option was gone.”

			“Have you ever thought that...now it might not be?”

			She smiled sadly. “He’s a proud man. I don’t think he would have me. I can’t say that I blame him.”

			“I don’t think you can know that. Unless you try. And don’t you think we all deserve a chance at being happy? Whatever that looks like?”

			“I know that you do. I think for me it might be too late.”

			Cricket left her mom’s house with a lot to think about. And she wasn’t sure that she liked any of it. It sounded to her like her mother’s relationship with Cash had been more than a little dysfunctional. And she couldn’t deny that her mom had a decent sized stake in the way things had gone. But she also didn’t see the point in the two of them continuing to be sad forever. They both clearly had feelings for each other that they hadn’t resolved. But one thing Cricket couldn’t imagine was...

			She could never marry another man.

			The conversation with her mom had solidified that thought. Not after Jackson. She couldn’t have another man’s children. Chances were, she would grow old with her ranch. But at least she would have her own dreams.

			When she pulled up to the house, he was on the porch, hammering boards in place. Each swing of his hammer was hard and decisive, every muscle and tendon in his body working harmoniously toward its goal. He was a thing of beauty. And the porch was... It was practically brand-new. In the few hours since she’d left, he had transformed the place. It was no longer sinking, no longer looking dilapidated. It was incredible. And it was all him.

			He was incredible.

			Her heart lifted in her chest, and she felt... She didn’t really know. Renewed in some ways. Her mother’s story was tragic, but it was also a reminder that there was no circumstance Cricket could simply sit back and accept.

			She was James Maxfield’s daughter. That hadn’t been her choice. But everything she did with her life...that was her choice. James didn’t own her. Didn’t have a claim on her. She was Cricket. Named after the simple summer nights her mother loved and remembered. After a time in her life that had been special to her. After memories that had mattered. And Cricket was made of those things as much as she was her father’s DNA.

			It made her feel rooted, grounded to this place, and certain of her decisions. Much more so than she had ever been before.

			“Horses,” she said as soon as she got out of the truck.

			“Excuse me?” Jackson looked up, his gaze meeting hers, sending her stomach into a freefall.

			“Horses,” she reiterated. “I want to breed horses. That’s what this ranch is going to be. I’ve decided. I want to start right away.”

			“We’re going to have to build stables.”

			“Then let’s work out a budget. And I can find a contractor. I know it might take some time, but I’m willing. Because my life is going to be what I want it to be. It doesn’t matter what my DNA is. I talked to my mother today. James is my father. For sure and for certain. But that’s not even really the biggest thing. My mom lived a life that she didn’t love for years because she felt trapped in it. Because she felt like she didn’t have a choice. I never want to feel like I don’t have a choice. I’m not one determined thing because I’m James’s daughter, and not Cash’s. I’m not anything but what I decide to be.”

			“Good for you.”

			She pointed her index finger at him. “But you can’t have my ranch.”

			“That’s okay.”

			“And you still have to finish out the terms of the bet. I’m not going to have you back out early, just because you can’t do your whole secret...thing. I have nothing but your own honor as a man to hold you to it.”

			“You got me.”

			“And I want to keep sleeping with you,” she said, suddenly resolute in that decision too. “Until this is over.”

			“You sure?”

			“I’m sure. I’m building my life. And this is who I am. I don’t sit back having crushes on men and not saying anything. I don’t just dream about having a ranch. I’m going to have all those things.”

			“And then at the end of the thirty days?”

			That made her chest feel sore. But she was resolute either way.

			“You go your way. I’ll go mine.”

			And she wasn’t going to worry about all the things he could and couldn’t give her. She was going to focus on what she could do. Who she could be. What she could give to herself.

			Because she would never be her mother. A passive participant in her own life.

			No.

			She was the one who decided.

			Nobody else. She would have a ranch, and a man. And sure, it would be temporary. But it would be hers. The start of something.

			And she was so very ready for her life to begin.

		
	
		
			Eight

			The crew had started work on Cricket’s stables. It was weird, now that his focus had shifted. He actually wanted her enterprise to be a success. And that meant looking at things from an entirely different point of view. That meant teaching her about ranching, rather than just making overarching statements and watching her stumble around. It meant bringing her alongside him for repairs, not just to show her how hard it was, but to show her that she could. And with each improvement on the property, he saw her become more firmly rooted in her sense of who she was, and there was a great sense of accomplishment inside of him that he couldn’t quite explain. Except that... Except that he’d felt useless to fix the sadness that he saw inside of his mother, and being able to do something to give Cricket a better life did something to help heal that sense of failure.

			Somewhere in the back of his mind, he always thought that if his mother had gotten better, maybe he would have helped her leave his father. Given her a place to stay, proved to her that it didn’t matter whether they were together like a traditional family. What really mattered was her happiness. She didn’t need to stay. Not for him. But he’d never said it to her. She’d died before he ever could. Before he’d gotten his own place up and running. And maybe part of him had still been working toward that with wanting to expand to Cricket’s property. But he didn’t need to do that now. What he could do was help Cricket find her way to a dream.

			And then maybe that would help put something to rights in his own life. Cricket wasn’t out with him today, she was off bustling around the house. He told her he would check in on the building site, and then he was going to drive up to the upper pasture, and get the lay of things. It really was a beautiful property.

			He thought back to what she’d asked, if ranching was in his blood, as he stood out in the middle of the bright, patchwork field, filled with brilliant green mixed with patches of dark olive and backed by rich pine. As he looked at the sprigs of yellow that clustered around the perimeter interwoven with waving fire-colored Indian paintbrush and dappled orange fritillaria, at the pale blue sky that would be a richer blue come the height of summer, he knew the answer was... It was deeper than blood. It was down in his bones. He was part of the land, and it was part of him. Something that went further than want.

			And he’d never thought about it that way before. Only when Cricket had asked, did that thought grow into a feeling.

			And he understood. He understood why she wanted this. Why she was here. It was true. When it was part of you, it simply was. Nothing you could do about it.

			He heard the sound of a truck engine and turned, and there was Cricket, rumbling up the dirt road, driving that big beast of hers.

			That was another thing that was getting down into his blood. Because he hadn’t just been helping her on the property.

			No.

			They’d spent long nights in beds that were too small, exploring, tasting, and he loved to say that he was teaching her there as much as he was around the ranch, but it was more than that. Because Cricket was a whole new landscape, one he’d never seen or explored or imagined before. She was strong, and she was energetic.

			She had no limit as far as he could tell. Nothing embarrassed her.

			Rather, she touched and tasted with full enthusiasm, never shying away from anything. That wild girl he’d seen out on the swing at the Maxfield Vineyards brought that sense of the unrestrained into the bedroom, and there were no lessons involved in any of it. No. He was just on the ride. At the mercy of it. And he loved every minute.

			He gritted his teeth. There was no getting attached to it.

			Why not?

			He pushed that thought aside. Cricket got out of the truck, wearing a white tank top and tight jeans, holding a blanket and a picnic basket. And she looked like far too much of a temptation for him to handle.

			And hell, she wasn’t a temptation he had to resist over the last couple of weeks, so why should he start now? He crossed the distance between them, and wrapped his arms around her slender waist, pulled her into his arms and planted a kiss on her lips.

			“What are you doing?”

			“I brought lunch,” she said, a pleased smile curving her lips. “I’ve been practicing being a good pioneer woman. I made bread, I cooked a ham and I’ve made sandwiches.”

			“You really made bread?”

			“Yes,” she said, her face shining with triumph. “And two of the four loaves turned out. So, you have sandwiches.”

			“Cricket, that was awfully nice of you.”

			“I know,” she said. “And often I’m not very nice, so it surprised me too.”

			“You’re plenty nice.”

			Or at least, her particular brand of sharpness was nice for him. Didn’t really matter either way.

			She spread the blanket out in the meadow and took a seat, and he stared at her, the golden glow of the sun shining on her face. And he couldn’t figure out quite why she’d done it. Quite why she’d given him this. He couldn’t recall anyone else doing similar for him. Sure, his mom cooked for them. But... She was his mom. Family.

			Cricket wasn’t family.

			She wasn’t beholden to him in any way. He’d lost a bet to her. That was why he was here. And his education hadn’t included cooking. She had just done this. Just because.

			And it did something to his chest that made him want to growl, because he wasn’t a sentimental man. And he didn’t concern himself much with things like this. But it was...unexpected, and it was a hell of a lot more than he’d ever wanted or gotten from another person.

			It shocked him how good everything she made was. Though he supposed it probably shouldn’t surprise him. Everything Cricket set her mind to she did with her whole self. And it didn’t mean she couldn’t fail, but she was determined enough that he had a feeling she would have baked ten loaves of bread in order to present him with just one. Because what she wanted, she went and got. And that was something. It was really something.

			He liked to watch Cricket eat, among the many things he enjoyed about her. Because she did that with the same level of ferocity and intensity she did everything else. She was sitting on the blanket with her elbows propped up on her knees, her sandwich gripped tightly in her hands. She had brought cans of Coke for the two of them, and when she had eaten about half of her sandwich, she brushed her hands off and picked up the Coke, tipping it back like a beer.

			She looked over at him. “What?”

			“What?” he repeated.

			“You’re staring at me.”

			“You’re pretty.” That made him sound like a dumb high school boy. Come to that, he kind of felt like one.

			But Cricket blushed. Cricket, tough little thing that she was, blushed, and he found that was all the payment he needed for the worse moment of feeling like an idiot. Something he wasn’t accustomed to.

			“Well,” Cricket said. “So are you.”

			“Really?”

			“Yeah. I mean, I’ve always thought so.”

			“Yeah,” he said. “You mentioned something about that.” He wasn’t sure he wanted to know. Because already he felt some kind of strange obligation to her. Deeper than his obligation to any other woman he’d ever had a physical relationship with. And he wasn’t sure he wanted to dig in any deeper, but sitting there under that brilliant blue sky, eating her homemade bread and ham sandwich, he didn’t know if there was any other option but to dig in. He didn’t know how not to be involved with her, and it was absurd. It had started with a bet, an assumption on her part that they might be related, a nefarious plan on his part to talk her into selling him her ranch...

			But maybe that was it. The whole thing was so bizarre—how could they come away from it with neutral feelings about each other? Maybe it was impossible. Maybe the only option in a situation like this was to develop some kind of attachment. Maybe it was the only way.

			“I’m pretty sneaky,” Cricket said. “I mean, I’m used to hiding what I feel from people. And you were no exception. I mean, the way that I felt about you. I would just tell my sisters that I thought cowboys were annoying. And that I didn’t want anything to do with any of them. It was a pretty convincing ruse, if I say so myself. Plus, I knew you were way off limits. A thousand years older than me.”

			“Hey. Not a thousand.”

			“Well, it seemed like it at the time. The gap feels a lot smaller now.” She smiled. “Oh, I didn’t like any of the boys at school. None of them. But how could I, when I already liked a man? And a Cooper at that. I knew nobody would understand. But nobody understood me, so that didn’t really bother me. And so I just...kept it a secret. And then I was so mad when Wren hooked up with your brother, because I felt for so long that being attracted to you was this great, impossible thing, another sort of deeply rooted difference in who I was. In my genetic makeup versus the rest of my family. And then she got to Creed before I could get to you. Honestly. It was an insult. But still, when she told me that I would maybe find my own cowboy... I played it off. I told her no. That I didn’t want anything to do with a man like Creed, and I didn’t. I just wanted you. So it feels right, you know? To start this new phase of my life with you... Though I’m not asking you for anything. I promise.”

			“Well, happy to help.”

			Except it made him feel... He didn’t even know. It kind of made him angry, because she was the younger one. She was the one without experience, and she made him feel like he had no idea what he was doing. It didn’t seem right. That was all.

			He should be the one who knew what he was doing. He should be the one who had total confidence in everything taking place between them. But he couldn’t say that he did. He couldn’t give a reason. Couldn’t give a speech about what he was doing here. He had written it off as being male and basic and taking the sex that was on offer, but he knew that wasn’t true. It wasn’t how he did things. It wasn’t how he looked at women. And he had been telling himself a story, all this time. Cricket’s story made a lot more sense, and had a purpose behind it. And he just... He just wanted to touch her. It was a hell of a thing.

			“You know, the way you were talking to your dad that day... Tell me about your mom. I mean, tell me about all that. Because you know about my dad, and you know all about my mom...”

			“They were obligated to be together. And it was primarily because of me,” he said. Because he might as well tell her. She was right. He’d had a front row seat to all of her issues. He’d talked to Creed about it, sure. But Cricket? She could hear it all. Because she didn’t have a connection to the family, so why not? It was a safer place. This moment out here in the meadow.

			“One day when I was sixteen, she was crying. Then I asked her what was wrong. We were the two that got up early. And we used to spend mornings together. I loved that. So I would have all this extra time with her. And one morning, I asked her what was wrong. And it was like everything I ever thought about my life broke to pieces. My father married her because she was pregnant. My father was in love with another woman. He’d told my mother that. Before they got married. He was honest, if nothing else. And she thought that he’d fall in love with her. But instead, it had just become years of the two of them stuck. Because they had a family. Because they had a business. Because they had all these things that were obligated to come before having feelings. Before love.

			“And you know, I’m not over-bothered by my dad anymore. I think that was enough for him. He couldn’t have your mom, so he made himself a life he enjoyed. But I’m not sure my mother ever got to fall in love with anyone. Not for real. Not and have them love her back. She was just stuck. With a partner, sure. And when she was sick... I can’t fault my dad for how he was. He was a partner. He cared for her. And he stayed with her. And you know, plenty of marriages that are founded on love, they don’t end up that way. Somebody gets sick and they go through a years-long battle, and the other person leaps. It’s too much for them. And sometimes I wonder if maybe my dad not being in love with her made him more able to take care of her during that time. It’s complicated as hell. Because there was a very real partnership between the two of them, but sometimes it made my mother feel broken, and I will never not feel responsible for that. Like I should’ve found some way to fix it.”

			“They made their choices,” Cricket said. “That’s what I’m realizing about my mother. For all her own misery, for all that I feel bad for her sometimes, for all that my father was an unforgivable asshole, my mom made her choices. She wanted money. And she thought that would be enough. She wanted to have things, and thought that would transcend love, but it didn’t. And then she didn’t leave. She stayed. Because she was afraid. And all her reasons, they were real enough, but they were still excuses. Even if they were pretty valid ones. My mom stayed with James for us. Because she was afraid that he would find a way to take us from her. But she also could’ve had the fight. She weighed her options. And she chose.”

			“I have some sympathy for that,” he said. “If she thought she couldn’t win...”

			“It was still a choice. Just like your mother had one. It’s not like it was the 1800s. They could’ve gotten a divorce. They could have. Nobody had to be unhappy. They sat there in rules they made for themselves, and lived lives they made for themselves, prison walls they decided were okay. That isn’t your fault, and it isn’t mine.”

			“Yeah, but on the other side, now your mom has a chance to make something new. Mine doesn’t. It’s a hell of a thing.”

			“I know.” She shook her head. “I’m not saying it would’ve been easy. I’m just saying you can’t take their choices and blame yourself for them.”

			“You’re twenty-two years old.”

			“Yeah. And you’re what? Thirty-four? Thirty-five? So what? I’m not stupid. I’ve had a lot of time to think. That’s what comes of being the isolated, odd one out in your family. You have way too much time to think. And believe me, I’ve had tons. I don’t need experience to have figured that out.”

			“So you have the whole world all figured out, do you?”

			“I mean, I’m not gonna say the whole world. But maybe my piece of it.”

			This girl. This woman. She didn’t know when to question or doubt. She dove headlong into everything. Bets at a poker table, wild conclusions and into his bed. And he just...he liked that about her.

			“Bold claim, little Cricket.”

			“I don’t know, things make more sense now than they ever have. I didn’t think that was possible. I just walked through the messiest, weirdest time of my life. And it’s really not so bad. And yeah, I basically do have it all sorted out.”

			He wrapped his arms around her, and pulled her on top of him, laying them both back on the blanket. He looked into her earnest face, and desire stirred in his body. “You have everything figured out, is that it?”

			“Basically. The mysteries of sex are even solved.”

			“Every last one?” he pressed.

			He didn’t know why he needed this right now, but he did. It was deeper than lust, that was the problem. He couldn’t write it off as simply basic desire. He’d wanted to. He’d tried to. But it was so much more than that. That was the thing. With her, it always would be. And whatever was happening between the two of them, she didn’t have to be here. They didn’t have to be here. They were choosing it, out here under the unending sky. With the land and the ranch in their blood, and his need for her pumping hot and insistent through his body.

			“Bet you can’t teach me anything,” he said, his voice rough.

			And Cricket, true to form, sat up, her thighs on either side of him, and stripped her white tank top up over her head without pause. She was wearing a plain, matching bra, her lean, athletic body a sight to behold. “Is that a bet bet, cowboy?”

			“Sure.”

			“You know, historically, you lose bets with me.”

			“Yeah. I feel like a real loser right now.” With her sweet ass perched on top of him, and all her beauty blocking out the sun.

			“Well.”

			“Just remember that there are some bets I lose on purpose.” He gripped her hips, sliding his hands up to her slim waist, then up further still, brushing his thumbs over her breasts. Then he reached around and unhooked her bra, flinging it off somewhere in the grass.

			She made a small sound that might have been indignant, but he didn’t much care. Because she was bare and gorgeous and perfect and he was dying for a taste.

			He pressed his palm firmly against the center of her back and brought her down toward him, toward his mouth. He sucked one perfect, ripe bud between his lips, and the cry that escaped her lips wasn’t indignant this time. Not at all. It was one of pleasure, one of desire, and he reveled in it. She wrenched his shirt over his head, wiggling away from him as she did. And he pinned her down on her back, her arms up over her head, and kissed her deep.

			“Little Crickets with smart mouths get themselves in trouble,” he said.

			A challenge glimmered in her eyes. “Do we? I sure hope so.”

			“Do you?”

			“Yes. I lack discipline.”

			“Is that so?”

			“I’ve mostly been neglected. I need a firm hand.”

			“I could probably provide you with one.”

			“So many promises. And yet...”

			He growled, unsnapped her jeans, unzipped them and pushed them down her thighs, and she helped eagerly. Then she wiggled downward, kissing his chest, his stomach, still on her back beneath him as she undid his pants and freed him. She peered up at him, squeezing his length and making a sound of purely feminine satisfaction.

			“You’re really kind of a work of art,” she said, leaning forward and rubbing her cheek against him. He could honestly say a woman had never done that. And the look on her face made him so hard he thought he might burst.

			She shoved lightly, and he moved, going onto his back as she bit her lip and looked down at him. Then she knelt over him, taking him slowly into her mouth, the sweet, wet heat an assault on his senses. She tortured him. And she wasn’t practiced or knowing or anything like that. Didn’t have a parade of well coordinated tricks, but she made up for it with enthusiasm. Pure and simple. She was a woman in full enjoyment of his body, and he didn’t think he’d ever experienced anything quite like that. And hell, looking at her, at the elegant line of her spine, her ass up in the air as she pleasured him, was something more powerful than he’d ever experienced.

			This moment was free of obligation. Something in his chest began to unravel, as if each pass of her tongue, each movement of her mouth over his body, was working to loosen something inside him, unraveling something he hadn’t been aware was there.

			Who knew that sandwiches and a blow job out in the middle of a field would be enough to make a man almost believe in romance? He sure as hell hadn’t. But it was something. She was something. Far and away beyond anything he’d ever known or experienced or figured he might want to understand.

			Cricket.

			She pleasured him until he thought he couldn’t take it anymore. Then he reached in his back pocket, grabbed his wallet and took out the condom, tearing it open and guiding her up his body as he sheathed himself with one practiced hand.

			She seated herself on top of him and took him inside of her slowly, achingly so, her mouth dropping open, her head falling back. She flexed her hips, a ragged sound on her lips, and then she began to move, slowly at first. Then more quickly. But it still wasn’t enough for him. He grabbed on to her hips, moved her up and down over his body, driving them both crazy. Pushing them both until she cried out her pleasure. And then he reversed their positions, pounding into her, unable to hold himself back any longer. It was primal and urgent, and exactly what he needed to compound that strange unraveling in his chest. Only then, she opened her eyes and met his.

			And he couldn’t breathe. Not then. Just as his climax took him over, he was lost. In Cricket. In the look of wonder on her face, the absolute trust there. He was her first lover. The only man who had ever touched her like this. He was bound up in all of the strange things she’d been going through for all this time, and he didn’t want to be even more turned on by that, but he was. And he lost himself then, just went over the edge, growling out her name as she cried out his and convulsed around him. As she stared up at him, the look of absolute contentment in her eyes undid him. She didn’t know better. Didn’t know a different man.

			He had taken her crush and used it to his advantage.

			He had taken her inexperience as a rancher, as a poker player, and had used it to his advantage there too.

			He felt... Well, he felt like shit, actually. Because there was something in him that knew instinctively he could never answer the depth of longing in her eyes. There was something in him that knew he had bound her to him. Her childish feelings, her awakening desire—she would feel connected to him in a way she shouldn’t. That was a fact. That was the problem. And he would... He would what? Take her away from this place that she was turning into her own? Away from this life she was making and into his? He would just be another man taking a woman’s dreams and putting them underneath his own.

			They would be done at the end of the month. That was the deal. And whatever possibilities he felt out here in the wilderness... They just weren’t to be.

			That was good. It was right that he knew that, felt that. Everything would go back to the way it had been, when all this was said and done. That was for the best. Because he wouldn’t be able to give Cricket what she wanted. Not really. And when she realized that, then they would both be trapped in the exact same hell their parents had been trapped in.

			And he wouldn’t have that.

			Not ever.

			But he didn’t say anything. Instead, he kissed her forehead, and she snuggled against him. And right out there in the open, completely naked, the two of them fell asleep.

			What happened at the end of the wager was a problem for their future selves. Because right now, they had this.

			And Jackson’s last thought before he drifted out of consciousness was that he couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt quite this content.

		
	
		
			Nine

			It was the thirtieth day.

			Cricket hadn’t had the heart to ask if he would be staying the entire day, or leaving right away, or... She didn’t know. And she was afraid to find out exactly what the answer was.

			She was a coward.

			She desperately wanted this to keep on going. She desperately wanted him to stay with her.

			Right. So you’re going to beg him to stay in your little ranch house? And for what? You’re trying to find your own way...

			No. She couldn’t beg him to stay.

			But they woke up the morning of the thirtieth day in the same bed just as they had every morning since they’d begun sleeping together, and he had gone out to work the same as he had from the beginning.

			And so when he returned that evening, dirty and disheveled, she breathed out a sigh of relief.

			Maybe he wasn’t ready for things to change either. Maybe things wouldn’t change. Maybe it would all stay the same, just for a little while. Maybe they could put off all the hard conversations for another time. They could say goodbye another day. She had cooked. Just in case. And she had been rewarded. It was funny, how much she enjoyed cooking. And she would have been more annoyed about the fact that she liked such a traditionally feminine pursuit, except that he seemed to enjoy it so much, and he appreciated it. She thought back to the day she’d made bread and brought out ham sandwiches. Oh yes, he’d appreciated that a whole lot. She felt a dreamy smile cross her face when she thought about it. These times with Jackson had been... Well, they’d been everything.

			He’d been everything she’d ever fantasized about.

			She knew this moment was supposed to be about moving on. About moving into the next phase of her life, but...

			No. It doesn’t bear thinking about.

			Except, he was here.

			And she kept thinking that, even as they each built hamburgers out of the ingredients she had laid out.

			“Jackson,” she said softly as they finished eating. “How was your day?”

			“Good. And yours?”

			“Good and—”

			She cut herself off. Because she didn’t care. She didn’t want to have this conversation. She really didn’t. She didn’t want to talk at all. Because her insides were jumbled up and everything hurt. Because this was the last day, and she didn’t know how to ask him if he would stay. She didn’t know how to explain to herself, in a way that made her not feel silly, why she might ask him to stay.

			Because I want to marry him.

			And I want to have his children.

			Because I would be his ranch wife in this house or any house.

			Because he was her dream. And that was the bottom line.

			She was young, and she was supposed to go out and live. She knew that. She wasn’t supposed to want a man she had been completely hopeless over since she was twelve. She was supposed to experience more. Have more lovers. Travel. Something.

			But she just didn’t want to.

			And she had the sick, terrible feeling that—much like her mother—there was really only one man for her, and there would never be anything that would take away her feelings. So she didn’t want to waste time talking.

			She flung herself into his arms, climbing up on the same chair as him, her legs on either side of his, the heart of her right up against where he was rapidly growing hard. And she kissed him. Kissed him until she thought she might die. Kissed him because she thought if she didn’t she might die.

			He stole her oxygen and became it all at once, and she couldn’t have explained that feeling if she’d been put before a firing squad. She had never thought in terms of fate. She had always believed she was a pragmatist. But he felt like fate. This moment felt like fate. And she really couldn’t deny it. Didn’t really want to. Didn’t want it to end.

			He stood up from the chair, and he swept their plates to the side, breaking them on the floor. “I owe you a set of dishes,” he said roughly.

			“I don’t care,” she said.

			Oh she really didn’t care. Because she just wanted him, wanted this. And nothing else mattered. Not plates, not anything. And she gave thanks that she had worn a dress, which she so rarely did, because it made everything easily accessible for him. Because then he had his hands at her hips. Had his fingers between her thighs, stroking her, stoking the fires of her desire. This was like madness. This was like every fantasy she’d ever had.

			And she had a terrible feeling that it had been love she’d been feeling from the very beginning. Love and fate—and that was why. That was why it had been him from the time she was twelve years old. And it didn’t matter how much she wanted to deny it. It simply was. It simply, simply was. But he was here. He was here.

			And he had broken dishes and cleared the table and was kissing her on top of it.

			This table that had been an emblem of everything she’d been missing.

			And she’d thought what she’d wanted had been some generic idea of a sitcom family. And she’d tried to shoehorn Jackson into that picture. But that wasn’t what she’d wanted. It hadn’t been quiet dinners that she was missing. It had been him. Just him. It wasn’t an aching for domesticity that she felt that first night they’d sat down to dinner together, it was a life spent with him. It had been things shared with this man that had called to her from the very first time she’d ever seen him.

			It didn’t matter if the idea was crazy. It didn’t matter if she was younger than he was. It didn’t matter if she was just starting out. Because she knew.

			He’d made fun of her the other day, when she’d said she’d understood all these things, but she did. She understood this. Now, suddenly, in his arms—she understood.

			She loved him.

			And that was all there was to it.

			She loved him and she wanted to be with him. And whatever else she needed to experience, it didn’t matter. Because this was the one thing her heart and her body had known from the beginning. A lifetime spent feeling like she might always have to be second best, not quite so spectacular as her sisters, had seen her trying to find another explanation for how she felt. To find a way to protect her heart. But there was no protecting it, not now. She felt exposed. Cut open. She couldn’t hide or protect herself even if she wanted to. So she didn’t try. She surrendered to this madness between them.

			And then he was inside of her, the table hitting up against the wall with each and every thrust. And he was amazing. In every way. And she let herself feel it. All of it. The love she felt for him expanding, growing in her chest, so much so that she thought she might burst. So much so that she nearly wept, and when her orgasm finally broke over her, she did. She shook and cried and held him, as his own release took him over.

			And when it was done, he stood, and she just lay there, wrecked. The dishes on the floor a metaphor for her body.

			“I...”

			“Jackson,” she said, at the same time.

			“Cricket, this has been... It’s been... The bet’s over.”

			She just lay there, frozen, her arms spread wide, like a butterfly that had been pinned in place in a collection, unable to move, her back against the table.

			“Are you leaving?”

			“It’s the end of the bet,” he said again.

			“Day thirty,” she said. “You almost left me that first night too. Why don’t you just...not.”

			His eyes looked tormented then, pained. “I should have left you then. That’s the thing. Better late than never.”

			“No...”

			“But it has to be some time. I’ve got a ranch. I’ve got a life, and so do you.”

			“Well, maybe don’t leave me with my fucking dinner plates on the floor, you asshole,” she said.

			He didn’t flinch. Instead, he righted his clothing and went over to the corner, grabbed the broom and the dustpan. His actions reminded her so much of the first night he’d been here, when he had fixed things and she had swept, that she nearly cried. And she just lay there, naked, while he swept up the glass on the floor, but left all the pieces of her heart.

			“If you ever need anything—if, when the horses come, you need something... You just let me know, Cricket.”

			“No,” she said.

			Because what she wanted from him, he wasn’t going to give.

			The words were lumped in her throat, and she couldn’t bring herself to ask for them. And when he left her house, and she was there, nothing but misery, she had to wonder if she had changed at all.

			Because she hadn’t said what needed to be said. She hadn’t. She’d just left it all there, in her chest, afraid of rejection.

			What was the point? What was the point of any of it if she hadn’t gotten strong enough to say what she needed?

			What was the damn point?

			But she didn’t go after him. And for the next several days, she did nothing at all. Until she started to realize that something wasn’t right. Not just the loneliness or her heart. She was pretty upset by Jackson leaving, and by his not coming back, but not enough to screw with her cycle. And when she showed up at her sister Emerson’s house, practically shivering from the cold and clutching a bag that contained a pregnancy test, she was in a daze.

			“What are you doing here?”

			“I couldn’t go to Wren. Because she is married to Creed.”

			“Yes,” Emerson said, stepping back away from the door. “She is.”

			Cricket stepped inside, and held up the test.

			Emerson touched her stomach. “I’m actually good. But is there something you need to tell me?”

			“Yes,” Cricket said. “I mean, maybe. I need to use your bathroom.”

			“You know you can.”

			“Please don’t tell anybody,” Cricket said.

			“I won’t.”

			She went into the bathroom, and didn’t come out for way longer than the prescribed number of minutes. It didn’t take long for Emerson to knock.

			“I feel like your lack of communication indicates the test results were not what you wanted.” Her sister’s voice was soft through the door.

			“No,” Cricket said. But even as she said that, she didn’t feel like it was true. She wasn’t devastated. She wasn’t even sad. It felt...right somehow. That there was no way she was going to get out of a relationship with Jackson without keeping something of him.

			Without being changed.

			“Honey,” Emerson said. “Open the door.”

			And Cricket did, knowing she must look every inch the bedraggled insect her name suggested she might be.

			“Whatever you need. I’m not here to judge. If you need a ride to anywhere, if you need me to provide you with an alibi while you collect a weapon to go kill someone...”

			“No,” Cricket said.

			“No to...”

			“Any of those things. I’m fine. I mean, I will be. I’ve just got to...tell him.”

			“And by him, do I take it you mean Jackson Cooper?”

			“The very same. And I didn’t want Wren to tell Creed to kill him.”

			“Well, I’m fixing to tell Holden to kill him, so all you’re really doing is sparing Creed’s conscience.”

			“Please don’t kill him. I’ve got to tell him.”

			“Sure.”

			“I’m not upset.”

			“You look upset.”

			“Well we’re not really...together anymore. So that kind of sucks.”

			“Well, you don’t need him. You’ve got us. Whatever you want to do, you’ve got us.”

			“I want to have a baby,” Cricket said. “And I didn’t think I did. But now that it’s happening... I mean, I guess it’s not a bad thing that I’m not horrendously unhappy about it.”

			“Yeah,” Emerson said. “I guess so.”

			“I just need...to see him. Before anything else.”

			Emerson had been protective, but Cricket managed to extricate herself from her sister and get herself on her way to Jackson’s place. She had never been there before, and she was stunned by how impressive the modern ranch house was. All black windows, reddish wood siding and charcoal paint. An extraordinary collection of shapes and angles. So very different from the classic little farmhouse she had.

			They were so different.

			But...

			At their core, they had plenty in common.

			There was a reason they were in this situation, after all. Chemistry, for sure, but more than that.

			She would never forget that day they had spent out on the picnic blanket. He might have been stern and cold the last time they made love. The last time she’d seen him, but that wasn’t the sum total of what they were as a couple.

			A couple.

			But they had never been that, had they? They’d been two people bonded together by a bed, by her pain and...

			And glimmers of his. Which he had shared, but so sparingly. And she knew there was more to him. She did. Knew there was more to who he was and everything that he carried around inside of him, even if she didn’t know quite all what it was.

			But this was the time, she supposed. This was where the rubber met the road and the...well, the positive pregnancy test met with their present reality.

			She took a deep breath and got out of her truck, making her way up the paved walk that led to the large, flat entryway. The door was huge, and it made Cricket feel tiny. She stood there and took a breath, trying not to be reminded of feeling tiny in other circumstances. Standing outside the door to her father’s office. Sitting way down at the end of a long banquet table, feeling lost in the family villa.

			No, this was different. Because she was standing there a changed woman from who she’d been back then. When she’d just been a girl. When she hadn’t known who she was or what she wanted. When he called her little Cricket, it wasn’t a bad thing. And she didn’t mind. When he said it, it somehow made her feel special, protected. And right now, she was protecting a life inside of her. And that made her feel strangely powerful. Renewed and changed.

			She’d never really thought about being a mother. And in fact, in passing, had thought she wouldn’t be. After all, her own experiences with family hadn’t been any good. But she didn’t feel tied to that. Not now. Not anymore. Whatever the Maxfields were, it didn’t make Cricket Maxfield one of them. It didn’t mean she had to repeat their legacy over and over again. Somehow, that little inner boosting helped buoy her on, and she raised her hand and knocked on the solid oak door. She shook her hand out, because it hurt. And she wasn’t even sure it had made a sound in the gigantic space.

			But then, the door opened, and she jumped back. Because there he was, standing in the doorway wearing a tight black T-shirt, jeans and a black cowboy hat. And he looked...well, amazing.

			“Hi,” she said.

			“Cricket,” he responded. “What are you doing here?”

			“Well, that’s not the friendliest greeting.”

			“Sorry. Do you want to come in?”

			“Probably should.”

			He opened the door, and let her into the room made of the same wood as the exterior of the house, glossy black details punctuating the rustic look, making it feel somehow modern. The room was huge, square, with a ceiling so tall it brought her back to that place of smallness.

			Of course, Jackson and all his height contributed to that, as well.

			“We need to talk,” she said. “The way you left me... I wanted you to stay.”

			“Yes, and I explained that I couldn’t.” His jaw was tight, his expression firm.

			“Yeah, and you didn’t give me a good reason. So I’d like to hear it. I really would.”

			Before she told him what she had to say, she wanted to know what he might say to her without that information.

			“It’s complicated.”

			“No. Complicated is having a crush on a man for years, then finding out he might be your half brother, then wanting to sleep with him anyway. Then finding out he’s not your half brother and sleeping with him for the duration of a thirty-day wager. That’s complicated. So, we’ve been through complicated already, so whatever else you have on your mind, whatever else you have to tell me, is not going to touch that. I think we can figure it out. Trust me when I say I’m pretty resilient.”

			“All right, Cricket,” he said. “You really want to have this conversation?”

			“Yes. I do.”

			“I don’t want to get married. I mean, what’s the point? It just two people being tied together for no particular reason that I can see.”

			“So, why does there have to be marriage? Why can’t we just be together?”

			“I would never want to be responsible for not loving someone enough. For doing to them what my father did to my mother. And at the end of the day, whether I admire or look up to him or not, I’m Cash Cooper’s son.”

			“And I’m James Maxfield’s daughter, but I’m not going to sexually harass anyone. I’m not going to treat my kids like an afterthought and my wife...well, husband, like a trophy. It doesn’t matter whose son you are. What matters is what kind of man you are. And that’s your choice.”

			“Okay then, it’s my choice not to put myself in a position where I could hurt someone that way.”

			“So you don’t think you could love me.”

			She stared at him, willing herself not to break his gaze. Not to be a wimp. She would brazen this out. She just would.

			“It’s not you.”

			“Oh, it’s not you, it’s me. Very original. You know, Jackson, I expected better from you. Better from us. For us. We are not like anyone else. So don’t be a cliché now.”

			“I’m not trying to hurt you...”

			“Another good one. Who writes your dialogue? Because it’s not very good.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“And I’m pregnant.”

		
	
		
			Ten

			Jackson felt like a bomb had been dropped in the middle of his living room. It was like watching a horror movie. Looking back on the last few weeks. Sitting there, wanting to tell the idiot not to go into that house, but he’d gone in anyway. And now here he was. Exactly the thing he’d been trying to avoid.

			She was pregnant.

			That was absolutely everything that he hadn’t wanted to happen.

			“When did you find out?”

			“Literally an hour ago? I went to my sister’s house—not the one who is married to your brother—and then I came straight here.”

			“What the hell are we going to do?”

			“Well, the unfortunate thing is I was kinda hoping you would have something better to say than what you just did.”

			“You understand that we can’t get married.”

			“Well, fantastic,” Cricket said. “I figure I’ll just find another man to marry, then.”

			“You damn well will not.”

			“But you don’t want to marry me. Then maybe somebody should. Because maybe I care about that kind of thing.” She took a big, deep breath. “Maybe I care about tradition and I don’t want my child to be a bastard. Did you ever think about that?”

			“Well, do you?”

			“No. What I care about is the fact that you’re being ridiculous. We are good together.”

			“And this is exactly the kind of thing I wanted to avoid. This obligation. This idea that two people have to be together. For the sake of the child. Do you know what it does to a child, Cricket? I was worried about you. About what I might do to you if I couldn’t be what you needed... But a kid. Dammit, that kid is basically me. You know what it’s like to find out you’re the unhappy glue that held your parents together for better or for worse? Mostly worse?”

			“We already talked about this. It’s all about choices and—”

			“But I’ve seen what it does. If I committed to that, if I committed to you... I would never let you leave.”

			“Great. I don’t want to leave,” she said. “I want to be with you. I want to stay with you. Why is that bad? Why would it be so wrong?”

			“I don’t love you,” he said, the words scraping his throat raw, and he knew they felt wrong. He knew they were wrong. But he couldn’t find any other words. Couldn’t figure out what else to say, what else might come from that hammering feeling in his chest.

			“What if I said I loved you?”

			“That’s what we can’t do, Cricket. We cannot have that. We would make each other miserable. I would make you miserable.”

			“I want to be with you. I’m choosing that. What about my choice? Maybe I want to be with you even if I would be sorry that you didn’t love me. Maybe I’d rather be with you than not.”

			“Cricket...”

			“No. Be honest. Be honest about what you want and what you don’t want, Jackson. But don’t blame it on me, and don’t blame it on your need to protect me. Because that’s not what’s happening here. You’re not protecting me. You’re...protecting yourself. I’m standing here, and I’m not scared. I’m not scared to love you. I’m not scared to have this baby. And you know what? I’m not scared to do it alone, either. I would rather not. I mean, flat out, I’d rather not. But that’s just because I’d rather share my life with you. Because I have never felt so happy as I did living in that farmhouse with you. And so I would weather anything to figure out how we could work. You’re the one who doesn’t want to. And I can’t quite figure out why.

			“You think because I’m young, because I was inexperienced, that I can’t understand what I want. But I do, Jackson. I do. I have always known what I wanted. A place in this world where I fit, and to be with you. It seems to me that what you’re after is a life where you won’t regret anything. And I don’t think anyone can guarantee you that, Jackson, I really don’t. We could be together, for better or worse, like you said. And maybe sometimes it would be worse. But I think it would still be a better kind of worse than being apart.”

			“Because you don’t know what that looks like. Not really. I do. I watched my mom... I watched her wish for another life. And I was the cause of her not having it.”

			“So, we can get married. And if you were miserable, we could get divorced.”

			“Cricket...”

			“No, really, what’s your problem? You’re afraid of what? You’re afraid of failing? Because we’re not trapped. We wouldn’t be. It would be up to us. But you’re afraid of something. Otherwise...this would be a different conversation. You’re acting like I didn’t grow up around a dysfunctional marriage. So why don’t you stop hiding behind the one you grew up around. I thought cowboys were supposed to be brave.”

			Her words were like a dagger through his heart. He did feel like a coward. He felt like the worst kind of coward, standing there and offering her absolutely nothing. Standing there and failing her, except...

			He knew what he knew.

			He knew what it was to be a child who had been part of a marriage of obligation. More than that, he knew what it was to be the child who’d caused it. And maybe Creed had been willing to do that to be with his kid, but his brother had been through something entirely different. His brother had been barred from seeing his child.

			His child.

			So Jackson was going to live in a different house than his kid?

			This was why they’d done it. He could understand it. That was the thing. Standing there staring at her, and the enticement of the future they could have...

			But Cricket hadn’t said she loved him.

			She was standing there, asking for something that would make their lives easier on a surface level. The thing that so many people did. To try and make a family for a child.

			But he knew that beneath the surface of the happiest-looking nuclear family there could be rot and decay. A kind of desperate sadness that nobody saw but the people on the inside of the arrangement.

			And whatever he was, he didn’t want to be her obligation. Whatever he was, he didn’t want to be her regret.

			You’re protecting yourself...

			How? He didn’t feel protected. Not now. What he felt was angry. Infuriated and just damn helpless.

			He hadn’t done any different than his parents. And that was a galling thing. But he would do different now. He would. He would do better, for them both.

			“Do you even want to be this baby’s father?”

			“I’ll be a father. If I made a kid, I’m going to take care of the kid.”

			“It’s a shame you can’t feel a little bit of that for me.”

			“Whether you see it or not, Cricket, this is me caring.”

			“No, I don’t see it,” she said, her tone as icy as her expression.

			“We’ll find a way through this.”

			“To what? Coparenting? Sharing custody? Will we trade our kid back and forth in the parking lot of the grocery store?”

			He didn’t like anything about the future she painted with those words. He didn’t like any of this. What he wanted to do was grab her and pull her up against him, pick her up in his arms and carry her upstairs and make her his.

			He wanted to keep her.

			And she would stay.

			For the child.

			And he would still be that obligation he’d always been.

			He gritted his teeth, shoved that aside. “Whatever you need.”

			“Except a husband.”

			“It’s better.”

			“Well, if you say so. But if I were you, I don’t know that I’d lay a bet on it. Since you’d only lose. Because you know what, I got the better hand.” She stopped and looked at him, her expression almost pitying. “The thing is, Jackson. You keep thinking that you know exactly how this is going to play out. You keep thinking that you know better than me. Even from the beginning. When I won, you felt like you had another plan, and so you didn’t really lose. But you did, though, didn’t you? I got my way. So if I were you, I would maybe try to figure out what all I know that you don’t.”

			And then Cricket left.

			Turned and left him there, driving off in her great truck down the hill, taking some piece of him with her. But she didn’t understand. She didn’t understand that this was how it had to be. Because in her mind she could will all these things into fitting together, and he knew better. He’d spent his life as an obligation.

			But now he was standing there, feeling like he’d cut his own heart out of his chest, and he knew he was a liar.

			He couldn’t love her...

			He already did.

			And he was every bit the coward she had accused him of being.

			

			Cricket didn’t go back to the ranch. She couldn’t. Instead, she went to Emerson’s. And it didn’t take long for Wren to show up. At this point, there was no protecting Jackson from the wrath of her brothers-in-law. And Cricket didn’t intend to try. She was too angry at him. He was being...ridiculous.

			He didn’t have a damn good reason for any of this.

			Cricket had never sulked so hard in her life. But she was doing her best to work a groove into her sister’s overstuffed, white fluffy beanbag chair with the weight of her indignant sighs.

			“So, when do we get the whole story?” Emerson asked.

			It all came pouring out of Cricket, from her lifelong crush to their love affair, to the half brother thing, and all the way to what had just happened at his place.

			“Well,” Wren said. “Creed is going to kill him.”

			“I know,” Cricket said. “It’s why I went to Emerson first. Because I didn’t really want him to die. I’m feeling more flexible on that subject right at the moment.”

			“So he said he can’t love you?”

			“Yes. He did. And you know what, if I believed it... then maybe I would think he was doing the right thing. But I don’t believe it. I do think he can love me. I really do. I think he might love me already. And I think he’s being afraid.”

			“Well,” Wren said, “love makes fools out of men. Trust me.”

			“Even Creed?”

			“Oh, Creed was the worst,” Wren said.

			“No,” Emerson said, “I think Holden was the worst. I told him that I loved him and he lost his mind.”

			“Yeah, Creed was not exactly receptive to me loving him either.”

			“Oh,” Cricket said, frowning.

			“What?” Wren asked.

			“I didn’t exactly tell him that I loved him.”

			“Really?” Emerson asked. “But you do, right? I mean, you have for years.”

			“I... Yes. But I...wanted to see what he would say, and I didn’t want to...”

			“Cricket,” Wren said gently. “I’d like to kill him. With my bare hands. If he didn’t think that he could give you something real he never should’ve touched you.”

			“No. I told him it was okay. He was honest with me. He was upfront. He was. He never lied to me. It’s just... I thought I could be with him and then move on. I thought I could be with him and then make it part of a phase that I moved past. But I couldn’t. I was lying to myself. He was never a phase. He was always fate.”

			“Then you need to tell him.”

			“He humiliated me.”

			“Yeah. And...sometimes we have to be fools for love.”

			“I don’t like that at all.”

			“I don’t either,” Wren said. “But I love my husband. And I would debase myself for him a thousand times to keep him. But he doesn’t make me. Maybe the real problem is that Jackson needs to know how you feel. The Coopers are... They’re hard men. And I don’t know all of Jackson’s issues. But I do know what it looks like when a Cooper runs scared.”

			“So what? I don’t wait for him to come to me? I don’t...wait for him to say it first?”

			“You can. But I think you have a good head on your shoulders, Cricket. And you always have,” Emerson said. “You know who you are. And it would be great if relationships could be fifty-fifty, but they can’t be. Everybody has to give everything they’ve got all the time, and sometimes you’re going to have to be the one carrying your partner. No, it should never look like Mom and Dad’s marriage. Where one of them dies emotionally, without any kind of love or support. But sometimes you have to be the first one who’s willing to break. The first one who’s willing to be vulnerable. And it might be tough, but it’s best. Because otherwise you end up in a stalemate forever, and nobody wins.”

			“Maybe it’s just a bad hand. All around.”

			“No. Don’t say that. Look, he’s a good man, and you’re a good woman. And I don’t believe for a minute that the two of you can’t find a way to make something together.”

			“But...”

			“It sucks,” Emerson said, “but anything that matters is tough sometimes. The only person who ever has it easy in a relationship is someone like Dad. Someone who doesn’t care enough to be hurt. Who doesn’t care enough about someone else’s feelings.”

			Those words resonated inside of Cricket and sank down deep. She had always wanted to be protected, but being part of her family, in the way that she had wanted to be...it had been a bigger risk than she was willing to take. It hadn’t mattered enough. It hadn’t mattered enough because she hadn’t aspired to the kind of life her mother and father had anyway. So contorting herself to become part of it had seemed the opposite of a good idea. But Jackson... He was different. The life they could have—she could see it. She ached for it. A life together, one with their child. And that hadn’t been her fantasy. She had thought about Jackson, about having him. Not about domestic bliss or anything of that kind. But she wanted it. It was a future that burned bright and hot in her mind. A future that mattered.

			Because she loved him.

			And where in the world did pride fit in with love? She couldn’t protect herself.

			That was what he was doing. Whether he would admit it or not, that was what he was doing. And she wasn’t going to do that. She wasn’t going to sacrifice love on the altar of her own pride. Because this was deeper than that. It was in her bones, in her blood. Like the land. Like ranching.

			Some things simply were.

			And for her, loving Jackson was one of those things. And she was going to fight for it. Fight for him.

			Because her life mattered too much to let someone like James Maxfield twist her sense of who she was enough to prevent her from being happy even when he wasn’t around. And it was the same for Jackson, whether he knew it or not. His parents’ mistakes didn’t get to decide what he was.

			She burrowed out from the large poof she’d been sitting on. “All right,” she said. “I’m going to tell him that I love him.”

			“A good idea. Maybe not at nine o’clock at night, though,” Emerson said.

			“Why not?”

			“Formulate a plan. You got this. But it wouldn’t hurt to take some time with it.”

			Cricket nodded. “Okay. Time.”

			And that was when she did start to form a plan.

			“I’m going to need to borrow your dress again,” she said to Emerson.

			“Whatever you need.”

		
	
		
			Eleven

			Jackson was no stranger to grief. But what surprised him this time was that the situation with Cricket felt more like death than he’d anticipated anything like this could feel. He had reached the end of his rope and he knew he had two options. Reach for the bottle of whiskey, or reach for his car keys. He opted for the car keys, and found himself driving down from the ranch and heading to where his father was, at the tasting room, and that was how Jackson ended up pounding on the door. He knew he’d woken up the old man, but he didn’t really care.

			“Jackson? Is everything all right?” Cash asked, tying his robe hastily as he pulled open the door.

			“Cricket is pregnant,” Jackson said.

			“Well hell,” Cash said. “You really did need to know who her father was.”

			“I told you I did.”

			“You didn’t waste any time.”

			“It was inevitable. But it doesn’t matter. I need to know something else from you, and I need to know it now. Why did you marry Mom if you couldn’t love her? Why did you do it for me? Because you know what, it doesn’t feel very good to be the reason your parents are miserable. To be the reason that they’re together. To know that you’re why they are not happy.”

			“You were never why we weren’t happy,” Cash said. Then he sighed wearily. “Come in.”

			Jackson stepped inside, enveloped by the sense of strangeness he always felt when he entered his childhood home. He had sat at the dining table countless times with his mother. He had opened Christmas presents in the corner, right there by the fireplace where the tree always was. He had read to his mother while she lay on the couch, while she wasn’t well. While he was losing her, watching as she slipped away.

			He couldn’t be in here and not...feel.

			“You need to understand that we weren’t unhappy,” Cash said. “Not always. Just like we weren’t happy always. And look, the pain that your mother felt, that was my fault. We had a bad fight. Must’ve been...fifteen, sixteen years in, and she told me how much she hated the winery, and at that point, it had made us so much money, it felt like the best thing I’d ever done. But she said it just reminded her that my whole life was built on the foundation of trying to win back another woman.”

			Cash shook his head. “And I... I let that sit inside me. I let that fester. And I figured... It would’ve been a lot easier to be married to Lucinda Maxfield. But I know better than that. I mean, I know better than to believe that being with Lucinda would’ve fixed all my problems. Because you can’t compare a childish infatuation to a marriage that spans decades. You just can’t do it. Every what-if supposition your mother and I ever had about if we hadn’t been together... We were never with anyone else for all those years. I didn’t have children with anyone else. The stresses and pressures that time in a family put on you can’t be compared to anything else. We grew up with each other, for better or worse. We changed together, in sickness and health. We were part of each other.”

			“You were together because you felt obligated,” Jackson said.

			“Is that a bad thing?”

			“Yes. You should be with someone because...hell, because you love them.”

			“Where the hell did you get the idea that love didn’t come with obligation? Loving a child is full of obligation. A marriage is filled with obligation. Obligation is not a bad word. It’s bad people that turn away from it, don’t you think?”

			“I can’t say that I ever thought of it that way.”

			“We weren’t perfect. We weren’t blissfully, perfectly happy. And I carry so much guilt for all my feelings. For the kind of husband I wasn’t. It’s not that I couldn’t have loved her, it’s that I chose—we chose—to let certain things affect what we believed. To let certain feelings grow rotten and determine how much and how little we could feel and forgive.”

			“When she told me that you only got married because she was pregnant with me—”

			“Maybe,” his dad said. “Maybe that’s true. But she doesn’t know that. Not even I know that. We could say that, shout it at each other at the worst of times, and we certainly did. But that doesn’t make it true. That doesn’t make it a sure thing that we can know. We loved each other then.”

			“Well, you were only with mom because Lucinda Maxfield married James.”

			“This is the problem,” Cash said. “I don’t know the way things would’ve gone, or could’ve gone if we’d done things differently. If we’d been less stubborn. Less self-righteous. But we weren’t. And that’s my burden. It’s not yours or anyone else’s, and she shouldn’t have put it on you. But there’s a lot of things I shouldn’t have put on her... You shouldn’t have been the person she had to talk to. But the problem is—this is all ‘should have,’ ‘could have.’ And you drive yourself crazy with it, Jackson. Believe me. I’ve done it. For years and years, I’ve done it. And most of all since she passed.”

			“Why since then?”

			“I told you. Guilt. And regret. Because at the end of the day, I loved your mother very much. And what I didn’t do was show it. Because I kept expecting it to feel the same as something I felt when I was young, something I felt that was impossible and painful, and wonderful in its way...” He shook his head. “And then, I wonder what could have been between us now and that makes the regret even worse. Because I can hear her in my head, saying I was just waiting for her to die so I could be with the person I really wanted. But that’s not the truth of it. It just isn’t.”

			Jackson let out a long, slow breath and rocked back on his heels. He didn’t know what the hell to do with any of this. Cricket looked at him and talked about fate. She had talked about him and her as if they were something preordained. And his dad was making this all sound a lot like choice. And a whole collection of hard ones at that.

			But something else Cricket said burned bright inside of him.

			They weren’t their parents.

			And they weren’t. It was true.

			Because Jackson didn’t feel conflicted or confused about whether or not he should be with Cricket because he had feelings for someone else. He’d never had feelings for anyone like he did for Cricket. And he wasn’t young and naive. But what he was, was damn tired of feeling like a sacrifice. And if he was truly honest with himself, he was angry at his mother. Because she’d made him feel that way. Whether she’d meant to or not. And hearing his dad say he wished she hadn’t dumped that on Jackson gave voice to all these things he’d tried not to think about.

			“You know, son,” Cash said. “She was sick, not a saint. A wonderful woman to be sure, but flawed like any of us. I know she didn’t mean to hurt you. But the fact of the matter is...she did. Doesn’t mean she didn’t love you.”

			“I know,” Jackson said.

			“For what it’s worth, she would’ve walked into fire for you. Marrying me was only a hardship for part of the time.”

			“Do you regret the way things happened?”

			“I regret the way I handled them. I regret that I didn’t find a way to be a better husband. I’ve never regretted you. I’ve never regretted the life your mother and I built together. But I didn’t let go of the past the way I should have, because your vows say you forsake all others. And I never cheated, but I kept that desire and those memories in a special place inside myself. You make choices every day, Jackson. And I don’t know that you’ll ever be able to live a life with no regrets, but you should make sure you live a life that’s honest. Those games we all played, they were games. And games don’t amount to much. Nothing more than needless heartache, anyway.”

			“I don’t want to feel like she has to marry me.”

			“She seems like a modern enough girl.”

			“I told her I wouldn’t marry her.”

			“Well hell, boy,” Cash said. “I didn’t raise you to wimp out on your responsibilities.”

			“I’m not. I’m trying to make sure she doesn’t see me as another responsibility.”

			“Well, ask her if she does. Don’t just try to protect yourself. Ask her how she feels.”

			“How will she know?”

			“How will she know?” Cash repeated. “You want too much. You’re going to have to trust her. You’re going to have to believe her. Trust would’ve gone a long way in fixing my marriage. Trust, faith and honesty. If I could do more of any three things, it would be those. And we would’ve had a different life.”

			Jackson loved Cricket. He did. He was sure of that, standing there in this house filled with all these memories. All those weighted, hurtful memories that had seen him silently carrying around a whole lot of baggage he hadn’t realized was there.

			And she had been right. He was protecting himself. Because the burden of feeling like an obligation to his mother, a debt that he’d never been able to repay, haunted him. And the last thing he wanted was to be that burden for Cricket.

			But he would have to ask. And he would have to trust.

			And he would have to hope that...well, that Cricket really did know everything. And that she had faith in all those things she’d shouted at him before she left.

			She was right. He’d lost the bet.

			But it was one he was glad to lose.

			

			The next morning, when Cricket opened her door wearing that red dress from the poker tournament, that oversized leather jacket, cowboy hat, but no cigar, Jackson was standing there. He looked haunted, like a man possessed. Like a man who hadn’t slept all night.

			“What are you doing here?”

			“What are you doing?”

			“Well, obviously I was on my way to stage a very serious scheme.”

			“Very obviously. Do you have a pistol on you?”

			“No pistol.” Her heart hammered, hard, as she looked up at him. As she tried not to hope what his presence meant.

			“I fold,” he said.

			“You...what?”

			“I fold, Cricket. I’m done. I surrender to this, to you. And you’re right. I was afraid. I was a coward. A damn coward. Because I didn’t want to face the fact that I wasn’t really afraid of being my father, I was afraid of being my mother. Sitting all bitter and hollow at my kitchen table and telling my teenage child I was only in a marriage for their sake. That there was no love. No, the real thing I was afraid of was being the one who felt unloved. Because I have to tell you, when my mom said all that to me, that’s how I felt. Like a burden and an obligation that she should never have had to take on. And I couldn’t stand being that for the rest of my life. Not with you. But I love you, Cricket. And I’m willing to be that. I’m willing to do anything if it means being with you, having you. I’m willing to be an obligation, and to earn your love later. I know you want to be free. I know you want to start a life, and I know that having a child right now, and settling down with me, doesn’t have much of anything to do with that. But I think...this is fate. And far be it from me to go against her.”

			“Jackson,” she whispered, her heart expanding in her chest. “You’re not a burden to me. I went to my sister’s house last night and I complained to her about how you rejected me. And then they asked me if I told you that I loved you, and I realized that I hadn’t. That was me protecting myself. I wanted to know what you felt, what you thought, before I put myself out there. It was easy to talk about marriage, and so much harder to talk about my heart. Because I’ve never done it. I’ve never seriously talked to anyone about how I felt. Except for you. And I’ve done more of that over the past month than ever in my life. Told you more about who I am, what hurt me, and what made me who I am. The bottom line is, above all else, and with everything else shoved aside, I love you. I have loved you for years. And I would want to be with you, pregnant or not. It was just the thing that got me up the mountain. It was just the thing that forced me to be as brave as I was, and even then, I wasn’t all that brave. So I didn’t really have a right to yell at you.”

			“You had plenty of right.”

			“Jackson,” she whispered. “I really, really love you. And I have never wanted much of anything in my whole life enough to fight for it. Except for you. Only you. I can’t imagine another person, another feeling, another anything that would ever be worth all this hassle. You’re not an obligation. You’re my inevitability.”

			“Cricket Maxfield,” he said, wrapping his arms around her waist and looking at her, square in the eye. “You’re the surprise I didn’t see coming. Little Cricket, you’re the thing I’ve been missing. I didn’t know the right place to look to fill the hole in my heart. But you’ve known all along. You are wiser than me. Smarter than me. Braver than me. And I am going to love you today, and every day after. I don’t care if some days are hard. I don’t care if there are sleepless nights, or if I have to move out of my house and into your farmhouse. Because nothing matters but you. And that’s... My dad said to me, that obligation and love often go together, and I expect that he’s right. Love is what makes you want to fulfill that obligation. But this is different. Everything else feels like an obligation. You feel like breathing. And that’s as deep as I can explain it.”

			“Is it in your blood?” she asked, her voice a whisper.

			“Yes,” he responded. “It’s in my blood. My bones. My heart.”

			“Mine too.”

			And then he kissed her, and she couldn’t think anymore. Couldn’t breathe. She could only feel. And somehow, she knew she felt the same thing he did. Somehow, she knew that in this moment they were one. And it wasn’t a pregnancy or marriage vows that would make it so. They could never have parted even if they’d wanted to. Because it was too late. The chips had already gone down. The game was over.

			And in the end, they had both won.

			Cricket Maxfield had won any number of specious prizes in her life. And she had often felt uncertain about her place in the world. But the biggest and best prize she’d ever won was loving Jackson Cooper and having him love her back. And if all the years of feeling misfit and frizzy and gap-toothed and like she didn’t belong was what it had taken for her to get here, then she counted them all worth it.

			She wouldn’t change a single thing, not about herself, not about anything. Because it had brought her here. To this man, to his arms.

			And that was truly the greatest prize of all.
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			No Holding Back

			by Lori Foster

			

			SHIVERS WRACKED HER body as she watched him drink. Curled in the corner, waiting, dreading the inevitable—even breathing was difficult with so much fear crowding in around her. She wanted to cry but knew it wouldn’t help. She wanted to let in the hysteria, but she hadn’t quite accepted her fate...not yet.

			She couldn’t.

			Outside the room, two other men stood guard. They’d told her she’d be forced to do this up to ten times a night, and she wasn’t sure she’d even survive this first time.

			She wanted to go home.

			She wanted to curl up and die.

			Mostly she wanted to fight—but how?

			Amused by her fear, the man watched her while tossing back another shot. He enjoyed her terror—and that amplified everything she felt.

			What to do, what to do, what to do?

			Her gaze frantically searched the second-story room. One small window, opened to let in a breeze, led to a sheer drop onto a gravel lot. Would she survive going out that window? At the moment, did it really matter?

			The man stood near the door. He’d slid a metal bar into place, locking her in, ensuring she couldn’t get past him. But also ensuring no one else could get in. Not until he’d finished.

			He’d paid for two hours but now didn’t seem in any rush to get started.

			To the right of the door, a tiny table held a bottle of whiskey and a single glass. To the left, an empty wooden coat tree stood as a place for him to hang his clothes.

			A bare mattress on a small bed occupied a wall.

			Nothing else.

			Only her fear, the reality, the terror, her hatred, the cruelty...her will to survive.

			When his loose lips stretched into a smug grin, she braced herself—and noticed that he stumbled a little as he stepped toward her.

			Her heart punched painfully. Slowly, she slid up the wall to her feet. An invisible fist squeezed her throat, but she sidled sideways, toward that barred door.

			Toward the little table.

			From the hallway, loud music played. Whatever happened in this room, they didn’t want to be bothered with it.

			She kept her gaze locked on his, her hands clammy with sweat, so afraid that her limbs felt sluggish.

			“Thinking to run?” he asked, his grin widening with anticipation.

			“I... I was hoping I could have a drink, too?”

			“You want to numb yourself? No, I don’t think so.”

			He wanted her afraid. He wanted her to feel every awful second of this degradation. With a lot of effort, she tamped down the need to vomit and managed to ask, “Then...should I pour you another?”

			Snorting, he propped a shoulder to the wall. “Want to get me drunk, huh? Sure, go ahead and try it, but you’ll see, I know how to hold my liquor.” Tipping his head, he narrowed his eyes and the grin turned into a sneer. “Alcohol makes me mean.”

			Refusing to dwell on that possibility, she forced a nod, reaching for the bottle anyway, letting him see how badly she trembled. She filled the small glass, then lifted it...while keeping the bottle in her other hand.

			The obnoxious brute paid no attention; he focused on watching her quake as she came to him, the glass held out as a feeble offering.

			Instead of taking it, he caught her wrist in a painful grip, jerking her toward him, laughing as she cried out.

			She swung the bottle with all her might.

			

			STERLING JERKED AWAKE with a start, her heart racing and her throat aching with the need to scream.

			She didn’t. She never did—no matter what. Silence kept her safer than a scream ever could.

			In just seconds, she absorbed the low light of the bar, the ancient rock and roll playing on the jukebox, the clamor of a few dozen voices talking low to one another.

			God. She swallowed heavily, looking around at the familiar sights. Her gaze landed on the bartender.

			He watched her. Always.

			Nothing got by that man.

			He could pretend to be an average guy, he could wear the trappings of a simple bar owner, but she knew better. He hid something, maybe something as monumental as her own secrets, but she wouldn’t ask. The Tipsy Wolverine bar was her haven from the road. She could sleep in her truck, and sometimes did, but she didn’t truly rest.

			Here, in the little Podunk bar in the small mountain town of Ridge Trail, Colorado, she knew no one would bother her.

			Because of him.

			Again her eyes sought him out. She guessed him at six feet five. Really big, but solid head to toes. Posture erect. Awareness keen. He wore his glossy dark hair neatly trimmed, precisely styled...but it was those piercing blue eyes that really caught and held her attention.

			His gaze had veered away from her, but that didn’t make him unaware. Sterling pegged him as ex-military, or maybe something deadlier. He was too damn physically fit to be anyone ordinary.

			Her nostrils flared a little as she looked him over. In the seedy area of town where locals slumped in their seats and laughed too loudly, he was always...mannered. Contained. Professional but not in the way of a suited businessman.

			More like a guy who knew he could handle himself in any situation. A guy who easily kicked ass, took names and did so without a scratch. Those thick shoulders... Studying his body left a funny warmth in Sterling’s stomach, sending her interested gaze to his pronounced biceps, watching the fluid bunch and flex of them with the smallest movement. His pullover shirt fit his wide chest perfectly, showing sculpted pecs and, letting her attention drift downward, a flat, firm middle.

			Lord, the man was put together fine. Add in a lean jaw, a strong but straight nose, and those cool blue eyes fringed by dark lashes, and she assumed he broke hearts on a daily basis.

			Not her heart. She wasn’t susceptible to that kind of stuff. She could take in the exceptional view and stay detached. She could.

			Only...this time she had to really concentrate to make it true.

			His gaze locked to hers, catching her perusal, and his firm lips quirked in a small “you’re not immune” smile.

			It made her mouth go dry.

			He couldn’t know that, could he? Yet he looked as if he’d just read her every admiring thought.

			Feeling oddly exposed, she held up her glass, realized it was still full and hastily mouthed, “Coffee?”

			With a nod, he moved away to a service counter behind the bar. Less than half a minute later, he strode over in his casual yet confident way with a steaming cup.

			He knew how she took it, with one sugar and a splash of creamer. He knew because he missed nothing. Ever.

			Setting it before her, he asked, “Done with this?” indicating the shot she’d ordered—and hadn’t touched.

			Usually, to justify her lengthy naps, she bought a couple of drinks. This time, exhausted to the bone, she hadn’t lasted long enough.

			“Thanks.” Sterling sipped her coffee.

			That he didn’t move away set her heart tripping. Defiant, she glanced up and caught a slight frown carved from what appeared to be concern. She was good at reading people—except for him. Most of the time she didn’t know what he was thinking, and she didn’t like that.

			Suspicion prickled. “What?”

			Heavy lashes lowering, he thought a moment before meeting her gaze again. “I’m worried that anything I say might put you off.”

			Sterling stiffened with accusation. “What do you have to say?”

			“Such a lethal tone,” he teased—as if they knew each other well. “You don’t have to order drinks just to be in here. You want a place to kick up your feet—”

			Abruptly, she dropped her feet from the seat of the chair across from her. She unconsciously braced herself—to act, to react, to protect herself if necessary.

			“Or to rest without being disturbed,” he continued, ignoring her tension. “You’re always welcome.” As if he knew her innate worry, as if he could see her automatic response to his nearness, he took a step back. “No questions asked, and no drink order necessary.”

			Before she could come up with a reply, he walked away.

			For twenty minutes, Sterling remained, but he didn’t look at her again.

			Not until she walked out. He watched her then. Hell yeah, he did. She felt his gaze burning over her like a physical touch. Like interest. It left her with heightened awareness.

			Of him.

			Damn, damn, damn.

			

			CADE WANTED TO kick his own ass.

			She’d been coming into the bar for months now. She hadn’t yet given her name, but he knew it all the same. He made a point of knowing everyone in the bar, whether they were important to his operation or not.

			Sterling Parson. Star for short.

			Privately, he called her Trouble.

			At a few inches shy of six feet, her body toned, she walked with a self-possessed air that he recognized as more attitude than ability. She wore that swagger like a warning that all but shouted Back off.

			Her long wavy brown hair was usually in a ponytail, occasionally in a braid and sometimes stuffed under a trucker’s cap.

			Despite the loose shirts she wore with straight-legged jeans and mean lace-up black boots in an effort to disguise her body, she’d be hard to miss. For sure no one in his bar had missed her.

			The woman was unique in so many ways. Bold but somehow vulnerable. Composed, yet temperate. Beautiful...but only to a discerning eye, because she did all she could to blend in.

			The big rig she drove had SP Trucking emblazoned on the side, yet she was far from the usual trucker they got as customers.

			The day she’d first walked in, heads had swiveled, eyes had widened and interest had perked—but after Cade swept his gaze around the room, everyone had gotten the message.

			The lady was off-limits.

			Cade hadn’t bothered to explain to anyone. He never did...except occasionally to family. Then only when pressed.

			From the moment he’d first spotted Sterling, he’d sensed the emotional wounds she hid, knew she had secrets galore and understood she needed a place to rest.

			She needed him.

			Star didn’t know that yet, but no problem. In his bar, in this shit neighborhood, he’d look out for her anyway—same as he did for anyone in need.

			Moving to the window, he watched her leave. Her long stride carried her across the well-lit gravel lot, not in haste but with an excess of energy. He couldn’t imagine her meandering. The woman knew one speed: full steam ahead.

			After unlocking the door, she climbed into her rig with practiced ease. Head tipped back, she rested a moment before squaring her shoulders and firing the engine. She idled for a bit, maybe checking her gauges, then eased off the clutch and smoothly rolled out to the road. Cade watched until he couldn’t see her taillights anymore.

			Where she’d go, he didn’t yet know—but he wanted to. He wanted to introduce himself, ask questions, maybe offer assistance.

			Her preferences on that were obvious.

			Except that tonight she’d watched him a little more.

			Actually, she often noticed him, in a cautious, distrustful way. And she always came back.

			Sometimes she’d sleep for an hour, sometimes longer. Tonight, she’d dozed for two hours before jerking awake in alarm.

			A bad dream?

			Or a bad memory?

			If she kept to her usual pattern, she’d be back tomorrow night on her return trip. Maybe, just maybe, he’d find a chink in her armor. He glanced at the little table she always chose.

			Tomorrow, he’d offer her something different.

			

			AFTER TOO MUCH driving, sitting through endless traffic in Colorado’s summer heat and going without enough rest, Sterling returned to the bar. Aching from her eyebrows to her toes, it was a relief to pull in to the lot a littler earlier than usual.

			She’d thought about finding another place to rest. Bars and truck stops riddled this side of the Rockies. Before discovering the Tipsy Wolverine, she’d often crashed in a different location each time, but here... For some reason she was mostly comfortable here. Mostly.

			It was the bartender, she knew. He didn’t say much, didn’t thump his chest like an ape—because he didn’t have to. His commanding presence let everyone know that he was the one in charge.

			She knew it. In that bar, no one could hurt her because he wouldn’t let them.

			Sterling shook her head. It was a crazy conclusion, but she trusted her instincts. So far, they’d served her well.

			Grabbing her discarded jacket, she climbed out of the truck. Higher in the mountains, the chill could seep into her bones, but here in the valley, it had to be in the midnineties. The temperature in Colorado was all about elevation. The higher you went, the colder it got. She’d learned that her button-up shirt would be fine in the valley, but if the road climbed—and it sometimes did—she needed warmer clothes. The air-conditioning in the bar often chilled her, too, especially when she napped.

			Her long sloppy ponytail bounced and her heavy boots crunched on gravel when she strode across the lot. Some strange sensation sizzled inside her.

			She refused to acknowledge it as anticipation.

			The minute she walked through the door, she knew something was different. Two men, regulars that she recognized, sat at her customary table. That hadn’t happened since her third visit months ago. The table was usually saved for her. Without pausing, she continued into the dim room, giving a casual glance around.

			No, it wasn’t extra crowded.

			Yes, there were other tables available.

			So why, then...

			The bartender stepped in front of her, his nearly six and a half feet of muscle drawing her to a sudden stop. “Could I have a word?”

			Almost plowing into him sent her heart shooting into her throat. She was tall enough that few men made her feel small, but this one towered over her.

			Damn it, she hadn’t even noticed him approach before he was just...there, standing too close, crowding her with his size and strength. In a nanosecond, her body jolted into defense mode.

			She hid her unease even as she considered her options of fight or flight.

			And damn him, he knew it. She saw it in the way his gaze sharpened, how his mouth softened.

			In sympathy?

			Screw that. Sterling took a step back, ready to retreat. Not like fighting was an actual option.

			Raising his hands, his expression impassive, he said, “At the bar would be fine, if you have just a minute. I’m still on the clock.”

			Her gaze skipped to her table, and seconds ago she’d anticipated resting her bones in that well-worn seat. Now some of her exhaustion had lifted.

			“I can move them if you want me to,” he offered quietly. “After I’ve explained.”

			She had no interest in conversing with him, being drawn to him in any way. Familiarity worried her, yet curiosity won out. To cover her caution, she offered a casual shrug and indicated he should lead the way.

			No way did she want him at her back.

			He gifted her with that brief smile again.

			Such a nice mouth, she couldn’t help noticing. Not that she cared. Nice or not, she refused involvement.

			He turned and headed for the bar.

			Drawing in a bracing breath, she followed. Nice back, too. And forearms. And his backside in those jeans...

			Sterling frowned at herself and vowed none of it mattered.

			No one else sat at the far end of the scarred, polished wood counter, and once she’d taken the last stool, he circled around.

			“Coffee? Cola?”

			“Coke is fine.”

			“I can throw you together a sandwich if you want.”

			In most cases, she refused food when offered to her, but here, from him, it seemed okay—especially with her stomach grumbling. “Sure, thanks.”

			He went through a half door that led to the kitchen behind the bar and returned a minute later with a ham and cheese sandwich and chips. After setting the food before her, he filled a glass with ice and poured her a Coke.

			Sterling realized he must have coordinated this little meet and greet, because one of his workers took over filling orders without being asked.

			Obviously he was up to something—but what?

			Watching her a little too closely, he leaned a hip against the bar. “You don’t miss much, do you?”

			Her gaze shot to his. She had a mouthful and had to chew and swallow before she could answer. “Should I?”

			“No, but few people are as aware as you are.” He opened his own cola, drinking straight from the bottle. “My name is Cade McKenzie, by the way.”

			“I didn’t ask.”

			“I know. But I thought if you knew more about me, you’d—”

			“What?” Panic, maybe anger, sharpened her tone. “Loosen up? Like you more? Get friendly?”

			“Stop distrusting me.”

			Had her wariness been so noticeable? Apparently. “I’m eating your sandwich. What is that if not trust?”

			Her reasoning made him grin, showing straight white teeth, and good God, when he did that, he was too damn gorgeous. The amusement softened his granite edge, made him feel approachable.

			And damn it, it sparked something deep inside her.

			She concentrated on her sandwich.

			“My brother owns a gym in town,” he continued. “You’ve probably noticed him in here a few times.”

			Of course she had. The family resemblance was unmistakable. “He’s younger, different-colored eyes.”

			Nodding at this additional sign of her awareness, he explained, “Different mothers, but we were raised together. I have a sister, too. She’s the baby at twenty-six.”

			“Does she look like you, as well?” She hadn’t seen any women at the bar that she’d have pegged as a relation.

			“Similar features, only more feminine. Same-colored eyes as my brother, but her hair is lighter than ours.”

			It struck Sterling that she was chatting. Casually, easily. When had she last done that? The shock of it put her on edge. “I didn’t ask for a family rundown.”

			“I know. Other than your usual table and an occasional drink, all you ask for is to be left alone.”

			“Yet here we are.” Not that she could entirely blame him for that. She’d chosen to accept the food, the conversation. Nothing would come of it, though. Not more familiarity. Not friendship.

			Definitely nothing beyond that.

			He leveled that electric-blue stare on her. “I wanted to show you that I have roots here, that I’m not a threat in any way.”

			Refusing to lower her guard, she asked, “But why?” She didn’t trust goodwill. A motive generally followed close behind.

			“Because you’re a good customer, a regular, and I get that you want your space—no problem with that—but I thought I could help.”

			Slowly, she ate another bite of the sandwich while considering him. The urge to walk away was strong.

			Oddly enough, an equally compelling urge had her asking, “Help how?” Then she thought to add, “With what?”

			He propped his elbows on the bar, leaning toward her as he eased into his topic. “So your table... I can keep it open for you if that’s what you want. That isn’t a problem. But since you usually catch a nap, I wanted to offer my office.”

			One of the chips caught in her throat, making her cough.

			Thankfully, he didn’t reach around to pat her on the back. He seemed to know touching her would be a very bad move.

			Instead, he nudged her glass toward her.

			It took three gulps before she could catch her breath, then she gasped, “Your office?”

			A big old no to that. Not in a million years.

			“It locks from the inside, so you wouldn’t have to worry about customers stumbling in on you.”

			Would she have to worry about him?

			“I have a key,” he said, using his uncanny mind-reading superpower. “But you could hold on to it while you’re in there.”

			The offer so surprised her that she couldn’t find the right words to refuse him. She settled on shaking her head. “No thanks.” She preferred to be out in the open. Not that the public option always equaled safety—she’d learned that the hard way. But at least this space was familiar to her. She’d memorized it in detail and knew the exits, the number of tables to the door, that the big front window was tempered glass and that Cade McKenzie kept a few weapons behind the bar—but generally wouldn’t need them to restore order if it came to that.

			That line of thinking took her attention to his hands. Big hands. Hands that would feel like sledgehammers if he made a fist.

			No, he didn’t need a weapon. He was a weapon.

			Not deterred by her refusal, he continued explaining. “I only use the office before we open and after we close. Besides my desk and chair, there’s a love seat, a few throw pillows. A private landline.” His gaze searched hers. “You’d be more comfortable.”

			Suddenly, it struck Sterling as funny. Here they were tiptoeing around the obvious: she knew he wasn’t just a bartender. And somehow he knew she wasn’t just a trucker.

			Grinning, she sat back and studied him.

			“That’s nice,” he said.

			Taken off guard, she asked, “What?”

			“Your smile.”

			Stymied by that, it took her a second to regroup. “Look, I haven’t even given you my name.”

			“I’m aware.”

			“But you know it anyway, don’t you?” She expected him to lie, and when he did, she’d have solid reason not to trust him. She’d pay for her food, walk out and drive away—never to return.

			Doing his own thorough study, he let his gaze move over her face as if cataloging each feature...and liking what he saw. “I can’t go into details, or explain, but yes, I know your name.”

			Her heart skipped a beat. He’d admitted it! What did that mean for their association? Part of her shivered with alarm, but another part, a part she’d like to deny, suffered the strangest sort of...relief.

			If someone actually knew her, then she was no longer alone. She existed. She mattered.

			Sterling shook her head. Maybe he wasn’t as good as she assumed.

			Caught between conflicting emotions, she narrowed her eyes. “Fine. Let’s hear it.”

			Straightening, Cade did a quick check to ensure no one listened to them, then casually dropped his research bombshell. “Sterling Parson, but you used to go by Star. You’re twenty-nine, got your commercial driver’s license when you were barely twenty-two, worked for Brown Transportation for a while, then bought your own rig when you were twenty-six.”

			Her jaw literally dropped. Dear God, he knew so much. Too much. She’d been right to fear him—no, damn it. Not fear. Just good old caution, the same caution she used with everyone. The caution that kept her alive. He wasn’t different, wasn’t special, and she couldn’t—

			“My sister,” he offered with grave seriousness, interrupting her private castigation. “She’s a research whiz, and I was curious.”

			“About me?”

			“About you,” he concurred.

			No apology, but an explanation? “You had no right,” she whispered through stiff lips.

			For a moment he looked away while using one long, blunt finger to trace a bead of condensation on his cola bottle. “You can call it second nature.” He rolled a thick shoulder. “Or instinct.” Tension ratcheted up when he looked into her eyes, making them both a little breathless. His voice sounded like a soft growl when he added, “I felt it was important to know.”

			Dazed, confused and, damn him, disappointed, Sterling shook her head. “Now I have to find a new place to go.”

			His focus never wavered from hers. “Whatever you’re up to, Star, you’ll be safer here. Give yourself a minute to think before you react, and you’ll admit it.”

			“What?” she asked with a sneer. “You don’t know what I’m doing? You don’t know why? How...incomplete of you.”

			“I tried not to overstep too much.”

			That made her laugh, but not with any humor.

			“You’re drawing attention when I assume you’d rather not. No,” he said when alarm stiffened her neck, “not from anyone dangerous. Actually, all the customers have been curious about you at one time or another. I don’t think any of us have ever heard you laugh.”

			“You can’t know who’s dangerous and who isn’t.” More than most, she’d learned that it was sometimes impossible to tell.

			Softly, he insisted, “Yes, I can. I know everyone who comes here. You can trust me on that.”

			She snorted. She wouldn’t trust anyone ever again.

			“Right now there are only locals, a few truckers and a few vacationers, but it’s still better not to be noticed, right? In case anyone comes around asking questions?”

			Regret froze her to the spot, leaving her a little sick to her stomach, full of angst. And yearning.

			God, she had so much yearning.

			This bar had begun to feel like...home? How absurd. It wasn’t in any way special, and it wasn’t even in a good part of town. It was just a place where she could relax, and she hated to lose it.

			The location was ideal for her, being only thirty minutes from I-25 with plenty of places to hide in between, and closer still to other venues known for seedier practices.

			She didn’t want to give it up, but what choice did she have now?

			Cade made a small sound of frustration, there and gone. “Your table is empty now,” he pointed out.

			Yes, she was aware of that. Standing, she pulled out some cash to toss on the counter, but Cade stopped her with a shake of his head.

			“This one was on the house. Go get some rest—and think about my offer.”

			She really didn’t feel like leaving yet. Now that she’d eaten, lethargy gripped her. Finally she nodded. “All right, I’ll think about it.”

			“Thanks, Star. I appreciate it.”

			“As you pointed out, I used to go by that name. Now I’m more comfortable with Sterling.”

			“I don’t think you’re ever really comfortable, so let’s not nitpick on the name yet.”

			Teasing again? The man had a dimple. How unfair! He was always so attractive, but now with satisfaction in his gaze and his sexy mouth curved? Devastating.

			She didn’t understand him. She didn’t understand herself with him, either. Rather than let him see her confusion, she headed to the table, ignoring the curious glances from the regulars who knew it was unusual for her to chat up anyone.

			Despite her new caution, the feeling of security remained. Within minutes of sitting down, she dozed off.

			

			CADE KNEW THE second she nodded off. She sat facing the rest of the bar, her long legs stretched out to the chair opposite her, her arms folded over her chest. Uncaring what anyone thought, she slumped in the seat, more reclining than otherwise, let her head rest back against the wall and closed her eyes. Long lashes sent feathery shadows over her cheekbones.

			He admired her nose, narrow with the slightest arch in the bridge; he considered it perfect for her face. Not too cute, not too big or small. Like her attitude, each feature of her face and body was unique.

			Her breathing deepened and slowed, but she didn’t snore. Didn’t go completely lax, either. Hell, he doubted she ever did.

			So much churning wariness probably kept her constantly on edge. He knew it affected him that way. He rarely slept soundly, but then, he didn’t need much sleep.

			With any luck, she’d doze right up until closing time at midnight. Since being a bartender wasn’t really his vocation, he didn’t keep usual hours for the bar. Most in the area were open until 2:00 a.m., but he shut down at midnight and didn’t open again until 4:00 p.m. That gave him plenty of time for other pursuits, and when the two overlapped, he had reliable staff to cover for him at the bar.

			They were only an hour from closing when two strangers entered. The frisson of awareness that settled in his gut told him they were about to have problems.

			Instinctively, his gaze shifted to Star.

			He found her sitting upright, alert, her eyes narrowed dangerously. Well, hell.

			He’d never known a woman so acutely aware of her surroundings. In that, she matched him.

			Didn’t mean he wanted her getting elbow deep in danger, especially not when that danger just walked into his bar.

			Subtly, he drifted his gaze between her and the men—hoping she’d ignore them, that she’d go back to sleep.

			Should have known better.

			While he watched in frustration, she pulled the tie from her hair and let it tumble down over one shoulder.

			Fuck me sideways.

			He’d always known the difference a woman’s hair could make to her appearance. But on Star? This softer look had a near-physical impact on him. The woman had gorgeous hair. Longer than he’d realized, and a rich brown streaked with gold by the sun. He watched as she tunneled her fingers in close to her scalp and fluffed it.

			He would have liked to do that for her. Hands curled loosely, he could almost feel that silky mass.

			When her slender fingers flicked open three buttons on her shirt, he locked his jaw—not that she noticed. Keeping her focus on the newcomers, she parted the shirt until a fair amount of cleavage showed, then tied the shirttails at her waist.

			It took her less than thirty seconds to go from plain and reserved to a total bombshell. The “hands off” signals were gone, and instead her demeanor screamed “up for grabs.”

			Why? What the hell was she planning?

			When she stood, he cursed silently, reading her intent.

			She didn’t spare him a glance. No, she’d forgotten all about him, and that nettled, because she’d been his first thought when he saw the two men.

			The second she stood, she caught their attention. Wearing a flirty smile, she sauntered toward them.

			Cade seriously wanted to demolish them both simply for the way they looked at her.

			When she reached the bigger of the two men, she asked, “Got a cigarette?”

			The guy sized her up in an insultingly thorough way, then pulled the pack from his front T-shirt pocket, shook one loose and offered it to her.

			Maintaining eye contact, she leaned down and slowly slipped a cigarette free.

			Both men looked down her shirt.

			The second guy asked, “Light?”

			“I have my own outside, but thank you.” She sashayed out the door, and it wasn’t just the two new guys watching her. Every man in the place had his fascinated gaze glued to her ass.

			Shit. Cade quickly, but casually, directed others to cover the bar. Pretending he needed a break, he went down the hall and into the private office he’d offered for her use. After relocking the door, he went to the single window in the room, opened it and hoisted himself up and out. It was an awkward fit for a man his size, but he’d practiced before, ensuring he had multiple exits if it ever became necessary.

			He considered watching Star’s back very necessary.

			Circling around the bar on silent feet, he listened. Her boots crunched on the gravel, guiding him. She didn’t go to her rig, but then, maybe she didn’t want them to know which truck was hers.

			Smart—except that they could ask anyone in the bar about her, and that would be one of the first things they learned.

			Cade leaned around the corner, still hidden by shadows but able to see her. She hadn’t lit the cigarette, but she kept it dangling between her lips.

			What are you up to?

			She glanced several times at the entrance, and when the doors finally opened, she made a show of frustration.

			The one who’d offered a light smiled. “Couldn’t find your lighter after all?”

			She shook her head, sending that wealth of thick hair to move around her breasts. Wearing a sexy pout, she asked, “Did you bring one out with you?”

			He produced the lighter, then teased her with, “Say please.”

			Taking the cigarette from her lips, she gave him a tight smile. “Really? Because there are twenty men inside who would be glad to give me a light—without stipulations.”

			“Seems to me you don’t like them, or you’d have gone to them for the cigarette.”

			Her lips curled. “You think you know what I like?”

			“I know you’d like more than a smoke.”

			At that, she laughed, a rich, husky sound that set Cade’s teeth on edge. She played a dangerous game, and he hoped like hell she didn’t push too hard.

			“Maybe you’re right.” The finger she stroked along her cleavage drew the man’s heated stare. “What’s your name?”

			“You can call me Smith.”

			She laughed. “Well, Smith, how much are you willing to give?”

			Not for a second did Cade believe she meant to sell herself. No, she had a bigger game in mind, and it made him scared for her.

			Cade knew Smith—what a crock—because he and his brother had kept tabs on the man for more than a month. They knew Smith was involved in plenty of shady deals, but he was just muscle, not brains. Someone else called the shots. Someone with more power.

			Cade wanted them all.

			With her impetuous rush to get involved, Star jeopardized his well-made plans. Never mind that she didn’t know he had plans...

			“Tell you what.” The guy reached to a back pocket and pulled out his wallet.

			Finally, she looked a little nervous, but still, she didn’t back down. Honest to God, she raised her chin.

			Luckily—because Cade didn’t want to blow his cover—the guy offered a card instead of cash. “You want to make a big score, come by Misfits tomorrow night. I have a buddy in need of cheering up and you’d be just the ticket.”

			Restoring that cocky attitude, she glanced at the card, then shoved it into her own pocket. “What time?”

			“Ah, so you don’t mind the idea of being his...entertainment?”

			She shrugged but asked, “Is he a total pig?”

			“Most of the women don’t complain.”

			Most of the women don’t complain. Meaning some did...but it didn’t matter? When Smith’s friend finished with them, were they even able to complain?

			Breathing slow and deep kept Cade from reacting. Somehow he’d ensure Star’s safety, and eventually he’d bury Smith.

			For a split second, she went blank—fear? anger?—before curling her mouth in another credible smile. “I take it you’ve given him other gifts?”

			“He’s partial to those with long legs and big tits.”

			With every beat of his heart, Cade wanted her away from the bastard, but he didn’t intrude. Not yet.

			Toying with a long curl, Star pretended the crude language and dark insinuation didn’t bother her. “How much are we talking?”

			Taken by surprise, Smith reached out, wrapping his fingers in her hair. “Enough, okay? Don’t push me. Just be there at nine.”

			She didn’t flinch, didn’t show any pain and didn’t back down. She actually moved closer to Smith. Too damn close. “Oh, I’ll be there. And I’ll expect you to make it worth my while.”

			He leaned forward, clearly intending to kiss her, and suddenly she freed herself—minus a few dozen strands of hair. “You pay first, sugar. I don’t give out freebies.” Before Smith could figure out what to do, she walked away.

			To her credit, she went back into the bar and relative safety. But how safe would she be when she left?

			Keeping an eye on the door she went through, Smith dug out his cell phone and pressed in a number. The light from the screen emphasized his twisted smile. “Hey,” Smith said, when the call was answered. “Prep the back room, okay? I have a new one coming out tomorrow.” He laughed. “Yeah, you’ll like her. She fits your preferences to a tee.” He listened, shook his head. “No, I’m sure she’s not, but I’ll follow her tonight just to be safe. One thing, and it’s nonnegotiable.” He waited, then said, “Once you’re done with her, I’m next in line.”
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			One Night in Texas

			by Charlene Sands

			One

			She looked at herself in the mirror and saw the same girl she’d always seen staring back at her. Gracie Diaz of Mexican American descent, whose immigrant father had worked for the Wingate family on their ranch, whose mother had taken up waitressing once Gracie’s father died. She saw the same young girl with smoky brown eyes, olive skin and long dark hair who was still swept up in romantic fantasies of Sebastian, the more serious of the devastatingly handsome Wingate twins. The same starry-eyed dreamer with lofty aspirations of developing an events business and having a family of her own one day.

			But she wasn’t just that girl anymore... She was much more. Twenty-eight years old now, and the winner of a sixty-million-dollar lottery—a woman with means to do as she pleased.

			“And you did that, Gracie,” she said to her reflection. “You did as you pleased.”

			At the Texas Cattleman’s Club masquerade ball. Nearly three months ago, she’d fallen for a tall, masked stranger, unable to resist his enigmatic charm. There was something in the way he’d held her, danced with her, kissed her. He was masterful and passionate, and it all had been so thrilling. She’d tossed away her inhibitions that night and had given in to the cravings of the body and mind. His scent, his deep, low voice, the way he moved—their chemistry had been off the charts. Their secret tryst had happened quickly, in a hidden spot where they wouldn’t be found. But mere moments after they’d made love, voices coming from the hallway had interrupted their erotic interlude, and she’d fled. Taken off without so much as getting his name.

			The mystery had intrigued her for months.

			Because Gracie didn’t know who he was.

			Until now.

			Her cell phone rang and she picked up on the second ring. Smiling into the phone, she said, “Hi, Beth.”

			She’d been Beth Wingate’s assistant before she’d won the lottery, and now they worked side by side on special events. But mostly, Beth was her dearest friend. She hadn’t told her friend the truth yet because she hadn’t had enough time to process what she’d discovered two weeks ago. But she knew she couldn’t keep it under wraps forever. “I’m glad you called me back.”

			“I know why you’re worried, hon,” Beth replied. “But believe me, you buying the Wingate Estate isn’t gonna put my nose out of joint. I’m actually glad you’re doing it, Gracie, because ultimately, it’s good for everyone. My family needs cash to get Wingate Enterprises up to par. And selling the estate is the best way to get the new Wingate hotel chain on its feet.”

			Gracie was grateful to Beth for her encouragement. Though she had always dreamed of living in this amazing estate, she’d never believed it would happen. She’d chalked it up to one silly girl’s childhood fantasy. After all, she’d been the daughter of a ranch employee, her father working for the Wingates most of his life. So now it was a pretty strange feeling having this monetary reversal, to be in the position to buy the estate. She’d never thought herself worthy and maybe she didn’t feel that way now, either. But her mentor’s supportive words had helped. “Thanks for making me feel better about it, Beth.”

			But it wasn’t just the Wingate heiress’s opinion that mattered. Soon Gracie would have to deal with Beth’s brother Sebastian. She so wasn’t looking forward to that.

			“It’s the truth,” Beth said. “I’m happy you and the baby will be living there. How are you feeling lately?”

			“My morning sickness is gone, thank the Lord for that. And I feel pretty good. No baby bump yet, but the doctor says I’m healthy.”

			“All good news. You’ve been wanting a family of your own for a long time now. It’s finally happening.”

			Gracie closed her eyes, filled with mixed emotions. After she’d won the lottery, she’d tried dating, but she was never sure if it was her or her money that attracted men to her. After several dating mishaps, her trust had evaporated and she’d pretty much decided to have a baby on her own. She’d seen Dr. Everett months ago for fertility treatment, planning to do in vitro, but a glorious one-night stand during the masquerade ball had taken care of that. Now she was three months pregnant by a man she’d crushed on during her youth, a man who’d never seemed interested in her in the least, a man whose identity she’d finally figured out. “Yes, it finally is.”

			She placed her hand over her belly, imagining the new life growing inside her. What a miracle it was. She’d wanted a family of her own so much, and now those cherished dreams were finally coming true. She loved this baby already, but she didn’t love the strings that would eventually become attached.

			She’d have to think about that tomorrow.

			Today, she had an estate to purchase.

			“Beth, I’m glad we spoke. You’ve been such a good friend, and I didn’t want to do anything that would make it awkward between us.”

			“Nothing ever will, girlfriend.”

			“Same here. Well, gotta run. I’ll call you in a few days, okay?”

			“Sounds good. Oh, and, Gracie...good luck.”

			“Thanks.”

			Gracie set the phone down and chewed on her lip. She was at loose ends here, and needed to gather her wits. After all, she had a meeting at the foreclosed Wingate Estate in one hour.

			With her Realtor, her attorney...and the father of her baby.

			

			It was damn cold inside the house, the January chill sweeping into the walls of the empty estate. Sebastian shuddered. From the frigidness? Or was it from a sudden feeling of loss? All the furnishings inside the house were gone, most items hauled off to an estate company where they’d gotten a fair price, but nowhere near the cost of his family’s memories.

			Sebastian wasn’t the sentimental type—he was a realist and this sale was a good thing—but still, he was hit with a wave of unexpected nostalgia from selling his childhood home. There’d been an abundance of love here, plus silly and not-so-silly arguments. Not to mention wild shenanigans, especially between him and his twin brother, Sutton. His other siblings—Miles, Harley and Beth—hadn’t exactly been angels, either. Sebastian grinned, thinking of his brothers and sisters when they were kids. He’d allow himself a moment to reminisce about the good times, the pranks they’d pulled, the trouble the five of them would get into. There was never a dull moment in the Wingate household.

			But their good name had almost been taken down by sabotage. All the Wingates had worked toward this past year had nearly been destroyed.

			In a big way, their home was the answer to the Wingates’ prayers. Once this place was sold, Sebastian would have cold hard cash to put into the relaunch of the Wingate name and reputation, as well as the financial means to invest in a hotel chain geared for romantic getaways, wedding events and resort-style fun.

			For years, their hotels throughout the world accommodated the corporate class. They were straightforward residences meant to temporarily house business and industry travelers. Now, with the money from the estate sale, conference rooms would be converted into grand ballrooms, cafeterias would become gourmet dining rooms and cooks would be replaced with culinary chefs. The atmosphere and attitude associated with Wingate would change entirely. It had to work. The Wingate empire was banking on it.

			The door opened and in walked Gracie Diaz. Oh, man, she looked good—her lustrous dark hair down and parted to the side, and her delectable body rocking a clingy dress. With those big, almond-shaped eyes, she could practically destroy a man with one sultry look. Sebastian inhaled a deep breath, giving his addled brain a mental shake. He’d always been attracted to the olive-skinned beauty, but he’d never gotten close. Never acted upon his urges with her, because Gracie had always been off-limits. She was the daughter of an employee. And his sister Beth’s best friend. Succumbing to his desires spelled disaster at every turn, and Sebastian was smarter than that. But if things were different, he’d be knocking on her door until she let him in.

			As soon as Gracie spotted him, she stopped in her tracks. She seemed really shaken, her usual confidence apparently hitting a bump. He understood why.

			She was the one with power now. With money enough to buy their family home, and she wasn’t comfortable with it. It was, in a sense, a complete reversal of fortunes.

			Sure, the sale was awkward, but completely necessary...and welcome.

			“Come in, Gracie. I don’t bite.”

			He smiled, but that only made her mouth turn down.

			He walked toward her, taking tentative steps. “Whatever you’re thinking, don’t,” he said. “I can assure you, no one is upset about you buying the estate.”

			“I understand,” she replied tentatively. “Beth told me the same thing.”

			“Okay, then. Come in. There’s a table and chairs set up in the dining room. Your attorney thought it best for us to go over any concerns you have here, so we can address them as they come up.”

			She stepped inside, skirting around him. “I have no concerns.”

			“Just in case.” And maybe he did. As CEO of Wingate Enterprises, he wanted to oversee the sale, to protect his family interests, as well. Old habits died hard.

			Gracie took a seat at the table, setting her briefcase on the chair beside her. She’d become quite a businesswoman, from what Beth had told him. Not only had she helped his sister with planning galas and events, but she’d also funded a new eatery in town. She was looking for other investments, too, he’d learned.

			But she sure seemed jumpy around him today. Maybe it was the sale of the estate, or maybe it was her pregnancy. Though, by looking at her in a body-hugging soft gray sweater dress that exposed her perfect shape and brought out the lovely tones on her olive skin, she didn’t look pregnant at all. No, she looked gorgeous and hot.

			His mind wandered to a place it shouldn’t go. A place he tried to never let it go. He’d become pretty darn good at pushing aside his attraction for Gracie Diaz.

			Luckily, he didn’t have to think on it too hard, because the attorneys and Gracie’s Realtor, Tom Riley, walked in just then, and within a minute, they’d made introductions and gotten right down to business.

			The negotiations went smoothly, if you could call them that. Gracie had asked for nothing out of the ordinary. And they’d agreed to all the terms laid out by both attorneys. Gracie had even agreed to rehire some of the staff and groundskeepers for the property. She was a woman who understood hard work and didn’t take anything for granted. After her father passed, she’d started waitressing to put herself through online college. Sebastian admired that trait. He was a hard worker, too, sometimes to a fault. At times, his staff would remind him of the late hour, and his twin would tell him to take a damn vacation. Sutton never kept his thoughts to himself, especially around his older brother by three minutes, but Sebastian wasn’t one to listen.

			“So if both sides are happy, I’ll draw up the necessary papers,” Tom Riley said. He gave Gracie an encouraging nod, as if to say all was in order and the deal would be done soon.

			She smiled softly. Which had Sebastian oddly on edge. He should be satisfied—after all, it was what Wingate Enterprises needed, a financial boost in the arm. Yet, he couldn’t take his eyes off Gracie. She’d barely said a word throughout the talks, and her smile just now was the first one she’d cracked since she’d gotten here. Instead, she’d tapped her fingers on the table, toyed with the hem of her sweater dress—something he’d tried not to notice.

			But those long tan legs weren’t easy to ignore.

			He’d known Gracie for years. She was a family friend and they’d always been civil with each other, despite his hidden fascination to her, yet he’d never seen her looking so nervous.

			“I think we have a real workable deal,” he said to her Realtor.

			His attorney, Todd Woodbury, seemed pleased. “I think everything’s in order.” He began to gather the papers, stuffing them into his briefcase.

			“Well, then, l guess we’re good to go.” Sebastian smiled at Gracie, but she didn’t make eye contact. What was with her? Why wouldn’t she give him the time of day?

			“I’ll show you out,” he told the men. Not that he had a right to usher them out; he didn’t own the house any longer. And hadn’t lived here for months. He was living in a rental house now, but he had to make sure Gracie was okay with this. “I want a minute to speak to Ms. Diaz alone.”

			He walked them out and turned to find Gracie, who was snatching up her briefcase and a pile of papers. She then made a mad dash for the door, but halfway there she fumbled, and the papers went flying, practically landing at his feet. He bent to retrieve them. “I’ll get these.”

			“No, it’s okay,” she said, dropping down on her knees to gather them up. Their heads nearly bumped as both grabbed for the papers, and that was when he caught a whiff of her hair as it fell forward in long, glimmering straight sheets. He breathed deeper, taking it in. That floral scent reminded him of something...

			And then a hint of her perfume reached his nostrils. It was wildly erotic. The mysterious scents that had haunted him for weeks were all here.

			He hadn’t stopped thinking of that woman, of their one-night stand, which had been crazy and amazing and intoxicating. He’d lain awake nights wondering who she was, and why he couldn’t figure it out. Wondering if he would ever find her.

			And wondering if he’d ever have better sex. He’d relived that night in his mind so many times, recalling how creamy smooth her skin was, how delicious her lips tasted, how silky her hair was. All of it came rushing back now. The scent of her hair, the texture of her skin, the soft moans as she came apart in his arms...

			In his gut, he knew he’d found his mystery woman. And it was none other than Gracie Diaz.

			He looked at her flushed face and downcast eyes, which blatantly refused to meet his. He was close enough to feel her presence, to react to her nearness. Like some damn high school boy with raging hormones, he was instantly aroused. And that could only mean one thing. He took a moment to tamp down the blood rapidly heating his veins. His senses on overload, his mind began to spin.

			“Gracie?”

			She stole the papers from his hands and rose quickly. “I’ve really got to go. I’m late...for an appointment.”

			Before Sebastian could stop her she was gone, leaving him kneeling there as she sprinted out the door. More memories flashed in his mind of the masquerade ball. Those erotic scents, the sensual aura of her. He wouldn’t have ever guessed it. But he’d never reacted to a woman like that before.

			He stood up and swallowed down his misgivings. Blinking his eyes, he knew only one thing. He had to get to the bottom of this. He had to know for sure.

			And the only way to do that was to confront her.

			

			Gracie paced the floor in her living room, wringing her hands, feeling anything but hungry. But it was dinnertime now and she had to eat, for the baby’s sake. So she’d called for takeout, something she could stomach, and the pizza delivery guy was due here any minute.

			At least she’d ordered a healthy veggie pizza with all her favorite toppings. Maybe her appetite would come back. Right now she was bordering on nausea. Not from her pregnancy, no, she’d been pretty healthy lately on that score. But from the fact that she was fairly sure Sebastian had put two and two together today, and figured out she was the woman behind the mask, the woman he’d made love to with unequaled passion.

			What else had he figured out? It wasn’t exactly rocket science. They’d been together three months ago, and she was three months pregnant.

			Her heart skipped a beat every time she thought about him being her mysterious lover. She’d found out quite by accident during a party just weeks ago, when Sebastian had been tossed into a pool and she’d seen the scar on his back, the one she remembered feeling while they were making wild, passionate love that night. She’d been shocked to her very core, totally blown away to learn that Sebastian, her teenage crush, was the guy who’d fathered her child.

			Sebastian had never thought of her as anything but a family friend. He’d never given her a second look. In the back of her mind, she’d always thought it was because she wasn’t worthy. There was a definite class difference between them. Even if the Wingates didn’t make it obvious, Gracie had always felt it. She wasn’t good enough for a Wingate, and she’d never once thought her fantasies of Sebastian would ever come true.

			The knock at her door made her jump. Gosh, she was a nervous Nelly today. She grabbed her credit card and strode to the door, her appetite at an all-time low. But she thought of the baby’s health and gently opened the door.

			“Pizza delivery.” It was Sebastian, holding the square box.

			Her eyes widened. What on earth? Then she heard the rumble of an engine, and saw the delivery guy take off in his tiny blue car.

			“You can put your credit card away, I paid for it.”

			“I...don’t understand. Why are you here?”

			“For pizza?”

			She shook her head.

			“Okay, I think you know why. We need to talk.”

			“Showing up unannounced isn’t polite.”

			“Neither is lying,” he said brusquely. “Are you going to let me in?”

			She paused. She had no choice. “I suppose I have to. You have my dinner.” Not that she could eat a bite now.

			She moved aside and let him into the foyer of her small, tastefully decorated rental home. His presence filled the space, surrounding her, making her nerves bounce. They stared at each other for a split second, then Gracie grabbed the box. He didn’t let it go. Four hands on one pizza box. “I’ve got it,” he said. “Where’s the kitchen?”

			Her shoulders slumped as she released the box, pivoted and led the way into the kitchen. The instant gleam of white cabinets and sparkling countertops contrasted with her gloomy mood. She was totally unprepared for this sudden visit. Because, in truth, she was still processing this baby-daddy bombshell, and hadn’t thought far enough into the future to know what to say to Sebastian if ever confronted. But here he was, his eyes probing, his very kissable mouth looking thin and hard.

			He slid the box onto the table and put his hands on his hips, as if he were the ruler of the kingdom or something. A ruler dressed in black slacks, a white shirt rolled up at the sleeves and tight enough across his broad chest to leave any sane woman breathless. Aside from the way his presence unnerved her, she wasn’t going to let him get the best of her.

			“You’re her, the woman from the masquerade ball, aren’t you?”

			“I was at the ball, yes.” She turned away from him and opened the pizza box. The scent of bell peppers, olives and tomatoes wafting up curled her stomach. She closed the box.

			“Don’t dance around the subject, Gracie. Look at me.”

			Gracie didn’t like to be ordered around. She didn’t like that he’d trapped her. Especially since she hadn’t sorted this all out in her mind yet. When she didn’t turn around, he walked over to face her fully, his presence looming. He was in her space, inches away, probing her with eyes that demanded an answer, with his tight, firm mouth. It was hard to imagine that mouth on hers, like it had been months ago. It was hard to believe she’d given him so much that night and now he was here interrogating her.

			“I already told you I was at the ball.” She lifted her chin.

			“It’s the reason you’ve been so skittish around me today.”

			“I’d just spent a fortune on your house. So yes, I was anxious.”

			“Gracie, dammit. Answer my question.”

			She had nowhere to go. No way to put him off any longer. She didn’t want to admit this to herself, much less to him. But she hesitated too long.

			Sebastian put a finger to her cheek and his soft touch melted her instantly. She hated that he could do that to her, crumble her defenses that way. “Gracie, it was you, wasn’t it?”

			She swallowed and gave a nod.

			Breath blew out of his mouth and he stepped back, looking differently at her now. As if he was reliving that night in his mind, thinking of the sexy, erotic things they’d done to each other. He seemed truly shocked. As if he couldn’t believe she could cause that reaction in him. Her pride could barely take the insult.

			“When did you know?” he asked gruffly.

			“What does it matter?”

			“When?”

			“I found out at the launch party. I saw...the scar on your back when you got out of the pool. I remembered it.” That night, in their secret alcove, there was no light, only heat and passion, and their heightened senses. She’d remembered tracing her fingertips over that scar, recalled wondering how he’d gotten it.

			For a second, Sebastian looked away, as if touching upon the moment he and his brother Sutton had been celebrating the launch of their new hotel. One second he’d been standing by the pool, and the next he’d been tossed in. It had all been fun and games, until Gracie saw him strip off his wet shirt and get naked from the waist up, and that was when she’d noticed the scar.

			Sebastian turned and stared into her eyes. “I’ve never forgotten that night, Gracie.”

			Neither had she. It was the night she’d had incredible sex. The night she’d conceived her baby. “Getting tossed into the pool?”

			“I’m not talking about that night, and you know it. I’m talking about the masquerade ball.”

			“Oh, right.” Playing dumb wasn’t her strong suit. She was stalling.

			“And the baby you’re carrying...it’s mine?”

			She set her hand over her belly. It was hers. All hers. Sebastian wasn’t her fantasy man any longer. She didn’t want a man who didn’t want her and he’d proven that to her over the years. He’d never given her a second look before. He’d never flirted or seemed the least bit interested in her; and now to think Sebastian was the man who’d made wild love to her was all so confusing. His questioning rattled her brain. She wasn’t ready to sort through her muddled thoughts—she needed more time. “The baby is mine. We want nothing from you.”

			“What?”

			“Sebastian, that night we were two strangers meeting. It wasn’t planned. And so you owe us nothing.”

			“Hey, listen to me, Gracie. Maybe that night was a mistake, but I don’t run out on my mistakes and obligations. And you have no right—”

			“This...baby...is...not...a mistake.” Heat rose up her neck. Her face felt flush. “It’s wanted. By me.”

			“I didn’t say the baby was a mistake, Gracie. It’s just that you need to think about this more rationally.”

			“You think I’m not being rational? I’m being very rational. I want what’s best for my baby.”

			“Our baby.”

			Gracie sucked in a big breath. She felt faint. Probably because she hadn’t eaten all day. So what she needed now more than anything was to show Sebastian the door.

			“Why don’t we sit down and discuss this?” he asked.

			“No, I’m tired. I think you should go.”

			“Gracie?”

			“Sebastian, just go. I need to rest.” She was playing the pregnancy card, but it was true. The day had taken a toll on her.

			“We haven’t finished this. Hell, we haven’t even started it. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

			She nodded and marched to her front door, leaving him to follow. All she wanted right now was to get him out of her house. She needed some peace.

			At the entrance, Sebastian faced her, his expression somewhere between panic and remorse. Already he’d insulted her, said she was irrational and called the baby she was carrying a mistake. “Gracie, I, uh... I’ll call you,” he repeated.

			“Fine.” It was so not fine. But she wanted him to go, and if agreeing to talk to him tomorrow would do the trick, then so be it.

			“Get some sleep.” He gave her a sweeping look that touched every nerve in her body. Then he walked out.
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