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      Dotty Spencer is desperate. She’s been promised to a man she doesn’t love and is looking for a way out. When she answers an ad for a cleaning woman, she never expects her new boss to be the one.

      Clay Walker takes one look at Dotty and knows this was a mistake. He isn’t ready for a woman to steal his heart and make him feel things he doesn’t want to. He’s mad as hell that she’s forcing him to open up to what could only be described as love.

      Warning: This cowboy is stomping his boots while saving the damsel in distress…and we are here for it! Giddy up with this happily ever after.
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      “Dots! It’s going to be the worst without you.” Kat throws herself across my bed in a dramatic huff, making all the wild curls in her hair bounce everywhere until she blows one out of her face. 

      My baby sister Kat and I look completely different but yet similar. My hair is straight and icy blond, where hers is wild dark. I’m only five six, but next to her five one, it’s a big difference. 

      At a glance we look nothing alike, but our features are all the same. Our noses turn up a little at the end, and we each have a dimple on our left cheek. We’ve even got the same eyes. 

      “I’ll be back,” I remind her. I made a promise, and it’s one I have to fulfill if I want to save everything my family has worked for. According to my mom, I’m also doing my part to save the family name. 

      I guess “saving” is a whole lot better of a word than “selling.” In reality, that is what’s happening. It’s all on my shoulders to save this failing farm, and I feel like a piece of me is failing with it. I’m not dying or anything, but I think my heart will die the day I have to marry Judge. 

      Kat reaches out and touches the gaudy engagement ring that I hate. I want to roll my eyes every time I look at it because the man I’m supposed to marry didn't even put it there himself. He gave it to my father and told him the date I’m supposed to show up to marry him. Isn't that the most romantic thing you’ve ever heard?

      “I don’t understand why you aren't excited to marry Judge. He’s so—” 

      “Angry?” I supply. 

      I’ve seen Judge a handful of times over the years. I have no idea why he would agree to a marriage with me. I’m not sure we’ve ever actually spoken a word to one another. We've been around each other while talking to other people, but he never once made me think he has an interest in me. Which makes me wonder why he jumped all over the idea of marriage when my father offered it like the good old days and selling off your daughter was normal. 

      “Dreamy.” She lets out a long sigh as her hand drops away from the ring on my finger. I stare at my sister, who looks like she’s lost in a fairy tale. Kat has been boy crazy her whole life. I always thought she would be the first of the two of us to marry even though we’re only eleven months apart. 

      “Dreamy?” I pick up my pillow and hit her with it. “You need to stop reading all those romance books.” 

      “I will, right after you.” She lifts a brow at me. 

      “Hey, I’m not the one calling Judge dreamy.” 

      “You’re marrying him.” 

      I let out a small laugh as I turn around and straighten stuff on my dresser because I don’t want her to see my real reaction. My throat goes tight because if Kat knew what was really happening, she’d lose her mind. She can be a bit dramatic. 

      “I know, that’s why I’m doing this,” I manage to get out. I take a slow breath, trying to mask my emotions, which is hard to do with her since she reads me well. “I don’t want to go from our parents’ home to my—” I can’t say the word. To call him my husband feels so wrong. “To Judge’s house.” 

      I might wear the ring, but I don’t want him. I’ve not been handed over to him yet, so I’m going to enjoy the little time I have left until then. I don't want to think about Judge at all until I’m out of time. 

      “I guess.” 

      I peek over my shoulder at Kat and see it’s going to be hard being away from her. I know I’m not going to be able to leave if she has that look on her face, and I’m supposed to leave soon if I want to be on time. I’m guessing it’s not a great idea to be late on your first day of work, but my sister's happiness has always weighed on me. 

      “I got you something.” I pull open my top dresser drawer and grab the two cell phones. Kat jumps up onto her knees on the bed, and I turn around and hold one out for her. Her eyes widen, and I smile. “I figured since I got a job now I could use some of my savings.” 

      Kat and I have to be the oldest people in the world without cell phones. Our parents didn't think we needed them or the added expense, but I’m eighteen and I can do what I want. At least for now. Call it a small act of rebellion, but it’s probably the same as me taking this job. I agreed to get married. I didn't agree that they could control my every action until that day. I felt I’ve earned this, and honestly there isn't anything they can do to stop me. 

      “How?” she asks, taking it from my hand. 

      “Four years of babysitting.” Over the last year I was able to scrape up more money with odd jobs after I got Gram’s old car. After picking up random jobs cleaning homes and helping at the Sunday farmers’ market in town, I have a nice stash of cash. Well, what I would think is a nice stash. To someone like Judge, I’m guessing it’s nothing. 

      “I shouldn't take it because it’s your money and you worked hard for it. But now this means I can text you every day.” She throws her arms around me, hugging me tight. My eyes sting with tears because I’ve never been without Kat. Unless you count the first eleven months of my life, which I don’t remember anyways. 

      “It’s nothing fancy.”

      “It’s perfect. It calls and texts you, and that’s all that matters.” She lets me go. “Did you put our numbers in?” She’s smiling now, and a weight lifts off my shoulders. 

      “Of course.” 

      “Good. I want to know everything about this Clay Walker.” 

      “Why?” 

      Clay Walker is the man I’m going to be working for. He needs a live-in housekeeper that can cook too, and it’s part of the reason I applied for the job to begin with. I won't have to worry about where I’ll be staying, and I can save extra money. If someone looked close enough, they might think I’m trying to save enough money to run away and take Kat with me. 

      “I might have done some poking around,” she hedges, and I roll my eyes. Of course she did because she’s the nosiest person in the world. 

      “Well?” I mean if she has some info, I want it. 

      “I think he could give Judge a run for his money. And I mean money.” 

      Wow, that’s saying a lot. Clay lives two towns over and it will take me an hour to get there. Not forever away, but it’s far out enough to give me a taste of real freedom for a moment. 

      “Clay’s money is none of my concern.” 

      “I heard he’s handsome too.” She wiggles her eyebrows. “You might fall in love.” 

      “I’m getting married.” Something flashes across Kat's face, but she masks it quickly. I’ve caught it a couple of times now. 

      “I know.” She gives me a bright smile. “Let me help you get your stuff into the car.” She hops off the bed, changing the subject. I want to push, but pushing Kat never works well. When she gets backed into a corner, she runs, and she can be as skittish as her name. 

      I grab her hand and pull her in for another hug. “I need an adventure. You know I’ll always come back for you.” She nods and hugs me tighter.

      I just had no idea what kind of adventure I was getting myself into.
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      “Goddamn it,” I grunt as I use the pliers to take off the horseshoe. 

      “Easy, girl,” I hear my foreman Otis say as he coos to the horse. 

      I roll my eyes and get back to the business of cleaning up her hooves and doing the real work. But we both know he’s the horse whisperer, especially when it comes to the females. They all give me a side eye, but I’m used to it. They let me do what I need to so I can take care of them, but they’re not running over to see me when I come to the fence like old Otis. It might also be that he keeps apples in his pockets for them. Cheater. 

      Otis has worked on this farm longer than I’ve been alive. He ran the place for my grandfather and then my father until he passed away when I was ten. He ran everything until I was old enough to take over, and he’ll be here until his last days. We had a talk about it once when I asked him why he never got married or had a family. He told me I was all the family he needed, and he didn’t want to be anywhere else. 

      I’ve thought about that as I’ve gotten older and realized maybe I’m in the same boat. I don’t remember my grandparents, and my mom took off after I was born. Women are nothing but trouble, so maybe Otis has the right idea. 

      I toss the old horseshoe in the bucket and step away to let the horse run. She trots over to Otis to get her treat and then out into the pasture with the other horses. I’ve been up since four this morning taking care of them, and I’m worn out. But as the cool breeze of fall creeps over the hill, I know winter is coming, and there’s lots to be done before the first snow. 

      “The boys in the barn got the sheep inoculated,” Otis says as he grabs his gear and we make our way to the other side of the fence. 

      “Good.” I toss my tools in the back of the Gator and get in the driver's seat. Otis is slow, but I’m used to it and wait for him to catch up. 

      “You want to check out that fencing on the east side?” he asks as he gets in beside me. 

      “Yeah.” 

      Otis said I never like to waste words on small talk, and maybe he’s right. Why say more than a man needs to? I’m not one to chatter on just for the sake of it. I’ve got work to do, and I expect it to get done. 

      This ranch is over two hundred acres, and I’ve got a team of workers that make the place run. I could sit back and let them do it, but that’s not who I am. This land is in my blood, and it’s the reason I wake up before the sun and I’m the first one in the barn every morning. I’ve got some cattle and sheep that make enough money to pay the staff, but after striking oil when my grandfather was a young man, we’ve never had to worry about money. 

      When we get to the land by the stream, there’s a mama cow and her calf playing in the water. I grab my tools and go over to the fencing where something has knocked it over. Otis is slow to join me, but I wave him off when he tries to help. The old man doesn’t need to be out here lifting lumber when we both know his strengths lie in telling me what to do. 

      “Make sure you do that one from behind so it’s stronger than the way it was done before,” he says, and I shake my head. 

      “Pretty sure you were the one that did it before.” I do as he says because we both know he’s right. 

      “I was young and stupid once, just like you.” He laughs at his own joke as I nail the wood into place. 

      After I fix the fence, we both get into the Gator, but I don’t take off right away. For a moment we sit there and watch the baby calf with its mama drinking from the creek. 

      “Did you call that number I gave you?” Otis asks and I nod. “When is she supposed to be here?” 

      I check my watch and start the Gator up. “Soon.” 

      “You might not like that I found someone to clean your place, but you need it. That place is a pigsty.” 

      I grumble as I take off back to the barn and wave to the guys leaving for the day. It’s quitting time, and I know they’ve done all the chores before knocking off. I drive the extra trail to Otis’s cabin and let him off at the front so he doesn’t have to walk. 

      “Just try and be nice,” he warns me, and I look away. 

      “I am.” 

      “Okay then, try and be conversational.” He stands there staring until I shrug. “Clay, look at me.” 

      When I finally turn to face him, he’s got that look in his eyes like he’s upset. It’s the same look he gave me after my father died. “What?” 

      “You might think I’m an old lonely man, but I had your father and then you as family for all these years.” He reaches out and squeezes my arm. “Just don’t make up your mind too quickly, okay?” 

      My eyebrows pull together in confusion, and before I can ask what the hell that means, he’s gone. I sit there for a long moment trying to understand the ramblings of that old man and decide maybe he’s losing it. I put the Gator in gear and make my way to the big house. It’s the house my grandparents built after they got the land and struck it rich. It’s bigger than I need, but I think they’d hoped to fill it with children. 

      My grandmother died in childbirth and my grandfather never remarried. After my dad grew up he brought my mom out here, but she was a city girl and hated the farm the second she laid eyes on it. She ran out of here as fast as she could, but my dad made sure he got me in the divorce. Last I heard she’d remarried and moved out of the country, but I didn’t do much checking up on it. 

      The thing I love most about this house is the big wraparound porch that faces the sunset. My favorite thing to do at the end of the day is sit out here and watch the sky light up. I kick off my muddy boots and take a seat in the porch swing as the fall air turns crisp. I take my Stetson off and set it beside me as I brush the black hair out of my face. It’s so damn long it’s annoying, but I hate going into town for a cut. 

      As the sun goes down, the sky lights up with pinks and purples like a unicorn threw up on it. I can’t say I hate it. In the distance I see dust stirring up, and a car comes over the hill as it makes its way towards the big house. 

      I check my watch and see that Dorothy Spencer is right on time. I like punctuality, so maybe this will work out after all. 

      Otis wasn’t lying when he said my place was a pigsty. One thing I’ve never been good at is cleaning up, and it’s gotten to the point where I don’t even know where to start. Otis said he knew a woman in town that was looking for work and I figured I could give an old lady something to do and throw some cash her way. 

      He also said she needed a place to stay, and luckily I’ve got an extra room that I don’t go into that’s clean. It’s a little dusty from never being used, but it’s clear of clutter and dishes. I think my grandparents wanted it to be another nursery because it’s small, but I put a twin bed in there for her. 

      I put my hat back on and stand up to greet her and help take her bag. I might be quiet and grouchy, but I can at least be polite. 

      The old beat-up car pulls to a stop in the front of the house, and I do my best to smile. It’s not something I do very often so I’m a little rusty. After a second the car turns off and the driver’s side door opens. The sun has set enough that it’s dark out and I can’t see inside the car. 

      Suddenly she steps out, but where I expect to see an old lady, instead there’s a young woman with straight blond hair and eyes the color of honey wheat in October. She stands there with a plaid shirt tied at the waist and worn jeans that cling to her curvy legs. 

      Her full lips part and she cocks her head to the side. “Hey, I’m Dorothy.” 

      “Fuck.”
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      The giant man on the porch turns around and gives me his broad back. I stand there unsure what to do. I reach into my pocket and check the address again, thinking I got the wrong house number or something. Nope. This is the right place. I shove the piece of paper back into my pocket and sigh. 

      The old farmhouse is breathtaking. It’s clear that someone has taken care of it over the years and updated it as well. It’s a lot of house for one man, and that might be why I’m here. Maybe he needs to get it organized and cleaned out so he can start a family himself. Why else would he have a house like this? 

      I shift on my feet because he’s still not facing me. I take in his size again and realize just how big he is. I think he might be even bigger than my fiancé, which is saying a lot. I also didn't get a good look at his face with the sun shining into my eyes. 

      “Is everything okay?” I ask. 

      He lifts his arm to take off his hat and then runs a hand through his dark hair. I watch his muscles flex at the action under his white shirt, and I make myself look away. God, was I checking him out? His thick thighs will forever be branded in my mind, letting me know I didn’t miss a thing. 

      “You’re not old.” His voice is low and rough as he slowly turns around to face me. 

      “Maybe in another thirty years,” I joke, but he doesn't laugh. 

      He takes a step closer, and I finally get to see his face. My stomach tightens as his dark green eyes meet mine. His face is square with a jaw made of stone, and his expression is stoic. He’s handsome in an intimidating way, but I don’t find that I’m at all afraid of him. 

      “You’re here to work.” I nod my head in agreement even though it’s not a question. “Stay away from my workers.” 

      “Okay.” Weird thing to say, but I guess I can do that. 

      “Get your shit. I’ll show you to your room.” 

      I walk over to my car to grab my purse out of the front seat, but as soon as I reach for the handle, a hand comes down on mine and stops me. 

      “You’re not leaving.” I drop my head back to look up at him, and he’s pissed. I think this might be his normal face though. 

      “I was getting my purse.” He smells like sunshine, and his dark green eyes could almost be black as they stare down at me. He lets go of the door handle and steps back. I reach in and grab my purse, and he holds out his hand. 

      “Keys.” 

      “You want my keys?” I’m learning quickly that Mr. Walker uses as few words as possible. 

      “What I said.” 

      “Why?”

      His jaw flexes. I don’t think he’s used to being questioned. “I’ll move it to the barn.” He nods towards the giant red barn, and I can only guess he doesn't want my crappy car outside his pretty house. That shouldn't sting, but it does. 

      “I can move it.” He keeps his hand out and I finally give up and hand them over. I don’t really want to fight with my new boss on the first day. 

      He puts them into his pocket before going to the back of the car and grabbing my bag that he told me to get myself a moment ago. I keep quiet as I follow him inside and then gasp. 

      The house is breathtaking, or at least it would be if not for the mess. The inside has been updated like the outside, but that’s as far as the care has gone. 

      I stare at the beautiful kitchen that would be any cook’s dream, wondering where I’m going to start. No wonder he’s good with a live-in housekeeper. From the look of things, he needs someone to follow him around and pick up after him. 

      “Are you coming?” 

      I pull my eyes away from the pile of dishes in and around the sink to where Mr. Walker is standing at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Sorry.” I follow him up as he pushes into one of the rooms and drops my bags on the floor. 

      “This is your room. I eat dinner at five. Don’t need it tonight. Settle in.” With that, he turns and leaves without a goodbye or anything. 

      I didn't know I’d be cooking too, not that it matters. I enjoy it, and I’ll need to make stuff for myself anyways. I peek my head out into the hallway and watch him enter another bedroom, which I’m guessing is his. 

      Quietly I shut my door and let out a breath. He’s intense. I put my hand to my chest, realizing my heart is pounding. I’m not sure what I was expecting, but that wasn't it. 

      I spend the next hour unpacking my bags and hanging my clothes up. There isn't much to the room with only a small twin-size bed, a dresser, and one nightstand, where I place the stack of books I brought with me, along with my Kindle. 

      Remembering that I forgot to text my sister, I let her know that I made it safely and I’m about to go have a look around. I slide the phone into my back pocket and realize it’s going to take some time to get used to having a cell phone. 

      I pause at the door, wondering if I’m going to run into Mr. Walker. I’m still unsteady about our first meeting because I almost think he doesn't like me. I have no idea what I could have done already to make my new boss mad, but I guess there’s really only one way to find out. 

      When I hit the bottom stairs, I pause when I see Mr. Walker standing there eating a sandwich over the sink. The man really is living the bachelor life. 

      “Would you like me to make you something else?” I tuck a piece of my hair behind my ear and he grunts a “no” before polishing off his sandwich and reaching for another he made. “Did I do something to make you mad?” 

      “I don’t talk much.” He shrugs one of his big shoulders and then picks up a glass of milk and chugs the whole thing. 

      “Okay, but it still feels like you’re angry with me. I don’t want us to get off on the wrong foot if I’m going to be staying here.” 

      “We don’t need to be on any foot. You stay out of my way and I’ll stay out of yours.” He puts the cup in the sink, and I look down at my hands, feeling uncomfortable as the silence stretches. “Your name.” 

      “What about it?” 

      “You’re not a Dorothy.” 

      I let out a small laugh and he stares at my mouth. “Well, that’s my name.” 

      “Dorothy is an old woman's name.” 

      Is that the problem? I remember his comment outside about me not being old. He must have thought I was going to be an older woman, but I don’t see how that matters. I still know how to cook and clean. 

      “Well, it was my grandmother’s name.” He stares at me. “Most everyone calls me Dotty, so if you’d prefer, you can call me that,” I offer, and he grunts. I bite the inside of my cheek so I don’t laugh because the grunting is getting ridiculous. 

      “I have shit to check on.” He pulls his keys out of his pocket. “Call me Clay.” 

      As he walks past me, he stops abruptly. I glance over at him to see he’s starting at the ring on my finger.

      “You’re married?” His question sounds more like an accusation. 

      “Engaged.”

      “Engaged,” he repeats, and I nod. “He doesn't care that you’re staying with a man?” 

      “I just work here.” And I don’t see why he would care. My fiancé never gave me the time of day, so I still don’t understand why he insisted we get married. 

      He lets out a curse, looking madder by the second before he stomps out of the kitchen. A moment later I hear the front door slam. Well, if he wasn’t mad at me before, he is now. 

      Too bad I have no idea why.
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      I sleep like shit, so when it’s finally an acceptable hour to get out of bed I’m on my feet. My shower is cold, and my towel is rough and most mornings it doesn’t bother me. But today I feel like my skin is sensitive. Everything that touches it feels uncomfortable and I don’t like it. 

      I fucked around in the barn last night until it was way past midnight and I thought Dorothy would be asleep. Dotty. That little bundle piece came out of that car and walked in this house like she belonged here. The goddamn problem is that she looked like she did. 

      A city girl with clean jeans and sandals, wearing a too-tight sweater, looked like she fit right in even though this place is a pigsty. I’d never really felt ashamed of my home before because my excuse was that I worked too hard to come home and wash a plate, but seeing her staring at my mess made me want to apologize. But what did I do instead? Oh yeah, stomped out of there like a cat with its tail caught in a barn door and hid out of sight until she was asleep. 

      I hung my head in shame as I went to bed, not even bothering to turn on the lights. God, I did so much to update this place, but the past few months have been hard. It’s not that I can’t keep up, but I just keep working myself to the bone every day, and I’ve let things go. I thought by hiring a live-in cleaner it would help, but now I just feel like a failure. 

      After I pull on my jeans without bothering to put on underwear, I grab a white shirt off the top of the dresser. I haven’t done laundry in so long, I’m used to not wearing underwear anymore, and white shirts are cheap and easy to come by. 

      I tiptoe past the guest room, carrying my boots in my hand so I don’t wake her up. I pause at her door for a second, and the image of that fucking ring on her finger flashes in my mind. I turn away quickly and make my way downstairs. I’ve never spent time thinking on what it would be like to have a woman, but I’d burn my farm to the ground before I let her sleep in another man’s home. I didn’t realize I could have that kind of anger, and the reaction to her ring surprised me. 

      I’m lost in my thoughts when I get to the kitchen and don’t realize the light is on. I stop mid-step when I see Dotty in front of the stove frying up some country ham and gravy. 

      “Good morning.” She smiles over at me, and my chest tightens. 

      I open my mouth to say something, but I think I might be having a heart attack. 

      She’s got her blond hair in a messy bun with no makeup on. She’s got on an oversized T-shirt, long plaid sleep pants and she’s barefoot. There’s nothing sexy about what she has on, but I’ve never seen anything more beautiful. 

      Her honey-wheat eyes meet mine, and for a second I can see it. I can see her here in this house as my bride and the mother of my babies. I picture her down here every morning in the kitchen, barefoot and smiling at me as I leave for the day. I can almost feel her warm body pressed against mine as I hold her and just absorb her love into me before I have to go. 

      But the shine on her ring catches my attention, and the vision evaporates like smoke. 

      I nod as I walk past her and over to the small table in the kitchen because I never eat in the dining room. I pull on my boots and it’s then I glance around and see the kitchen is clean. All the dishes have been put away, and there’s no trace of my mess. God, how long has she been awake, or did she do this last night while I was gone? 

      “You hungry?” she asks, holding out the spatula to her side with her other hand on her round hip. 

      “Yeah.” I sit back and she serves up a plate with homemade biscuits, and my stomach rumbles. I can’t remember the last time I ate anything homemade that wasn’t me opening a can. 

      “I packed you lunch too.” She smiles as she moves around the kitchen like she’s used to being there. 

      I take a bite of the ham, biscuit and gravy, and groan. I lean back in my chair and close my eyes because I don’t know if I’ve ever had something so good. She laughs, but I can’t look at her. I can’t see what might be there as I enjoy what she’s made for me. In my mind I think that this is just for me, but she probably gets up early like this all the time and was making her own breakfast. I’ll reap the benefits of it, if that’s the case, but part of me wants to believe that it’s mine. I’m not used to this feeling in my chest, and once again it’s tight. It feels like jealousy, but that doesn’t make sense. Why would I be jealous she did all this when that’s what I’m paying her to do? 

      Speaking of paying her, she’s probably up early to get her money. I take my wallet out and pull out a stack of cash. “That’s yours.” I say and nod to the money. 

      “Oh yeah, I forgot about that.” She smiles again but doesn’t make a move to take it. I go back to eating while she turns on the water at the sink. 

      “You not eating?” I ask as I look over for another plate. 

      “I have a hard time eating right when I wake up. I usually just have coffee.” She holds up her mug and takes a sip. 

      I stop chewing and look at all the food then look back at her in question. 

      “I thought you might be hungry, and I knew you’d be up early. I just wanted to start the day off on a better foot than yesterday.” She reaches over and grabs a bagged lunch and places it beside me on the table. “I’m going to go take a shower, but feel free to eat the rest or it will go to waste.” 

      She turns around and walks away, and for half a second I want to reach out and grab her. I want to pull her onto my lap and tell her how thankful I am that she did this for me, but I don’t. Instead I sit in silence as she walks out of the kitchen and up the stairs. My plate is empty, but somehow I’m still hungry. I feel hollow inside like I’ve never been full, and I rub at my chest. Why won’t this feeling go away? 

      After I eat another plateful of food, I decide to clean up the dishes. She did all this work to make it look nice and got up early to cook for me. The least I can do is put my dishes away. I take my time and dawdle a little longer than necessary, but it’s definitely not because I want to see her again before I leave. 

      When I hear Otis whistle outside the barn, I know I’m out of time, so I grab my lunch and my hat on the way out the door. The fall air is cool this morning, and it smells like winter is hot on its heels. At the last second, I go back inside and throw a couple of logs in the fireplace and light it up, thinking that I don’t want Dotty to catch a chill. 

      When I get to the barn, Otis gives me an odd look as he drinks his coffee. “You okay this morning?” I nod and he cocks his head to the side. “You look different.” 

      “How?” 

      “Don’t know really.” He walks over to the stables and places his mug on the railing as he grabs the saddle. “But you look like you’ve seen a ghost.” 

      I stop and stare at him as my eyebrows pull together. “What?” 

      “Not scared or anything. It’s hard to explain.” He looks me over again as he carries the saddle to the next stall. “You just look like you’ve seen something, maybe something for the first time.” 

      Otis turns his back to me as he saddles the horse, and I think about what he’s saying. I glance out of the barn doors and to the big house where Dotty is in the shower. I think about seeing her in the kitchen and how much I ached to hold her. I’ve never been touched by a woman, not even for an embrace, but I imagine a hug from her would make this ache in my chest go away. 

      The problem is she’s got a ring on her finger, so she belongs to someone else. But if she were mine, I don’t think I could ever let her go.
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      I pull the needle through one more time before I cut the thread to the button on Clay’s jeans. There’s no point in throwing them out if I can fix them.

      Laundry was the next task after the kitchen, but it’s mind-boggling the amount of dirty clothes he has. It’s going to take some time to get it all done with only one washer and dryer. A laundromat would be best, but no way am I hauling all this around. 

      I fold the jeans and put them with the others, but my eyes keep drifting back to the first load of white shirts I did. I think there will be four loads in total by the time I’m done, which is crazy. It could be five if I keep finding them in random places. Who needs that many shirts?

      My cell buzzes on the table next to me with a text from my sister. 

      Kitty: It’s so boring without you here. I volunteered to cook dinner with Mom. 

      Me: Yikes. 

      A moment later she sends a picture of herself to show how truly bored she is, making me laugh. I miss her too. At least when I marry Judge I’ll be close to her. If I really wanted to, I could walk to Judge’s house from Mom and Dad’s place. I wondered a few times what Judge might say if I asked if my sister to come and live with us. Judge looks like he’s always in a shit mood and grunts a lot of his responses. I think that man was truly raised in a barn, and Clay might have been, too, after seeing his mess. 

      Another picture comes through, making me laugh harder as she pretends to put her head in the oven. I would, too, if I had to make dinner with Mom. The woman can’t cook to save her life, but she thinks she’s the best one around. I taught myself because it was that or eat cardboard. As I’m laughing, I hold my phone up and take a picture of myself to send back.

      “What are you doing?” I jump and drop my cell phone on the ground as my heart races. 

      “You scared me.” For a big man he sure can tiptoe, because I didn't hear him coming at all. 

      “These are work hours. Text him on your own time.” 

      Clay turns away and stomps back outside before slamming the door behind him. I guess this means he’s still not happy I’m here. 

      I bend down and pick up the cell phone and see the screen is cracked. I try and get it to come on, but nothing happens. I swallow the lump in my throat, and when a tear escapes I wipe it away quickly. I put it down and try to get back to work while not thinking about how I just lost my only connection to my sister. 

      An hour later and I’m so sick of laundry, I quit for now. It will take him a week to get through what I have washed and folded already, so I put everything away then go to the kitchen for lunch. 

      I need to call Kat or she’ll start freaking out if she doesn't hear from me. I saw a landline in the office earlier, so maybe I can use that. 

      When I open the fridge, nothing looks appealing, and my stomach complains. I glance at the clock on the microwave and see that I have more than enough time to get to town and back and still be able to make dinner. 

      I dart off to my room and grab a jacket and my purse. When I step outside, I see my car is gone, and then I remember Clay saying he’d put it in the barn. I walk over that way to see an older man inside stacking bales of hay. On the other side I see my car and walk over towards it. The older man stops when he sees me, and a slow smile pulls across his sun-weathered face.

      “Hi.” I wave at him, trying to be polite. “I’m Dotty, the new housekeeper.”

      “Nice to meet you, Dotty. I’m Otis.” He holds his hand out for me to shake. “There something I can help you with? I’m guessing Clay won’t like you being out in the barn alone.”

      “My car.” I nod towards it. “I need to run to town, but would you happen to know where the keys are?” 

      “Yep.” He walks over to the other side and opens a drawer at an old workstation. “If you park in the barn, we keep the keys in there in case someone needs to move a vehicle for some reason.” 

      “Okay. I’ll make sure I do that when I get back.” He drops the keys into my hand. “Thanks again.” 

      I smile when the car starts right up, and I think things might be looking up from here. Now, if the phone people can fix my cell, that would be wonderful. 
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      I jerk awake when someone touches my shoulder. I must have nodded off at some point while waiting for them to fix my phone.

      “Oh gosh. I’m so sorry.” Jo gives me a sympathetic look as I stand up from the chair. My butt is killing me because I’ve been sitting in that chair for a few hours. I can tell from the look on his face I’m not going to like what he has to say. He was checking into a warranty or maybe a replacement. 

      “There is nothing we can do. You’d have to buy a new one.” 

      “At full price I take it?” You get a major deal when you buy it with your plan. 

      “Yeah.” He hands me back the broken phone, and I shove it into my purse. “I’m really sorry about this. The wait and the phone.” 

      “Thanks.” I do my best to give him a smile before I head out. The sun is already setting, so I guess I’m not making it home before dinner. It didn't help that the first store I went to had moved locations. Then when I got the new address, I got freaking lost for an hour. 

      I try to make it back to the farm quickly without speeding. I have a feeling I’m going to be in trouble. I should have been working this afternoon and dealt with my phone on my own time over the weekend. I’d let my emotions get the best of me, but I hate losing this contact to my sister. For some reason, the phone made me freer, because now I’m beginning to feel trapped. 

      “Crap.” My stomach drops when I hear the familiar clicking sound coming from the engine. “We’re so close, please don’t do this to me.” The car starts to slow down on its own, and it’s quickly getting dark outside. I bite the inside of my lip, thinking without the car lights it’s going to be almost pitch black except for whatever light the moon has tonight.

      Not really having a choice at this point, I start to pull the car off to the side because I don’t want it to die in the middle of the road. 

      It’s impossible to see what’s ahead, and I let out a scream when I feel the car drop. The sound of crushing metal fills my ears before everything goes truly black.
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      “I’m sure she’s fine,” Otis says as I toss another tool in the box. 

      I make a grunting sound, grabbing the rest of the tools and hanging them up next to the workbench. 

      “She said she was just running to town.” 

      “Five hours ago!” I shout without realizing how angry I am. 

      “Easy, Clay, no need to bust a gasket,” Otis tries to reassure me, but it’s no good. 

      She’s probably out there with her fiancé fucking in the backseat of her piece of shit car while on my dime. God, why am I so angry? I’ve told myself a hundred times she doesn’t belong to me. Yet, all I can do is pray she comes back. 

      What if I scared her off and she decided she didn’t want the job? I went to her room, and her stuff was still there. When I saw her taking a selfie, I knew she was doing it for him, and I got angry. I’m not used to having to control my emotions, so everything is raw on and on the surface. 

      When I feel something, I let everyone know it, but from the moment she stepped on the farm it’s all been a mess. Emotions are bubbling up, and instead of letting them out, I keep on pushing them back down. Today some of that exploded and it sent her running for the hills. Literally. 

      “Her car isn’t safe,” I say as I slam the drawer closed a little too roughly. “Why’d you let her take it?” It’s easier to blame Otis than to face my own shortcomings. 

      “Seriously? It’s her car, Clay. She’s not a prisoner.” It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell him he’s wrong, but technically she doesn’t have to stay here. 

      “She was paid to live here.”

      “Before you lose your cool with me and regret it, why don’t you think about why you’re really angry?” 

      I ignore him and grab my empty lunchbox. I never thanked her for it, but instead stomped in the house and fussed at her like she’d done something wrong. I sigh as I walk towards the house, promising to myself to fix this. Tonight. 

      “I’ll stick around until she gets back,” Otis calls from behind me, but I just wave my hand in response. 

      When I get to the house, I drop my stuff and look out the window. It’s almost dark, and she still isn’t back. I drove that car to the barn, so I know exactly how unreliable it is, and we’re out in the middle of nowhere. If she gets stuck on a country road, it’s a long walk in any direction to find help. 

      Without thinking it through, I grab the keys to my truck and my jacket. Temperatures drop fast out here at night, and if she didn’t take one she could be freezing. I don’t know what the hell I’m doing as I get in my truck and take off towards town. What if she’s just eating dinner with her fiancé and I show up looking like an asshole? I guess it wouldn’t be the first time I looked like that, but seeing disappointment in her eyes is something I don’t think I could stomach. 

      But what if she’s in trouble? The thought keeps tickling the back of my mind, and it’s the reason I’m turning on the long stretch of road between my farm and civilization. What if she’s in trouble and I’m not there to save her? I have to go look, even if it’s to just find a pot of disappointment at the end of her rainbow of sunshine. 

      I’m lost in thought on the pitch-black highway just as something catches the corner of my eye. I slam on my brakes and turn around to try and see, but I can’t spot anything right away. Sometimes deer run through this corn field, but I don’t think that’s what it is. 

      Following my instincts, I put the truck in reverse and back it up. As I do, I take out my flashlight from under my seat and shine it on the water ditch next to the road. To protect the crops from heavy rain, they have to dig out about five feet down on either side of the road and cars have been known to get stuck. 

      Just as I’m about to give up, my light shines over something light blue. I’m out of the truck before my next heartbeat and running towards the ditch. 

      “Dorothy! Dorothy!” I scream as I race to the edge. When I see the muddy vehicle turned on its side, I slide down and keep calling. “Dotty, are you in there? Dotty, answer me!” 

      I climb on the car, but I’m covered in mud now, and my hands are slipping. It’s pitch black out here with no moonlight anywhere to be found, and my flashlight is in a puddle on the ground. My eyes are slowly adjusting, but panic is threatening to take me under. 

      “Oh god, please, Dotty, answer me.” My hands slip on the door, but I finally get a grip on the handle and pull as hard as I can. Metal groans as I wrench the door open and bend it backwards to stay open. “Dotty!” 

      I look down and see her slumped to one side, the old seat buckle having blessedly held her in place. I grab my knife out of my pocket and in one quick slice free her from it. 

      “Dotty, baby, I got you,” I tell her, pulling her into my arms and carefully climbing down off the car. “It’s okay, you’re going to be okay.” 

      It’s too dark for me to see if she’s bleeding, and I probably shouldn’t have carried her out of the car, but I couldn't leave her there. An ambulance will take too long to reach her, and some of the guys who work on the farm are part-time paramedics for the volunteer fire department. If I hurry, I can get back before they’ve left for the day. 

      I get into my truck while holding Dotty in my lap. She’s so damn small and cold, I can’t think about what that might mean. In the cab of my truck I turn the light on, but I don’t have time do anything except pull my jacket over her and hug her close as I drive like hell. 

      “It’s going to be okay, Dotty. I promise everything will be okay. Just keep on breathing, baby. Just breathe.” I hope this is a promise I can keep. 

      The truck tires eat up gravel as I race down the road with the pedal on the floor. I can see the lights of the big house and barn ahead, and I know help is coming. I go straight for the barn and see the guys all milling around outside talking to one another at the end of the workday. Thank god they’re all so damn chatty as I start honking my horn. 

      “I got you, Dotty. Help is coming.” My tires screech and I stop the truck. The guys come running over. “Her car flipped in the ditch.” 

      It’s all I can get out before the guys take her from my arms, and I stand there helpless as they call for what they need. Four of the guys are in motion instantly with a back brace and a triage bag ready to go. Someone hands me my jacket, but all I can think about is putting it on her so she won’t be cold anymore. 

      “What’s her name?” Shane, one of the guys, asks me as he shines a light in her eyes. 

      “Dorothy,” I answer numbly, because I don’t know what else to do. Seeing her like this, unresponsive and in danger, I fall to my knees. 

      “Dorothy, we’re going to give you a shot. Stay with me, okay?” Shane tells her as another of the guys administers something in her vein. 

      After only a second, she blinks slowly and makes a groaning sound. I close my eyes and thank whatever guardian angel she has that she’s alive. She takes a few breaths, and the guys are asking her stuff, but I don’t hear any of it. All I can hear is the sound of my heartbeat in my ears because it’s beating for both of us right now. 

      The guys count down, and suddenly they’re moving the stretcher toward the house. I jump up off the ground and follow behind them, directing them into the house. 

      “Take her to the bedroom at the end, it’s got a bigger bed,” I call out, and the guys take her up the stairs. Shane walks over to me and puts a hand on my shoulder, and I prepare for the worst. 

      “She’s going to be okay.” 

      I stare at him, stunned, and he says it again. “She had a big bump on the head, but otherwise nothing else seems broken or hurt. She was lucky she was wearing her seatbelt.” 

      “How did you know?” 

      “The bruise on her shoulder.” He points to his collarbone. “That's what we like to see in accidents like hers.” 

      “What do I do?” 

      “Right now our biggest concern is a concussion, so a couple of the guys will hang by for a few hours to make sure she’s okay.” 

      “I can do it,” I say, but even as the words come out, I worry that I won’t be what she needs. 

      “If you can keep her awake and talking for a little while, then we can ask some questions to clear her of a concussion. But if she needs to go to Regional, it’s going to take an airlift a couple of hours. I think right now we wait and see, and if she needs to go in, we’ll get her there.” 

      “Okay,” is all I can manage because I’m not sure what other options I have. 

      “It’s going to be all right, Clay. She’s lucky you found her.” 

      I walk toward the stairs and think about what he said. I could feel something was wrong even before I got in the truck to go look for her. How did I know that? How did I know to stop at that exact spot in the road, because when I went back, I saw nothing. Why does it feel like I’m being pulled to her even now as I take the stairs two at a time? 

      Something about Dotty has awakened a part of me that I didn’t know was there. Maybe it never would have been there if she’d never come along. But the closer I get to her, the more my chest relaxes, and somehow I think beside her is exactly where I’m meant to be. 
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      “Where’s Clay?” I ask, trying to look past all the men surrounding the bed. 

      “He’s coming, darlin’,” one says in a long drawl. “I’m going to give you something so you can relax. Being tensed up all night will only leave you hurting more come tomorrow.” 

      “Okay,” I agree, trying to look toward the bedroom door as I feel the prick of the needle in my arm. 

      “There you go.” 

      “Thanks.” 

      “You need to try and stay awake. If you can’t fight the sleep, you can take a thirty-minute nap, but you need to get up for a few minutes between them.” I nod in understanding. My anxiety starts to grow with each second Clay isn't here. 

      “Are all cowboys this big?” I ask. They are filling the room and blocking my view of the door. “And handsome?” Is it some requirement to work for Clay?

      “Out,” a deep voice barks, and although I can’t see him, I know who it is. 

      I feel myself relax, and I reach my hand up, trying to smooth my hair down. I stop when I pull a leaf out, thinking I must really look bad. 

      All the men start to shuffle out of the room, telling me to be careful and they’ll be back to check on me. It’s sweet that they all care so much. I don’t know why, but it makes me want to cry. I blink away the tears because the last thing I need to be right now is a blubbering mess. 

      Everyone leaves, and it’s only Clay and me now. He stands in the doorway, his eyes locked on me. I can’t read his expression, but I don’t want him to be mad at me right now. He can yell at me tomorrow. 

      “How are you feeling?” he finally asks, coming a little closer to the bed.

      “I actually feel somewhat better.” I try to sit up, but Clay races over to stop me. 

      “The medicine makes you feel better. Doesn't mean you’re ready to move.” I look down at his hand resting on my stomach in a gentle hold to make sure I don’t get up. The touch is soft and so unlike the Clay I’ve experienced so far.

      He jerks his hand back when he sees me staring at it. He takes one step back and then another until there’s space between us. 

      “Please don’t leave.” I can’t keep the fear out of my voice. When I’d heard Clay calling my name tonight, I knew everything was going to be okay. I tried to call back to him, but I couldn't get the words out because I kept drifting in and out of consciousness. I’d gotten scared that I’d dreamed it up, and I was stuck out there alone. 

      “I’m not going anywhere.” He says it in a challenging tone. 

      “Thank you.” I stare down at my hands, finding it hard to look at him. He's so handsome, but I’ve done enough embarrassing things today. 

      “You don’t have to thank me.” 

      “I do for all of this.” I motion around the room. “You saved me.” I can’t help myself, and I turn my head to meet his gaze.

      “If you belonged to me, I’d always keep you safe. Always find you.” 

      My stomach tightens. “If I belonged to you?” 

      He opens his mouth and then shuts it again. I can tell he’s thinking about how to answer it. 

      “Yes. You work here, don’t you?” 

      “Right.” I try to hide the disappointment I feel. 

      I shouldn't be let down, because I don’t know Clay. The few times we’ve talked he’s always getting mad at me. Then he goes all superhero and saves my life. I caught some of the things he said when he held me tight to him. It felt good hearing those things. Too good, really. It makes me want things I can’t have because I’m promised to someone else. 

      “Don’t move. I’m going to get you some water.” Before I can tell him I’m fine, he’s already halfway down the hall. When he comes back, he has a tray. I fight a giggle and end up not being able to and my laughter escapes. 

      “Don’t do that, you’ll hurt yourself,” he growls, and that only makes me want to laugh harder. He sets the tray down on the bed and I manage to get myself under control. 

      “I can’t drink that much water.” 

      “I didn't know how you liked your water. I have bottled, with ice, room temperature, sparkling, and hot. Do people drink hot water?” 

      This has to be one of the sweetest, most adorable things I’ve ever seen in my life. This giant beast of a cowboy trying his best to take care of me. It also might be the most he’s spoken to me since we’ve met. 

      “I think people use hot water for tea maybe?” 

      “Right. Wait, do you want tea instead?” 

      “No, Clay.” I smile at him. “I’ll take the bottle please.” He picks it up and takes the cap off before he hands it to me. I didn't think I was thirsty until the water hits my lips, and before I know it I've drank it all. 

      “I’ll get more.” He starts to rise. 

      “No, I’m fine. Maybe set the ice water on the nightstand here.” He looks like he’s debating it a moment before standing up and doing as I suggested. I bite my lip to keep from smiling as I watch the surly cowboy unsure of anything. 

      After he gets rid of the tray, he comes back into the room. He grabs the chair in the corner and moves it next to the bed. 

      “Oh my gosh, I’m sorry I didn’t realize this is your bed.” I start to get up, but I stop when I hear that loud growling sound again. It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell him maybe he shouldn't hang out with the animals so much because they’re rubbing off on him.

      “Don’t move.” Clay sits in the chair and leans back. “I gotta keep an eye on you.”

      “I’m fine right now. Why don’t you go clean up?” He’s covered in mud that’s dried to his clothes and skin. 

      “I’m good.” Of course he is. 

      I roll my eyes. “No, you’re not good. I got you clean towels in there and fresh clothes put away. Now get up and take a shower.” His eyebrow lifts high as he stares at me for a moment until his mouth pulls into a half smile. 

      “Don’t fall asleep,” he orders. 

      “I promise.” He gets up from the chair and grabs some clothes. 

      Before he goes into the bathroom, I call for him. “Clay. Do you have a phone I can use? I need to check in. I don’t want anyone worrying when I’m fine.” 

      He stands a little taller, his body going rigid. “Maybe this somebody should be fucking worried. That same somebody should be banging on this front door because they haven't heard from you.” 

      “Well, my sister doesn't have a car yet.” 

      “Your sister?” I nod. “Is that who you were on the phone with earlier today?” 

      “Yes, I know you said to do it on my own time, and I’ve been gone all day. I’ll be fast, I swear. It’s just—” 

      “Stop.” His head drops for a minute, looking down at the floor. He takes two deep breaths before pulling his cell out of his pocket. He walks over, holding it out for me, and I grab it. “I’m an asshole. Call your sister whenever you want.” He releases the phone before turning to go into the bathroom and shutting the door behind him. 

      I call Kat and give her vague details about what happened but don’t bring up the wreck. That’s the last thing she needs to worry about when there’s nothing she can do. What’s done is done. When I hear the water in the bathroom turn off, I let her go, telling her I’ll call her tomorrow. 

      I put the phone down on the table, and I start to feel sleepy but know I can’t go to bed. This is going to be a long night. When the bathroom door opens, I’m struck still for a moment. Clay stands there with damp hair, gray sweats and no shirt. I knew he was built, but it’s one thing to know it and another to see it on full display. 

      “Like what you see?” 

      I gasp, covering my face with my hands. How long was I staring? 

      He chuckles. “I’ll get a shirt.” 

      I drop my hands as he slides on one of the white shirts I folded earlier. “You and those white shirts.” 

      “I have to tell you I’m not sure how this is going to be a temporary thing. You feeding me, making sure I have shit to wear, and how the house actually looks like a home. I’m spoiled.” His praise makes me feel warm inside. 

      “Well, I’m glad you like it because I wasn't sure. You have a tendency to yell.” 

      “Yeah.” He reaches up and grabs the back of his neck. “I was jealous earlier today. I thought you were sending him a picture.” 

      “Him who?” 

      “Your fiancé.”

      “Oh yeah. I guess I could see that, but it was just my sister.” 

      He walks back over to the side of the bed. “I’ll stop yelling.” I lift an eyebrow, making him laugh. “I’ll stop yelling so much.” 

      “I’ll take it.” I point to the phone on the nightstand. “Just in case you need it.” 

      He waves it off and goes back to the dresser. I watch him, unable to look away. How is this man single? Furthermore, why is he jealous over me and why does that do all kinds of things to my insides? 

      “I don’t think a shower tonight is a good idea, but we should change you at least. Think you can wiggle out of those jeans under there?” 

      I undo my jeans and slide them down my hips while keeping the blanket over me. At the same time, he reaches under the blanket and takes my shoes off. I lift up as he grabs the bottom of my jeans and pulls. 

      “Oh wait.” 

      “What?” He stands there with my jeans in his hand. 

      “Panties.” I point to the jeans, and when he looks at them, I swear he blushes. 

      “I don’t think they are required.” He drops them at the end of the bed and looks up at me. “Are they?” 

      “Required? No, I don’t think it’s a law to wear underwear.” Gosh, I’m enjoying this way more than I should. It’s nice teasing him, and somehow it feels natural. 

      “Shirt.” He holds out the one he got from the dresser. 

      It takes a little wiggling, but I pull it off and pass it to him. After I put his shirt on, I lie back, feeling a million times more comfortable. I still when Clay’s hand comes up and he pulls another leaf out of my hair. 

      “Is it bad?” 

      “No, beautiful as ever,” he says softly and turns around. For a second I wonder if I heard him right. When he turns back around, he hands me a damp cloth. “For your face.” 

      Then he really shocks me when he takes another cloth to my arms and wipes them down. When he gets to my left hand, he pulls the ring off and places it on the nightstand. 

      Maybe I should say something, but right now I really don’t care. I don’t want to fight with Clay about it, and honestly at this moment, I really don’t want the damn thing on my finger. Not when I’m feeling all kinds of ways about Clay. In some weird way, it felt like I was cheating, not on Judge, but on Clay. 

      “You lose your cell in the crash? I can go look for it tomorrow, but I’m thinking you’ll need a new one. Use mine to call your sister until then.” He sits down in the chair beside the bed, and I notice he makes it a point to say only my sister. “Where did you go today?” 

      “My phone was already ruined. I broke it this afternoon and I went into town today to try and get it fixed. I wanted to get a new one if I could.” 

      “Did you?” I shake my head no. “How did it break?” 

      “I dropped it.” He stares at me for a long moment and I stare right back, getting more comfortable with his eyes on me. 

      “When I shouted at you,” he says and doesn't wait for an answer. “Fucking hell, I’m worse than an asshole.” He drops his head back.

      “An asshole that saved me.” 

      “Yeah, well, you would have been at home if your cell hadn’t broken.” 

      “It’s fine, things happen.” 

      “You’re right, but I’m going to fix it. I don’t want you worrying about a damn thing, you got that?” He gives me a hard look. 

      “Yeah.” Wow, it feels good to have someone say those words to me. Too good and way too tempting. For a second I want to ask if he wants to lie in the bed with me, but my shyness wins. 

      “Now, let’s get two things straight here, One, you never leave this damn house without a functioning phone. Ever. That can get you killed out here.” 

      “I know, I wasn't thinking clearly. It won’t happen again.” He relaxes some at my response. “What’s the second?” 

      “No more hiding shit from me. You had no intention of telling me about that phone, did you?” 

      “No.”

      “Are we good on those two things?” I nod. “Good, now why don’t you tell me how the hell you made those biscuits taste like heaven?” 

      I smile as I settle back into the covers and he listens to my cooking secrets.
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      “I can see how you dirty up so many dishes.” 

      I look out of the corner of my eye at Dotty and pretend to scowl. “This is my first time.” 

      “Oh, I can tell.” She tries to cover her laughter as I flip the pancake, but she’s doing a terrible job at it. 

      Around four in the morning her stomach began to rumble, and I insisted on cooking for her. The only problem was I had no clue how and I refused to let her do it. So the compromise was I’d carry her to the kitchen table and she’d supervise my efforts. 

      “We clearly agreed you’d give me directions, not make fun of me.” 

      “Am I making fun of you?” She cocks her head to the side, and my shirt slides off her shoulder a little. 

      The bare skin forces me to look away. “You’re teasing me.” 

      “Maybe a little.” I flip the pancake in the air, and it comes down on the floor beside me with a splat. “Okay, so that one’s yours.” 

      Her giggles make me smile as I clean up my mess, and I think for the millionth time how much I like her being here. I also glance at her bare finger and think about how much I like that too. Well, maybe not bare, but free of his ring. 

      “Look who's up early,” Shane calls as he walks in the house and sees us in the kitchen. 

      I straighten and suddenly Dotty being in only a T-shirt in my kitchen isn’t enough. Needing to cover her up, I walk over to the sofa and grab a blanket. I go back to where she’s sitting, and her eyes widen as I wrap it around her. 

      “Sorry, didn’t mean to intrude,” Shane explains as he respectfully turns away. 

      “It’s fine,” Dotty says, and I scowl. She purses her lips at me, and I feel her poke my side as she keeps talking to Shane. “I was feeling hungry, so cowboy over here is making me flapjacks.” 

      “Oh god, and you agreed to eat them?” Shane laughs, joining us. 

      “Well, it was this or starve,” Dotty jokes, and the smile she gives me could melt butter. 

      “I’m not sure you made the right choice.” 

      “You can leave,” I say, and Shane tries to cover his smile. 

      “Just coming by to check on the little lady here.” He holds up his medical bag I didn’t notice before, and I nod. “How are you feeling?” 

      “Good, a little tired though,” she says as Shane sits in the chair beside her and takes out his small light to shine in her eyes. 

      “Did you manage to get any sleep at all or did the big bear over there talk your ear off?” 

      I grumble, taking the bacon out of the pan like Dotty told me to and making a stack of the pancakes I didn’t mess up. 

      “I think I did most of the talking, but he wasn’t so bad.” I look over at her, and as Shane reaches down to get something out of his bag, she winks at me. 

      The gesture is so simple and easy, I don’t know what to do about it. Is this what it’s like to have a crush? God, it feels like so much more than that. 

      She did spend most of the night talking, but she would ask me about my life too. I told her about the farm and Otis, and she told me about her sister and parents. I never asked about the fiancé, and she never volunteered the information. It was like we both agreed to not mention it at least for tonight. 

      But as the sun rises outside the kitchen window, I can see that a new day is beginning. Will everything that we shared last night make it in the light of day? Will my heart stay open once she puts the ring back on? I’m afraid seeing her like this, in my shirt and in my kitchen, will haunt me for the rest of my life if she marries him. 

      Shane is talking to her now, and I stare out onto the pasture. An image of her in a white dress walking across that same field to where I’m waiting enters my mind. Then another one of my ring on her finger sparkling in the sunrise as she lies in my bed, skin against skin. I can almost taste the apple pie she feeds to our baby girl on a picnic blanket, years from now under the willow tree by the pond. 

      “Clay?” 

      The sound of Shane’s voice scatters the images like fireflies in late summer, and they disappear through my fingers. Suddenly I’m angry that it was only a dream and I toss the spatula in the sink a little too hard. 

      “You okay?” he asks, and I nod. “She’s good to go, but make sure she takes it easy for the next few days.” 

      “Okay,” I answer, not looking at him or Dotty. I’m too busy mourning the loss of something that was never mine. 

      After Shane talks to Dotty for a quick second, he grabs his bag and leaves. The kitchen that was once warm and filled with laughter is now cold and quiet. The sun is streaming in fully now, and I need to get out to the barn. I know I don’t have to be there, but being here might not be the right place either. 

      “Hey?” Dotty says softly, and I finally look over to where she’s sitting. “You going to feed me or not, big bear?” Her smile is soft and easy, and even though she can see I’m in a dark mood, somehow she pulls me out of it with just one look. 

      “You think you’re cute calling me that?” I grab her plate and silverware and bring it over to her. 

      “Mhh-hmm,” she mumbles around a bite of pancakes. 

      God, could she be any more beautiful? “You can call me whatever you want. Long as you keep talking to me.” 

      I nudge the syrup toward her, and she grabs it at the same time. Our fingers meet around the bottle, and for a moment we stay like that, our fingers entwined around the maple goodness and our eyes locked. I think about the hand I had on her stomach last night and how much I didn’t want to pull it away. What kind of spell have I been put under since I laid eyes on her? 

      “Clay,” she begins softly, and I don’t know if I’ll ever get over how much I love the way she says my name. “I’m really glad I took the job here.” 

      Her thumb brushes over mine, and all I can do is swallow as I nod. I want to tell her that she’s somehow changed my life just by being here and that if there’s a chance she feels even a fraction of what I do, then she should let me have her. I want her to give me a chance to put a ring on her finger and see how that one fits. I know I can be better because she makes me want to be more than I ever have been. 

      When I open my mouth to tell her all of this, the phone between us rings. It’s my cell, and the number on the screen isn’t one I recognize. 

      “That’s Kat,” Dotty says, pulling her hand away. 

      The moment I’ve lost her touch I feel like I’ve lost a part of her, and I don’t want that to happen again. 

      She answers the phone, and I try not to listen as I clean up the kitchen. She worked so hard on it that I don’t want to mess it up again. A few times I hear her whisper and I wonder if it’s about me or about him. I don’t want to know, so I try to put it out of my mind. 

      “Everything okay?” I ask when she hangs up. 

      “Yeah, great.” She smiles at me, and I have the urge to cup her face and hold her close. 

      “How about I show you around today? Shane said you have to take it easy, but we can take the Gator out in the pasture. It should be an easy ride.” 

      “Really?” She sits up straighter, and the blanket falls around her waist. 

      It’s then I notice her breasts pushing against the white shirt and how hard her nipples are. I should be a gentleman and look away, but goddamn it, I’m not that strong. 

      I openly stare at her, drinking in my fill as I lean back against the counter and sip my coffee. Yeah, a man could get used to this.
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      I close my eyes as the sun warms my face. Why does the air feel so much freer here? It’s light and even smells different, or maybe I’m different now.

      I smile when the breeze picks up, making my hair tickle my face. I open my eyes to push it away and see Clay staring at me. He’s smiling now, too, and I’m surprised, but I’m never sure how he’ll react to something. One moment he’s the sweetest man and the next he’s a bear with a thorn in his paw. I actually enjoy both, but maybe that’s because I always had a thing for bears. 

      “You’re so fucking beautiful.” 

      I suck in a breath, an excited stir blooming in my chest. He looks a little surprised himself that he said it out loud, and I suddenly feel shy. 

       “Fuck. I mean… Damn it.” He pauses, going back to looking grumpy. He takes his hat off and tosses it on the small dash of the Gator. “You’re beautiful, period, no curse words.” 

      “I don’t know, Clay, I think fucking beautiful sounds better, to be honest.” 

      “I’ll remember that.” He smirks, his eyes dropping to my mouth. 

      They've been doing that all day, and each time my heart starts to race while I wonder if he’s going to kiss me. I wish he would. I want to know what it would be like to kiss him, even if I only get to do it one time. 

      “No one’s ever called me beautiful other than my sister. It feels different coming from you.” 

      “Are you shitting me?” His expression turns to a scowl. I try not to laugh at his sudden change of mood. “What about—” I reach up, pressing two fingers against his lips to stop him. 

      “No, he hasn't, and I don’t want to talk about him right now.” I start to drop my hand, but he snags my wrist. 

      “Some people are stupid and don’t know what’s in front of them.” I know he’s talking about Judge, but those words hit home for me too. He turns my hand over and kisses my palm. 

      He slowly releases my wrist, his hand sliding up to take mine. We lock our fingers together and my heart is starting to beat harder. It’s so loud I wonder if he can hear it. How can something so small as our fingers linking together seem so big? 

      “Clay?” 

      “Yeah, sweetheart?” His voice is so low and quiet, it feels intimate. 

      “Will you kiss me?” 

      I barely get the words out, and he’s pulling me close. I think it’s going to be fast with how he grabbed me, but he pauses as he looks into my eyes and waits. It’s like he just wants to memorize my face or this moment, I don’t know which, but the hesitation feels somehow special. Like he’s not used to kissing a woman.

      After what feels like forever, he leans in and kisses the corner of my mouth. I close my eyes and he kisses the other side too. I feel him watching me as I absorb his touch, and his hands gently rest on my shoulders. He kisses my lips this time, and he uses his thumbs to tilt my head back more. He keeps placing soft kisses on me, taking his time moving down to my neck and back up. He’s savoring me. It’s not the kiss I expected, but it’s so much more. It’s tender and kind, but there’s something simmering there too. Underneath his gentle touch, there is a possession that is unmistakable. He’s not only memorizing me, but he’s marking me too. 

      I’m unable to understand the millions of emotions that run through me, and it comes out of me in the form of a whimper. Then I feel his lips on mine, and this time his tongue is tasting me. 

      “Part those lips for me, beautiful.”

      I do, and when his tongue touches mine, I moan. I have no idea what I’m doing, but it feels so right and I hope it never stops. 

      “Fuck.” Clay leans back for a moment, his breathing heavy. 

      He holds me against him, and my eyes open. His dark green eyes look black right now, and I can see my primal need reflected in his.  

      “Clay.” The intensity of them does nothing to cool the desire building inside of me. In fact, it only spurs it on. 

      “I’ll take care of you, Dotty.” He kisses me quickly before looking into my eyes once more. “I’ll always take care of you.” 

      With one motion, he hauls me onto his lap, and I straddle his hips. It’s like a rush of heat and need all over my body as he takes control. His mouth is on mine as one hand goes to my lower back and the other goes to my ass. I hold his face as he grinds against me, and pleasure like I’ve never felt spikes in my core. He rocks me back and forth, and I moan into his mouth. 

      I feel his hot length between us, and it's a demanding presence that has to be as desperate as I am. It’s bulging against his jeans, and I shamelessly use it to my advantage as I get closer and closer to my climax. 

      My fingers grip his shirt so tightly I hear the material protest. But as he rocks me against his cock, a loud groan comes from Clay, and he breaks the kiss as his head falls back. The sight of him so far gone sends me over the edge, and my orgasm hits me like a wrecking ball. 

      Through the fog of pleasure, he keeps working my hips for a few more seconds, and it drags the climax out of me. I can’t take it anymore, so I collapse into his big body and bury my face in his neck. After a moment he wraps his arms around me and holds me tight. Tears sting my eyes from the emotions bombarding me.

      I don’t know how long we sit there, but at some point I must have dozed off. When I come to, I see the sun is setting, and I’m still in Clay’s lap straddling him as he drives. One of his arms is around me, and I turn my head to breathe him in. I brush my mouth against his neck, and I feel his cock jerk against me. It’s hard again, or maybe it never went down at all. 

      “Behave, we’re almost back at the big house. One accident is all I can handle.” 

      “Fine,” I tease and steal one more kiss on his neck. 

      The accident feels so long ago. Time is different here with Clay. I haven't been here for long, but it also feels impossible to have only known him a short time. What is it about this land that feels so familiar and right? 

      The Gator stops a few moments later and I shift to get off his lap. He takes my hand and keeps a hold of it as we walk into the house and up the stairs. 

      “I think today might have been the best day of my life,” I tell him. 

      I want him to know what this means to me. If that accident taught me anything, it's that life can change in a split second. Clay saved me this time, but I won’t always have him. 

      “Mine too,” he says. “And it won’t be the last.” The way he says it makes it sound like a promise. “You’re my beautiful girl.”

      Before I can respond, he’s kissing me again. I kiss him right back because today I want nothing more than to belong to him.
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      What am I doing? 

      I know good and damn well she’s engaged to someone else, but the way her body feels against mine is too fucking good. I can’t let her go, not now, not ever. 

      I’ve never kissed before and never imagined it would feel this good. As we stand in my bedroom with my lips on hers, I don’t ever want to stop. She’s so soft and tastes like sunshine. Her hands rest on my chest as mine explore her body, rubbing her curves and tangling in her long hair. 

      “Can I take this off?” I ask, my voice deep and demanding. I tug at the edge of her shirt, and she nods, a blush blossoming on her cheeks. 

      I pull the material up and over her head and toss it on the ground. I kiss her again before taking off my own shirt because I want to know what it’s like to feel her warm skin against mine. 

      Should I tell her this is all new to me? Would that scare her away? Does it even matter? I’ve never wanted this before, and now it’s all I can think about. Touching every part of her and feeling it against my own. The thought of her wet pussy on my cock is too much, so I push that away. This is enough…for now. 

      Her hands move, and suddenly her bra is gone, and her breasts are touching my stomach. Her tight nipples tickle me, and I lean back to look at them. I’ve never seen anything more beautiful, and I wish I had the words to tell her so. Instead I kneel down in front of her so I’m eye level with them and just stare. 

      Her fingers dance along the tops of my shoulders as she watches me. After a moment of just drinking her in, I lean forward and gently kiss the underside of one breast. It’s softer than her lips, which I didn’t think was possible, and I lean in to rub my face against it. Then I move to the other and do the same thing, wanting to rub her body all over mine. How is she so fucking soft? 

      “Clay,” she hisses when I suck one nipple into my mouth, because now I want to know what it tastes like. 

      She’s like fresh silk as I lick her there, learning every curve she owns. I want her body to be so attuned with mine that she opens for me the second I lay my eyes on her. 

      “Let me see all of you,” I demand. This time my voice is not so gentle. 

      My hands are at the button of her jeans, and her fingers come there to meet mine. I look up into her eyes, and she opens them for me, a silent invitation to take what I want. Oh, I plan on it. 

      My lack of experience won’t impede my eager need and how desperate I am to have her. I want to know what that orgasm she had tasted like, and I plan on eating my fill between her legs. 

      When I take her jeans off, I yank her panties down with them so they’re around her knees bunched up. Her legs are tight together, but I still see the small patch of curls hidden between them, and I fall forward to bury my nose in it. I inhale deep, all the way to the bottom of my lungs, trying to have as much of her in me as I can. I’ve found the source of her sunshine and I want to bathe in it. 

      “Oh god,” she whispers in a shaky voice as I keep smelling her and rubbing my face all over her pussy. 

      Maybe I am the bear everyone says I am, because all I want to do is rub all over her and then hibernate between her legs. I have this overwhelming need to get her scent on me so I never forget it or have to go without. 

      “More,” I growl and shove her jeans lower until she steps out of everything. Without thought, I pick her up and toss her back on the bed, dragging her ass to the edge. “Spread.” 

      Seeing her completely naked on my bed has made me crazy. Suddenly I’m a bull with a red flag waving in front of me as she widens her knees and shows me all the pretty pink that waits for me. 

      I curse and crawl to her pussy like I’ve found water in the desert. I’m desperate to drink her in. She cries out, and her hands go to my hair, but I won’t be stopped.

      I lick over her clit and her wet lips, and she’s messy with need. I rub it all over my face like a man in battle and then slide two fingers inside of her. I don’t know what possesses me to do it, but I just need to feel her, feel inside of her, right this second. 

      “I-I think…oh shit.” 

      I suck on her lips, rocking my fingers inside of her. Then when I do the same to her clit, her back arches, and she comes off the bed as she cries out in pleasure. It’s too fast, and I don’t want it to be over, so I growl as I flip her over and pull her ass back. 

      She’s on her knees now with her face in the bed as I wiggle my tongue inside where my fingers were. I pet her clit while my tongue fucks her, and she’s getting louder. I want her to scream the fucking house down so everyone knows she belongs to me. 

      The sight of her bent over like this and ready for my cock is too much for me. With my other hand I jerk open my jeans and let my cock flop free between us, hard and heavy with cum.

      I switch hands so that I can use the wet one to jack myself off while I eat her pussy. I’ve never been one to masturbate, but right now I don’t have a choice. I have to fucking cum right this second. 

      She makes a whining sound, and when I look up, I see she’s staring back at me, at my cock. She’s watching me jerk off and the slapping sounds of my hand on my dick echo in the room. 

      “You wanna watch?” For some reason I want her to see it. I want to be as raw and real as I can in front of her. I don’t want anything between us, and that includes being shy. 

      “Yes.” 

      “Sit on my face.” I move back on the floor and lie down on the rug. 

      She looks at me and hesitates for only a second before she climbs off the bed and comes over to me. I hold out my hand, and she takes it as I help guide her knees on either side of my head. She sits up and I put one hand on her ass while the other is on my cock. 

      “Just watch,” I tell her when I start to stroke it and lick her at the same time. 

      The rhythm is the same, and with every long lap of her pussy, I slide my fist down on my dick. She moans as she rocks her hips on my face, and although I can’t see her, I don’t need to. I’ve made a map of her body in my mind, and I can picture exactly how her tits are swaying as she rocks on me. 

      I’m so close to cumming, but she’s enjoying the show, so I knuckle up and force it down. Her pussy is juicy and sweet like fresh fruit, and I can’t stop eating it. Could I even take my mouth away from this long enough to fuck her? Probably not. 

      I’m so lost in my own thoughts I don’t feel her lean closer to my cock until her mouth is on it. My eyes fly open, and the air leaves my lungs as her mouth wraps around the head of my cock and she sucks. 

      “FUCK!” I shout because it feels like lightning has struck the head of my cock. 

      “Not a fan of blow jobs?” I hear her say, and I close my eyes tight. 

      She does it again, but this time when she sucks, I feel her tongue encircle the tip. “I-I’ve never. Fuck.” 

      She stills for only a moment before taking more of my length in her mouth. I growl and grab her hips and jerk her back to my mouth. My cock slips free, and she moans, but she’s not taking this pussy from me. Her small hands move around my shaft, and now she’s the one jerking me off. 

      She tries once more to wiggle away, and I can’t take it. I roll us over so I’m on my knees, and I can pin her pussy down. 

      “Stop trying to take it away,” I scold, leaning down and tonguing her pussy once more.

      I feel her sucking my dick again, and I swear I almost lose consciousness. It’s all I can do to keep my weight off of her as I eat her and get my cock sucked at the same time. 

      If she had any intentions of leaving me before, it’s not fucking happening now. Ever. 

      One long lick between her folds and she’s raising her hips to meet my mouth. I suck on her clit and flick my tongue over it at the same time, and I feel her mouth move away from my cock as she cries out. 

      Her orgasm this time is longer and harder than the first, and I feel like a god. I gave this to her, and I intend on doing it over and over until she can’t use her legs to try and walk out of my life. 

      As I slowly taste her to stretch out the pleasure as much as possible, I feel her hands on my cock. I’m already so primed that only a simple tug has my cum shooting between us and all over her breasts. I look down and watch as ribbons of cum splash across her, and she watches in fascination. 

      When my legs can’t hold me up any longer, I fall to her side and try to catch my breath. We’re both naked and dirty with our walls down, and I’ve never felt more connected to someone in my life. Sharing something so raw and real makes me look at her with different eyes. She’s impossibly more beautiful covered in my cum, and all I want to do right now is hold her. 

      Like that first time I saw her in my kitchen, visions of just embracing her in my arms flash in my mind. I get up off the floor and then pick her up and carry her to the bed. When she tries to pull the blanket up to cover her, I shake my head. 

      “Not tonight, beautiful girl.” I touch her chin and trace my thumb over it. I can’t stop looking at her. “Nothing between us tonight.” 

      She nods as she curls into my body, and I wrap my arms around her. I could close my eyes right now and have the best night of my life, but instead I spend hours just watching her sleep.
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      I can’t stop smiling as Clay kisses down my spine, and I roll over wanting to kiss him too. We spent hours kissing each other last night. I think sometimes we’d nod off only to wake up and start kissing again. 

      “Hey, beautiful,” he says lazily, his lips pulling into a half-smile. His dark hair is a mess from me running my fingers through it. 

      “Hey, yourself.” 

      This time when his lips touch mine, it’s lazy and slow. His tongue caresses me with each stroke, and I remember that wicked thing between my thighs. I still can’t believe the pleasure he gave me, the need I had to do the same to him. It tossed away any shyness I might have had, and we shared something more powerful than I could have imagined. 

      I wrap my arms and legs around him, loving the feel of our naked bodies pressed into each other. He pulls his mouth away but changes his mind a moment later, and he’s kissing me again. He gives a reluctant groan before he finally stops. 

      “Keep your hold on me, baby. Don’t let go…” 

      “I wasn't planning on it.” He picks me up and carries me toward the bathroom. 

      His steps falter when I nibble on his neck a little too hard and his cock, trapped between us, jerks. I feel the pre-cum on his cock smearing all over my skin, and I groan. 

      My nipples tighten against his hard chest as I think about Clay putting his mark on me. Around here they put a brand on cattle so they can’t be taken and sold. If Clay branded me, then maybe no one could take me from him. What would happen if I didn't go back? Would they toss my sister to Judge next? 

      I want to cry because my options of marrying Judge or making my sister do it are pretty freaking terrible. What if Kat came here to stay—would Clay even let her? I think he might if he knew it would mean I could stay too. We only have to wait until she’s 18 and then my parents can’t stop her, really. 

      But then my parents would lose everything. I hate that I have so much guilt over it, because they didn't have any when they sold me off to Judge. 

      Clay turns on the water in the shower before he steps inside. His hands roam up and down my back, and the rough feel of them is so good against my skin. It isn't only the touch that I enjoy but how strong and safe it makes me feel. Even now as his hands slide over me, he’s pushing away all thoughts of my family. 

      “Can I wash you?” I ask, looking up at him, and the warm water spills over us.

      “You can do anything you want, baby.” 

      He puts me down, and I take my time washing every inch of him. I take note of every scar and freckle on his body because I want to know everything about this man. Then he does the same to me until we’re once again lost in the moment and kissing until we’re breathless. 

      Can you be addicted to another person? I have this uncontrollable need for Clay. I’m not sure I can handle losing him. I’m going to talk to him about everything. I know he’ll figure it out or fix it somehow. 

      A weight lifts off my shoulders at how simple it is to just share this burden. It’s crazy how fast I’ve come to trust him and how I’ve felt safe since I walked through the door. Even when he was stomping around and shouting. 

      “You okay?” He tilts my head back to look up at him. 

      “Yes, thanks to you.” I lean in and kiss his chest over his heart. 

      “I know where this is going.” A deep chuckle escapes. “We’re running out of hot water and I’m not letting you take a cold shower on this delicate skin. I also need to feed you.” 

      I’m not sure cold water actually hurts your skin, but I don’t say nothing. I enjoy the thought of him taking care of me and watching out for me too. 

      “Fine,” I huff, pretending to be upset, but my smile wins out, and he knows I’m teasing. 

      “There will be more showers, I can promise you that.” He pulls us out of the shower, and we both get dressed. It’s for the best we put clothes on, or we won’t get anything done today. 

      “I know you’re running later than normal. There’s still time for me to make you a quick breakfast.” 

      A giant smile lights up his handsome face. He crosses the bedroom and drops a quick kiss on my mouth. He surprises me when he lifts me up and tosses me over his shoulder, making me laugh. He carries me to the kitchen, and I fear my smile will split my face as I happily bounce along in his grip.

      “Good thing I’m the boss. I show up whenever the hell I want.” He sets me down on the kitchen counter. “Figured the least I could do is carry you in here.” 

      “Thank you for the ride. Now hit the button on the coffee and get the cups. It’s all ready to go.” 

      He does it as I slip off the counter and start cooking something simple. Clay’s eyes are on me the whole time, watching everything that I do. You’d think I was the most fascinating creature in the world. Maybe to him I am. 

      His phone starts to ring, and he answers it. “Where?” he asks, and he’s on his feet. “Yes, call them both. Fuck. I’ve been saying we need a full-time vet here.” His body is tight, and I know something’s really wrong. I rush over to the coffee pot and put the rest into the travel mug. 

      When I turn around, he’s hanging up the phone. “Is everyone okay?” 

      “One of the hands was checking the fence line and a snake spooked the horse. He threw John and the horse didn't regain his footing and fell too.” That didn't sound too bad. “Into a barbed wire fence.”

      I cringe. “Go.” I hand him the cup. “You want to take the toast or bacon?”

      He shakes his head, and I want to tell him he should eat something. 

      “Don’t worry. I’ll be back around lunch to check on you. You can feed me then.” He wraps his arm around me and presses his mouth hard against mine before he heads out the door. But not before he tells me to keep my ass inside the house. 

      I spend an hour or so keeping myself busy, but each minute feels longer than the last. When I’m washing dishes I hear the front door and I spin around to see a woman standing there. She’s in jean shorts and cowboy boots with a white shirt tied in the front showing off her midriff. I’ve never seen her before. I haven't seen another woman around here besides myself. 

      “Who the hell are you?” she asks, walking toward me, her boots clicking loudly with each step. When she makes it over to the other side of the counter, I see how beautiful she is. She’s tall, too, and has legs for days. 

      “I think I should be asking you that,” I say to her. 

      “Did he bring home a one-night stand?” She slaps her hand down on the counter. 

      “I'm not a one-night stand.” 

      She rolls her eyes and starts laughing. “I got a call that Clay needed me. He always needs me.” She smirks. “Why don’t you go get your stuff together so this isn't more awkward later when Clay brings me back tonight?” 

      I swallow the knot forming in my throat, unsure of what to say to her. What if Clay has someone he hasn’t told me about? To be fair, I haven’t exactly explained my fiancé. Could he be hiding his own arrangement? 

      She lifts her hands. “I mean, really.” She motions to me and then herself. “Don’t embarrass yourself more.” 

      I ignore her jab. I don’t know if she’s hurting and lashing out or if she’s really just a bitch. “Why aren’t you mad?” I blurt out, and she shrugs. 

      “He’s playing dirty. He’s still mad I went home with the cowboy from the rodeo show in town a couple months ago. He was ignoring me, but that got his attention. I think you're his payback, and I’m not mad because now he can’t throw it in my face. We can finally move on to marriage and babies and all that. Get it?” 

      No, I’m not sure I get it at all, but I nod because I want her to leave. 

      “Good. Now, I'll go check on Clay.” She strolls out the door and slams it behind her. 

      I walk over to one of the chairs and sit down, feeling numb. I don’t know what to believe. I decide to wait and not let myself get worked up. Clay should be here in an hour or so.  

      He’s not. 

      It’s almost four o’clock when he walks in and pulls his Stetson off. He sets it by the front door and takes off his boots.

      “Everyone okay?” I ask, and he nods. 

      “Yeah.” He walks over to me, pulling me into his arms. He holds me tight, and I rest my head on his chest. My stomach drops when the familiar smell of the woman's perfume from earlier hits my nose. 

      Clay kisses the top of my head. “I’m beat, I’m going to go shower.”

      “Want me to join you?” 

      “No, I’m going to be quick. Why don’t you get dinner going for us?”

      I nod, watching him go. When I hear the bathroom door close, I leave out the front, having no idea what I’m doing, but I need air. The house is massive, but I need a deep breath of the cool fall air to clear my head because right now, I’m at a loss. 

      When I step onto the wraparound porch, to my utter surprise I see my sister getting out of some fancy car I’ve never seen in my life. 

      She runs straight at me and flings herself in my arms. “You haven’t called me in days!” she squeals as I close my eyes and try not to cry. 

      Has it been days? God, I’ve lost track of time out here. “I’m so sorry.”

      “I’ve got something I’ve gotta tell you.” She wrings her hands together. “I guess Judge called because he wants to get married this weekend.” 

      My heart falls to the floor, and I drop my head.

      “Can we get out of here?” I need to leave this house for a second and get some space. My sister cringes as she points to the car. 

      “I think I broke it.” 

      “It looks fine.” 

      “It's one of those stick things.” 

      I shake my head. “Where did you get the car?” She looks anywhere but at me. “Kat.” 

      “I stole it from Judge.” 

      My mouth falls open as she shrugs sheepishly. 

      “What? He has tons of cars over there. He’ll probably never know it’s gone.” 

      “Babe.” 

      Kat jerks around faster than me. 

      I hear Clay’s footsteps in the distance, and I take a steadying breath.

      “Why is he calling you ‘babe’?” she asks under her breath. “That’s Clay? You’ve been living with him?” she hisses, and I nod again. “Oh no, Dotty, did you do the nasty with him?” 

      “Kat!” I shout, because her voice got louder and louder with each question and Clay is standing on the porch fighting a laugh. 

      “Why don’t you girls come inside?” I don’t move, and Kat must feel my unease. Her eyes narrow on me for a moment as she searches my face. 

      She stomps towards Clay on a mission, and he puts his hand up in surrender. I try to grab her, but she’s always been quick. 

      “What did you do to her?” she shouts at him, and it makes me realize why Clay’s shouting never bothered me. 

      “I’m not sure she wants me to share that with you.”

      “You hurt her.” She shoves her finger right into Clay’s chest, and I grab it and pull it down. 

      “I would never hurt her.” Clay looks down at me then takes my hand and pulls me into him. “Baby?” His eyes are full of worry. “Is something wrong? Tell me and I’ll fix it.” He sounds so sincere, but the perfume and the shower have me second-guessing. He wasn’t back when he said he would be, and doubt is playing with my mind. 

      “Oh no,” Kat says, and I turn to see Judge’s black truck coming down the long driveway with dust kicking up behind it. “Everyone inside.” Kat pushes at Clay, but he doesn't move. “Control your man,” she orders me. 

      I push Clay this time, and he goes. When we’re all in the house, Kat slams the door and shoots the bolt. 

      “Is someone going to tell me who the hell that is?” Neither of us says anything. “Guess I’ll go ask.” 

      “No!” we both say at the same time. 

      “Then somebody needs to fill me in here.” He crosses his arms, waiting. 

      “It’s Judge,” I say, knowing he’s going to find out anyway. 

      “Judge Russo?” he confirms. 

      “You know him?” That surprises me. 

      “We’ve met a few times over the years. I always thought he was a decent man.” That makes sense actually. They both own some of the biggest farms in our state. 

      “Well, that decent man, as you call him, is here to collect his bride,” Kat fills him in. 

      “Who?” he asks and stands up straighter. 

      “Me.” I whisper the word, but it might as well be a shout. 

      I thought I saw Clay angry before, but I was dead wrong.
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      My spine snaps straight as I take a step toward the door. 

      “No wait, Clay, please,” Dotty pleads as I put my hand on the lock. 

      “Do you want to go with him?” I ask her point blank because I’m not one to play games. She looks up at me with pleading eyes and opens her mouth to speak but closes it and nibbles on her bottom lip. “The fact that you can’t say yes right away gives me my answer.” Not that I’d be able to let her, truth be told. 

      “It’s complicated,” she offers but doesn't go any further. 

      “That’s not enough to keep me from going out there and setting him straight.” I wait another moment, and she makes a whining sound in the back of her throat as she looks out the window anxiously. 

      Today went to hell the second I got that phone call this morning. I called the vet’s office and they sent out one of their doctors quickly, but little did I know their office girl Trixie came along for the ride with a bag of her bullshit.

      When she came up behind me and wrapped her arms around my waist, I leaned into her, thinking Dotty had come out in the field to find me. But as soon as I got a whiff of that sickly perfume she wears, I practically tossed her off of me while I stumbled back. As soon as I got home, I had to shower and get the stink out of my nose. 

      That woman has got in her head that she’s going to get in my bed, and I don’t think I’ve ever said more than two words to her. She only sees my bank account and what I can give her. She doesn’t look at me the way Dotty does. She doesn’t hold a candle to my woman. 

      Mine. 

      “Dotty, go upstairs and get your ring,” I say in an even voice, and she looks down at her hand like she forgot it wasn’t on. 

      “Wait, you took your ring off?” her sister Kat asks as she follows Dotty’s eyes. “Why would you do that? It's so beautiful.” 

      Dotty makes a face like she can’t believe what her sister is saying. “Are you kidding me?” Then she shakes her head. “Now is not the time, Kat. Clay, please, if Judge comes in here, there’s going to be a scene, and I don’t want anyone getting hurt.” 

      I whirl around when I hear the approaching truck stop and the engine shuts off. “Nobody is getting in a fight,” I say as I open the door and the women protest behind me. “Go get your ring and meet me outside.” 

      I step onto the porch and see the sun low in the sky, lighting it up with pink and orange. Judge opens the door to his black truck and hops down out of it. He’s wearing black jeans and a dark T-shirt with a baseball cap pulled down low. 

      Out of all the times I’ve talked to him, I never looked at him like I’m looking at him now. Like an opponent. He’s always been a fair businessman and someone I didn’t mind working with. But as I stand here now and look him up and down, I’m scrutinizing every inch of him. 

      We’re evenly matched on weight and build. You don’t grow up working on a farm without earning a solid foundation. His dark blond hair sticks out a little under his cap, and he looks like he’s in a hurry. 

      “I don’t want any trouble,” he says as he walks up on the porch. 

      “Then you should probably leave.” 

      I stand there staring at him for a second, and I feel him size me up for maybe the first time too. After a moment he looks past me at the front door, but I don’t feel Dotty there. She must still be inside or contemplating coming out here. 

      “I’m just here to get my bride.” 

      The word “bride” raises my hackles, and I clench my fists at my side. “I don’t want things to happen that I’ll regret, so why don’t you turn around and leave now?” Judge straightens up, and I see his own fists clench. “I won’t ask you again.” 

      When I take a step toward him on the porch, I can see the determination in his eyes, and I have to imagine it matches my own. What’s that saying about an immovable object meeting and unstoppable force? I guess we’re about to find out. 

      “Wait!” Dotty shouts from behind me as she comes out the front door and gets between me and Clay. She puts her hand on my chest and looks up at me. “Wait, let’s all just cool down.” 

      I see the ring isn’t on her finger, and my heart swells. That feeling is there again, but this time I finally know what it means. I take her hand in mine and bring it up to my mouth. I kiss her bare finger and hold her palm against my face. The touch is like a soothing balm, and it’s all I need in order to set me straight. She’s all I’ll ever need. 

      “Enough!” Judge shouts, and I can see that he’s angrier than ever. “I have my claim made, and a deal’s a deal. I’m not leaving here without my bride. She was promised to me, and that’s the end of it.” 

      Dotty turns in my arms, and I pull her back against my front. She might be standing between us, but I’ll lie dead on this land before I let anything happen to her. 

      “Judge, I’m sorry,” she begins, and he looks at her quickly, then looks away. “I know you made a deal with my father, but—” 

      “Your land is worthless and he’s going to lose the farm without my help. Is that what you really want to happen?” 

      I hurry to catch up with what I’m hearing and move Dotty behind me. “Her family isn’t losing anything.” A quick glance behind me shows me Kat in the doorway of the house watching all of this. “Judge, you know I’ve got more than enough to cover their debts, so why don’t I take that off your hands?” 

      “NO!” he roars, shocking all of us. 

      Normally he’s a pretty laid-back guy, but seeing him now coming after Dotty, I know that he’s not going to go quietly. 

      “If that’s the way you want it.” I begin to raise my fists when Dotty once again jumps between us. 

      “I can’t marry you, Judge. I’m sorry, but I don’t love you.” She takes the ring out of her pocket and holds it out to him. 

      Judge stares at the pink diamond glittering in the sunset, and as I wait for his anger, I see something I didn’t expect. His eyebrows pull together in confusion as he looks over my shoulder to the space behind me. The space where Kat is standing. 

      “I…um.” Judge shakes his head like the words are bees buzzing around him. “Wait, what?” 

      “I can’t marry you, Judge. I know you were helping out our family, and you want the land for your ranch, but I can’t marry someone I don’t love.” Dotty turns around to look at me with tears in her eyes. “I can’t when I’m already in love with someone else.” 

      “Beautiful girl,” I whisper to her as I use my thumb to wipe away the tear that’s fallen. 

      “Dorothy,” Judge says with confusion still in his voice. Is the guy thick-headed? Because he’s clearly not getting the hint. “I didn’t ask to marry you.” 

      All eyes turn to face Judge, and you could hear a pin drop. There’s a long pause where we all try to process what he’s saying as he takes a step forward. Not to me, but to the young woman behind me. 

      “Kitty, I asked to marry you,” he says and holds his hand out to Dotty for her to give him the ring. 

      Dotty blinks a few times like she can’t believe what she’s hearing, and we’re all trying to play catch up. Then she reaches her hand out like she forgot she was holding it and drops it into his palm. 

      “This is yours, Kitty.” He swallows as he holds it out. “If you’ll wear it.”
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      “If I’ll wear it?” I hear my sister repeat. 

      I’m pretty sure she’s talking to herself. I stand there trying to figure out what the hell is happening. You could knock me over with a feather at the moment. I didn't see any of this coming. Looking at my sister, you could do the same to her right about now. That is until Judge opens his mouth again. I watch as so many emotions pass over my sister’s face, making me think I’ve missed a few steps before now. Important steps.

      “You’ll wear it,” he pushes, with more force in his voice. That sounds like the Judge I’m used to. 

      For a moment there I saw something crack through that hard exterior, and he was almost unsure. But all that changed quickly as he presses his advantage. 

      “You can’t make her do shit,” I tell him as I step in front of my sister, ready for a fight. I might only be ten months older than her, but I’m still her big sister and will always look out for her. “The only reason I agreed to marry you in the first place was I thought if I said no you’d ask for her instead.” 

      “Stop talking about marrying someone else,” Clay growls, and I glance over at him. 

      I want to smack and kiss him at the same time with how he stepped in to help shield my sister without question. I still don’t know what was up with that other woman and the stink on him when he got back home today. Home. I’m already calling here home. That happened rather fast. 

      “She’s going to marry me,” Judge says in a matter-of-fact tone. There is no doubt he’s going to win this fight because there’s determination in every line of his body. 

      “You can’t make anyone marry you. Trust me, I looked into it,” Clay says. When I glare at him, he shrugs, not caring that he’s been busted trying to figure out a way to keep me any way he could.

      “She stole my car,” he points out, and I turn to my sister’s wide eyes. 

      He’s right about that, and the car probably cost as much as our house. 

      “Kat, give me his keys.” I hold out my hand and she does, but I don’t miss the slight shake of her fingers as she drops them into mine. I turn back to Judge and toss them to him. He catches them easily as his brow furrows. “There you go. No harm done.” 

      He doesn't know she probably killed the transmission. I’m holding out hope that Judge won't actually call the cops on Kat. Not if he’s pressing to marry her. 

      Why the hell does the man want a wife so bad? He’s not bad on the eyes when he doesn't look like he could strangle you with his bare hands. In fact, I bet if he smiled he'd be handsome. I wouldn't know because I’ve never in my life seen him do it before.

      “Guess you didn't get a look at the back of the vehicle.” Judge’s eyes move past me to Kat. 

      I don’t miss the glint in his eyes when he looks at her. He looks at her like he already owns her. He’s acting as if he holds all the cards in his hand, but I think Kat has the whole deck and doesn't know it. 

      “It’s just a small scratch.” I can tell from Kat’s tone she’s full of shit and is lying through her teeth. 

      “How about what you did when you stole the car?” Kat’s face pales for a second. Oh no. What did she do? I can go on for days listing things Kat accidentally did. 

      “Why do you park all those cars so close together? You have all that room.” She throws her hands in the air, and I know it’s bad. I should have known it wasn't as easy as her snagging some keys and taking a car. It never is with Kat. Catastrophe always follows her, and the older she gets, the bigger those catastrophes are. 

      “Don’t start that bullshit, Judge. You know I can pay for all that tenfold and I will. You’re not showing up on my land, threatening my woman’s sister.” A thrill runs through me at him calling me his woman. 

      When I was told I had to marry Judge, the idea of belonging to a man made my skin crawl. Clay talking about owning me only has me wanting it. 

      “Doesn't mean I won’t press charges.” He smirks. 

      I want to call his bluff, but Judge has never been known to be anything but a harsh man. One who is looking like he knows he’s winning this battle. 

      “She’s not eighteen yet,” I rush to say. 

      “Tick tock.” That smirk turns into a full-on smile. 

      I didn't know a smile could be filled with so much warning. I try to think about what day it is. They’ve all mushed together since I got here. Clay makes me forget most things, but her birthday is close. Really freaking close. 

      “Then we’ll see you in court,” Clay challenges, making me fall a little more in love with him. I’ve never seen anyone stand up to Judge before, and in our small town, Judge is somehow law and he’s not even a real judge!

      “You sure you want to do that?” He folds his arms over his chest. “This is my city.” 

      “Wait, you’re going to throw me in jail?” Kat starts to panic. “He can do that?” Kat’s eyes plead with me. “You’d do that to me?” She pulls her panicked eyes away from me to Judge, and I swear for a moment he falters. 

      “You could take the ring,” he offers this time. 

      “You don’t even like me and now you want to marry me?” she says in a high-pitched squeak, brushing past me and going for Judge. 

      I start to grab her, but Clay stops me with an arm around my waist as he pulls my back flush to his front. I’m not sure what side of Kat we’ll get, but she can be a lot like her name at times. Sweet as can be until her claws come out, then she can be a bit irrational. Okay, “a bit” might be an understatement. 

      “Who said I didn't like you?” he answers, looking at her like she’s crazy.

      “This is the most you’ve ever spoken to me at once. You normally say one or two words to me, and those two words are always calling me little girl!” She pokes her finger right in his chest as she tilts her head all the way back to look up at him. 

      I try once again to go and grab my sister. I saw Judge lay a ranch hand flat on his ass with a backhand one time right in the center of town. I don’t know what happened, but Kat and I were at the farmers market and spotted them across the way at the feed store. One second they were talking, and the next the ranch hand was on the ground. I don’t think Judge would lay a finger on Kat. I’ve always thought he could be harsh at times, but he was always fair. Right now he’s being underhanded. 

      As much as a lot of people stayed out of his way, I don’t think it would be hard for Judge to find himself a willing wife. This is a whole lot of trouble for just a wife. There has to be a lot we’re missing here, but as my eyes go from my sister to Judge, I think there’s a lot she hasn't told me either. 

      “I’m not here to debate with you, little girl. You’ve got little time to decide what you’re going to do.” He gives Kat one last long look before he turns and heads back towards his truck. “I’ll be back. Not one hair on her head better be out of place, Clayton,” Judge throws over his shoulder before getting into his truck and leaving. Kat turns around to look at me while Clay says what we’re all thinking. 

      “What the fuck was that?”
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      “Everything okay up here?” Otis asks as he comes from the barn, and Judge disappears down the driveway. 

      “Yeah, it’s all good,” I say as I look to Dotty for confirmation. 

      “I think so,” she agrees as she looks at her sister. 

      “I should go,” Kitty offers, but I stop her. 

      “You can stay the night if you want.” Dotty looks at me in surprise, but there’s something tender there too. “We’ve got plenty of room. 

      “Thanks, guys, I appreciate it, but I didn’t mean to bring all this drama to your doorstep.” 

      “Don’t worry, we can handle it.” I squeeze Dotty’s hip, and she smiles up at me. 

      “It’s all right. I’ve gotta get home, but maybe next time I’ll plan ahead and bring a bag.” She smiles a little sheepishly, and for a second I can see the resemblance in Dotty and Kitty. “Although, I’m not sure Judge’s car can make the drive.” 

      “I’d be more than happy to take you home,” Otis offers. “I’ve got to run into town anyway, so it’s no trouble.”

      “Thank you so much,” Kitty answers and gives her sister a hug goodbye. 

      They exchange a few words that I don’t hear, and maybe I’m not meant to. I’m not sure what the fuck just happened with Judge showing up here, but one thing is for sure, and it’s that my woman no longer has another man’s ring on her finger. If that’s what it took to make her mine, then so be it. I’m still not sure how to deal with Judge, but that’s something we can worry about later. 

      “Call me,” Dotty warns her, and Kitty nods as she leaves with Otis. 

      “What are we going to do about Judge’s car?” Dotty asks, and I shrug. 

      “Let him deal with it. He can have someone come get it if he wants it bad enough.” 

      I take her hand as we walk back inside the house, and once we’re inside, the door firmly shut behind us, I take her in my arms again. 

      “Are you going to tell me what was with that woman showing up here today?” I can see the hurt in her eyes, and it surprises me. 

      “You mean Trixie?” When I laugh, I can see that was the wrong reaction. “Beautiful girl, look at me.” Dotty doesn’t, and her stubborn chin is tucked down as she refuses to let me see her eyes. “Hey,” I say, softer this time, and she lets out a sigh. 

      Finally, after a long pause, she glances up at me, and I shake my head. 

      “There’s nothing and no one you ever have to worry about with me. I didn’t touch a woman before you, and I’m not going to for the rest of my life.” 

      Her eyes soften and I see her cheeks turn a little rosy as her hands rest on my waist. 

      “Do you understand me?” I tuck her hair behind her ear. She hesitates for a second before she nods. “I have never and will never love another woman.” When her eyes widen in surprise, I rub my thumb over her bottom lip. “I don’t know if that scares you, but I’m not good at this. I’ve never been in a relationship, and maybe this is fast, but I love you, Dotty. I love you.” 

      “I love you t—” 

      Before she can get the rest of the words out, I’ve got her in my arms and I’m swinging her in a circle with my lips against hers. I’m so overwhelmed with what I feel for her that I feel like I could split in half. 

      “Clay!” she squeals as I run up the stairs with her in my arms and take her into the bedroom. 

      “I can’t wait any longer.” I toss her in the middle of the bed, and she bounces once and laughs.

      Before I join her, I go over to the dresser and open the top drawer. I take out the small velvet box and bring it back over to where she’s sitting up. I climb on with her and hold it out in my hand. 

      “When I woke up this morning, I knew there was no one else and no other way I wanted to spend the rest of my life.” I open the box and reveal the simple solitaire on the gold band and take it out. “I didn’t think that today would be the day I’d get to have that, but I’m asking you, Dorothy, will you spend forever with me?” She gasps as she looks at the ring that is so different from the one she came here with. “This ring might not be big, but it was my mother’s, and I know if she were here she would love you as much as I do.” 

      “Oh my god, it’s so beautiful.” She nods as tears stream down her face and I slide the ring on her finger. “Yes, Clay, yes.” 

      We fall back on the bed together, and I move between her legs. I kiss my way down her neck as I undress us both quickly. What I feel is too much right now, and it’s overwhelming me. All I know is that I have to be inside her, now. 

      “I’m not on the pill,” she says softly, her hands roaming over my naked chest. 

      “Good,” I grunt. I swipe my cock through her wet folds. “I plan on breeding you tonight.” 

      Her eyes widen, but her knees spread wider in invitation and my cock drips cum. Could it really all be so simple? She’s proof that it is. 

      She’s so wet I can see it shine on the inside of her thighs, and my cock is slippery with just a few swipes. I hold the thick head at her entrance, and she raises her hips in invitation. 

      “You want me to get pregnant?” She raises them again, like she’s begging me to do it, and I give her what she wants by pushing my cock in just a little. 

      “Do I want you to get pregnant?” I let out a humorless laugh as I sink a little deeper and feel her tight little pussy squeezing me. “It’s all I can fucking think about. Cumming inside you and making a baby.” 

      I grunt as I push in a little more, and I have to stop. Her pussy is so tight I’m going to have to pop it to get my cock to fit, but I don’t want to hurt her. I use my thumb to rub her clit, and after a second she’s wiggling again. 

      “I’ve never thought about it much before, but one look at you and I knew you had to be bred.” She whines and I thrust hard, sinking all the way in. “Fuck.” I fall on top of her and hold myself still while she adjusts. 

      Her nails dig into my back, and I kiss her neck to try and ease the pain I know I can’t make better. 

      “The more you let me break you in, the easier it will be,” I say softly. “That’s how prize horses are so good at making babies. We breed them enough and they know what to do.” 

      “Clay,” she moans, wriggling under me. 

      “Let me just look at you,” I say as I sit up on my knees to stare down at her. 

      Her pretty skin is flushed pink, and her tits are tight. I look down to her pussy and see my cock has disappeared inside of her all the way, and it throbs to cum. 

      “I could cum just looking at you like this.” She rolls her hips like she wants me to do it. “Do that again.” 

      She plants her feet on either side of me and circles her waist. Her pussy squeezes me tight, and my cock is so full I can’t hold back much longer. 

      “Let me make it good for you,” I say, grazing my knuckle over her clit. She moans, and I do it again, just keeping my dick buried. 

      She’s so wet and slippery, I grab her hip with my other hand and move her only a little, in and out, while I play with her clit. It’s pink and needy, and she’s getting wigglier with every pass. 

      “Open up for me,” I demand as my own need becomes too much. “Pull your knees up and hold them there. I want you ready to take it.” 

      Her body tenses, and I grind against her one last time before it sends her over the edge. She cries out, and the sight of her pleasure is all I need to release into her. Hot pulses of cum pump into her as she tightens around my cock, and we climax together. 

      It’s messy and sexy as fuck as we both give in to it. I never thought I’d be so unafraid to take what I want and give the same to a woman. I never thought it was possible because I hadn’t met Dotty. One look at her and everything changed. Suddenly I’m doing everything I can to run with her down the aisle and make a family. I’m glad I waited, because she’s worth it. 

      She’s worth everything that led to this moment. 

      My grandfather might have not known when he built this house all the love that it would bring, but here with Dotty in my arms, I know that there is so much more ahead. More than even I can imagine. 

      I can’t wait to start the next chapter of our lives and spend it with her at my side.
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        Many months later…

      

      

      I pace back and forth, checking my watch for the millionth time. He’s late. Of all days, why does he have to be late today? My phone vibrates on the kitchen counter with a text from my sister, who is as impatient as I am. I text her back quickly that I have no news yet and to calm down. She’ll be the first to know when I do. 

      I’ve been married to Clay for six months and it’s been the best six months of my whole life. I often laugh when I think back to the first day I showed up here. Never in a million years would I have believed this is how my life was going to play out. 

      That Clay would end up saving my parents’ farm even though I don’t think he really wanted to. My mom and dad have both good and bad parts to them, but he’d done it, so my conscience was clear. I didn't want anything hanging over my sister’s head for some of the decisions we made, and since then we’ve both been free and clear of any guilt to live whatever lives we want for ourselves. 

      My eyes start to fill with tears thinking about how Clay made all this possible. I didn't know there were men out there like him, and I blink quickly, trying to get the tears to stop. That’s all I need is for Clay to show up with me crying. He’ll follow me around all day if he thinks something is wrong. 

      I grab the box of cookies I made off the counter and run over toward the window when I hear a vehicle coming down the long driveway. When I see the big brown truck, I let out a small scream of excitement and run towards the front door. I pull it open as Mitch comes up the stairs to the porch with a giant box in his hand. 

      “What’s that? That’s not what I need,” I practically scream, and he gives me a puzzled look. “Mitch, this is serious!” 

      “You’re going to have to be more specific, Mrs. Walker,” Mitch laughs, setting the box down. 

      “I should have a box, but not this big.” 

      He looks down at his clipboard. “You’re right, let me grab it out of the truck.” He heads back toward his truck, and I follow after him. 

      “We’ve got to move it. The husband will be back any minute and I don’t want him knowing about this,” I say as I beat Mitch to his own truck. He looks at me like I’m losing my mind, and I might be. I’m pretty sure I already know the answer to the question I’m looking for, but I want to be sure. 

      For six months I’ve been trying to get knocked up. Each time my period shows up, I get more and more disappointed. I know these things take time, and I get that. Hell, seven months ago I would have said I never wanted kids, but that was when I thought I had no control over my life. Then I met Clay and fell madly in love. All my fears washed away, and he let me see what I wanted more than anything—a family. One so different from the one Kat and I grew up in. 

      I follow Mitch into his truck as he hands me the box I’ve been waiting for, and I give him the tin can of cookies I made for him. One of the things I’ll also love about living in small towns is that everyone knows everyone. 

      “I made the double chip your daughter likes,” I tell him. “Thank you!” I shake my box with excitement, giving him a big smile as a goodbye. 

      “What the hell is going on?” I spin around to see Clay standing at the door of the truck, glaring at us. He’s got some dirt on his jeans and his shirt has a small rip in it. I always find it extra hot when he shows up sweaty from working all day. He really is a hands-on man. 

      Mitch mutters a curse. Everyone in town knows how Clay can be. I step in front of him just to be safe and make sure Clay isn't going to come at him like a bull. I hadn't thought about what this might look like until this moment. I was so excited, I just followed Mitch right into his truck.

      “This isn't what it looks like,” I rush to say and give my husband the sweetest smile I can muster. 

      “It looks like my wife is going to get a red ass this afternoon.” A ripple of pleasure spikes through me. 

      “Clay!” I hiss. “Thanks,” I mutter to Mitch before I give Clay my hand to help me down from the truck. “I was getting my box.” 

      “Last I heard, they bring those to the door.” 

      I stick my tongue out at him. “Last I heard, you’re supposed to be at work.” 

      I’ve got another five minutes until he should be back for lunch, which I forgot to make. I don’t think it matters because the look on Clay’s face says he’s going to be eating me. 

      “You’re asking for it.” He gives my ass a smack and I let out a yelp.

      I take off toward the front door, but not before I hear Clay tell Mitch he better not catch me in his truck again. He’s crazy. Mitch is happily married and has a grandbaby on the way. But I don’t think there is a more possessive husband in the world than mine. He’s lucky I find it endearing. 

      I clear the threshold of the house, but that’s as far as I make it. I’m lifted off my feet, and I don’t fight it because I learned that lesson long ago. I’m dropped down onto our bed a few moments later and smile up at my husband. 

      “Spill. You’ve been acting funny,” he says, pulling his shirt off over his head, and my eyes drop to the V that disappears into his jeans. “Dotty,” he warns, and I glance at the box. 

      He snatches it from me and rips it open in record time. I sit up and snatch it right back. A giant smile spreads across Clay’s face. 

      “You don’t need a test, babe. You're knocked up.” 

      “You don’t know that.” 

      He grabs the test back and tosses it over his shoulder. “You can take it later.” He reaches under my sundress and pulls my panties off before I even know what he’s doing. 

      “How do you know?” 

      “Babe, I know your body and you're late.”

      I grab him and pull him down on top of me. “You really have given me more than I could have ever dreamed to ask for.” 

      “The feeling is mutual. I was only passing time until you came along. Now I’m finally living life.” My eyes fill with tears. “Don’t cry on me. You know those tears kill me.” I sniffle, wrapping my arms around him. 

      “I love you.” 

      “I love you too,” he says before he kisses me.

      Clay was right. I was pregnant. And not with just one baby but three. That’s the story of us, we go big or go home, and I wouldn’t want it any other way.
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        Ten years later… 

      

      

      “Go ask your mama to bring me some lunch,” I say to my son Noah as he puts the hammer back in the toolbox and takes off his gloves. 

      “Yes, sir,” he says, walking over to Otis. “Papa, you wanna ride with me back to the big house?” 

      Otis smiles and nods as he gets up from his bench in the shade and climbs on the Gator with Noah. Otis is foolish about our babies, and he’s the grandfather I always wanted for them. He’s always showing the boys how to build stuff and take care of the animals. And he’s always going on and on about the girls and how they can cook as good as their mama. 

      I think about the big house as Noah drives away and how my family’s dream of filling it with children came true. We had the three boys all at once and then followed it with a girl every year until we stopped. Six kids was enough to max out the bedrooms, and by that time we were ready to say our family was complete. It doesn’t stop me from trying every day of my life to get her pregnant, but from what the doctors tell me, her tubes are tied pretty tight. I don’t think they realize just how hard I’m trying. 

      I’m mending fences down by the lake and it’s Dotty’s favorite spot. She loves to bring the family down here to picnic, and I even put the bench under the tree for us to sit on. Although Otis thinks it’s his personal napping corner. 

      A little while later, I hear the sound of the Gator approaching, and I smile as I drop my tools and wipe my hands on my jeans. My woman comes over the hill all alone and with a smile that matches my own. 

      She practically jumps out of the vehicle with a basket and a blanket on her arm and rushes toward me. 

      “God, I thought you would never take a break.” 

      I swing her into my arms as I kiss her hard and long like it’s been days instead of hours. I take the blanket from her and spread it out as best as I can while still keeping my hands on her body. 

      “It’s been too long,” I groan when she cups my cock over my jeans and squeezes it. 

      “You left the bed too early,” she complains, slipping off her shoes and raising her dress. “Lie down. I want to ride.” 

      “Yes, ma’am,” I say as I fall back on the blanket and unbutton the front of my jeans. She stands over me with a foot on either side of my waist and I push them down, my cock springing free. It’s standing up and pointing at where it wants to be, and I jack it off a few times because she loves watching me do it. 

      She lowers herself on her knees and keeps her dress high so I can watch as my fat cock squeezes inside her waiting pussy. Her pink lips spread, and she slicks up the head as she comes down on it in one hot stroke. 

      “Fuck,” I groan when she grinds down on me, rubbing her clit in just the right place. 

      “Those cows better have had those babies. You know if we don’t do this first thing, I get antsy all day.” 

      “They all came this morning,” I say as I reach up and pull her dress down so I can play with her tits. “Damn, you’re so tight.” 

      I feel her clamp down on me, and she groans when I pinch her nipples. I still haven’t thrust into her; she's just grinding on my cock as she finds her own release. It’s better this way, because if I get on her, she’ll end up telling me to cum in her and I won’t be able to last. She loves to feel my cock pulse inside of her, but it’s always my undoing. I can’t even deny her. 

      “Clay, oh, that’s it right there.” She closes her eyes and leans her head back as she climaxes fast and hard. I can feel the heat of her release on me and leaking down between us. 

      “Goddamn it,” I hiss, watching her pussy cream on me, and it’s too much. “Shit shit shit,” I gasp when I cum without being ready for it. 

      Hot pulses go deep inside of her, and I see the evil smile on her face as she rocks her hips and works it out of me. 

      “You’re a thief,” I say, trying to catch my breath from the force of the orgasm. “A cum thief.” 

      “Sorry,” she answers, but she doesn’t look the least bit sorry. She looks like the cat that got the cream. 

      I growl as I roll us over, and this time when I thrust, she’s the one moaning and coming undone. She’s so wet and warm as I keep on thrusting and making love to my wife in the sunshine. 

      Days like this are the ones I dream of. We’ll have lunch out here and then I’ll call it an early day to go spend it with her and the kids. We’ll have a fire outside tonight and make s’mores while she sits in my lap and pretends to push my hand away and it sneaks up her skirt. 

      I couldn’t have asked for a better wife or mother to our children, and every day I wake up beside her is a day I’m thankful for. She may have been with someone else when we met, but I knew she was meant to be mine. 

      Forever.

      

      
        
        THE END!
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      When Clare Stevens walked onto the McCallister ranch, she expected her life to be a certain way. She was the mail-order bride of the owner, and she was to fulfill her duties. Clean the house, cook for his men, and warm his bed at night. What she didn't expect was the beefy cowboy who walked in and literally swept her off her feet.

      Cash McCallister didn't have time to date and find a wife. So a mail-order bride seemed the easiest way to find a partner. He thought he'd made a mistake until he laid eyes on the little piece of sunshine that lit up his life. He never imagined a true love like this. He never knew an obsession could take hold so tightly.

      When drama hits the farm and their fast love is threatened, can Clare and Cash hold it together?

      Warning: This is literally as cliché as it sounds...and just as awesome. It's country living with high-calorie foods and easy sunsets. Come sit on the porch and stay a while. You'll like what you see.

    

  


  
    
      This book is for those of us lucky enough to have a night under the stars while sipping Boone’s Farm. Here’s to the backs of trucks, cowboy hats, and tight jeans.

      Yeehaw!
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          Clare

        

      

    

    
      “Miss Clare Stevens?” I turn my head to look at the man who said my name. The sun blocks my view until he takes another step forward, his cowboy boots tapping on the concrete of the train station’s entryway. His movement gives me a clear view of him now, and I’m taken aback by the sight of him.

      He looks like he could be my father’s age. Not that I knew my father, but if I had to guess how old he was, he’d be around this old. Instantly, the little bit of the fear I’d been feeling slides away. The man looks nice. The laugh lines around his mouth are evident, even with all the wrinkles. His grey hair is cut short, his skin is deeply browned by the sun, probably from years of working out on the land.

      “Yes, that’s me.” I rise from the bench I’d been sitting on for over an hour. I was starting to wonder if my soon-to-be husband was coming or if maybe he’d changed his mind. The worry had grown worse with each ticking minute that had gone by. I didn’t even have enough money to catch a train back out of Lobo, Texas. I would have been stranded in a town in the middle of Nowheresville.

      “Sorry about that, ma’am. One of the fences broke this morning and we had hogs all over the place. Had to round the bastards up.” He cringes slight at his own curse. “Excuse my language, ma’am.”

      I smile, letting him know it doesn’t bother me “Don’t hold back on my account. I grew up on a farm with ten ranch hands. I’ve heard it all.”

      “That so?”

      I nod. “Yeah, until my mama got sick and we had to move to the city.” I can still hear the pain in my own voice. It’s still fresh. I can’t hide it, even if I wanted to. She left me all alone a little over a month ago, and I don’t have anyone now. The ranch I’d grown up on was gone. It wasn’t our ranch, but it felt like it after all the years we poured into working there. The ranch hands there were the only family I’d ever really known, but the Blackwells upped and sold the ranch last year and there wasn’t the option of going back to work there now.

      I’d found myself up the creek with no paddle.

      “Sorry about your loss.”

      I just shrug my shoulder because I really don’t want to talk about it.

      “That all you got?” He nods at the one bag I have sitting next to the bench. That all you got? The words burn.

      “Yeah, that’s all I got.”

      He studies me for a second, his eyes going soft.

      “He’s never going to see you coming.” He laughs, and the lines around his mouth are more prominent now. I know he’s talking about my future husband, Cash McCallister.

      “Pretty sure he knows I’m on my way.” I go to grab my bag, but the man beats me to it.

      “Name’s Earl,” he says, picking up my bag and giving me a wink. “And no, I’m not sure he knows you’re coming.”

      With that, he turns, bag in hand, and starts heading out of the train station. I follow him as we make our way towards a black truck. He throws my bag into the back before opening the passenger door for me.

      He actually has to give me a little boost to get inside. This thing needs a freaking stepladder or something.

      Closing the door behind me, I slip on the seatbelt while he climbs in the driver’s side. He buckles his own belt before he turns the key and the truck comes to life.

      “It’s about an hour’s drive out to the ranch. It’s nothing but farmland once we pull out of this town. You need anything before we go?”

      “Where is he?” I don’t know why that’s my response, but I’m hurt that the man I’m supposed to be marrying isn’t here to pick me up. I actually thought we’d be tying the knot before heading out to his ranch. That’s what the email had said.

      “Got held up,” is his only reply as he pulls out of the train station, getting right on the road out of town.

      I bite my lip as I look over at Earl, who shoots me another wink. I debate whether I should try to grill him for information about Cash or let it be. He’d probably tell him everything I’d said. Besides, Cash told me how this marriage was going to work and why he needed a wife.

      A marriage of convenience. Someone to warm his bed and cook his meals. He hadn’t said it in such blunt terms, but I could read between the lines. Though I didn’t know why a man as handsome as Cash needed a mail-order bride. Handsome was putting it mildly. He’d given me one picture of himself and said it was the only one he had. It looked like it was taken without him knowing. He was on top of a horse, a stern expression on his face.

      I couldn’t make out his hair with the Stetson on his head or his eye color, but there was no hiding he was attractive and massive. Intimidating was the best word I could use to describe him in the picture. I couldn’t imagine a man like him needed to get a mail-order bride, but here I am. Something about not needing the tangles of love. This wasn’t going to be hearts and flowers. We would each do our part.

      His words were cold, and at that, I’d pushed the idea of finding my Prince Charming out the window. When I’d first found out about the Cowboy Mail-Order Bride Program, I’d let those little romantic ideas dance around in my head, but it was clear from the emails and the fact that he couldn’t even bring himself to pick me up today that he hadn’t been lying. This is all for convenience.

      He didn’t even ask for a picture of me. All he wanted to know was if I could cook, clean, and work a computer. That had pretty much been the gist of it. The agency did a background check, and I’m not sure what-all they’d given Cash of it.

      I close my eyes, and soon the hum of the truck puts me to sleep. I don’t know how long I drift, but the touch of a hand to mine wakes me from my sleep.

      “We’re here,” Earl says. I look out at a large ranch-style home made completely out of wood. A deck wraps around the whole thing and I see white swings on the porch. The double front door is a dark blue, giving the home a welcoming feeling.

      I open the truck door, wanting to see more, but Earl grabs me by the wrist.

      “Wait for me.” He exits the truck, coming around to my side to help me down.

      There’s land as far as I can see, with barns speckled here and there.

      “It’s beautiful here.”

      Earl just nods in agreement before going back to the truck and getting my bag. A few men step out of the white barn closest to the house. Both raise their hats, saying hi. I nod back at them.

      One thing I’d always loved about growing up on a ranch was that there were always people around. And I love to cook. Mama and I could cook for hours for the men, and it was worth it to see their faces light up when they came in after a hard day of work. It made me feel needed, a part of something. I want that feeling again.

      “Let me show you inside.” I follow Earl up the porch stairs. He opens the doors to the house, leading right into the living room. Everything is minimal. It looks like a woman has never even stepped foot in here. The walls are bare, and the only furniture consists of three sofas facing a giant television screen. The living room is open and connected to the dining room and kitchen.

      The dining room has a wooden table that could probably seat fifteen people at it, but the kitchen steals the show. I find myself standing in it, not even realizing I’d moved. The countertops are all granite. The island has a sink of its own. One wall has four ovens built into it. The stainless steel appliances practically sparkle. I think I’d marry Cash just for this kitchen alone.

      “Brand new,” Earl says, breaking through my kitchen high.

      I turn to look at him still standing in the living room as he watches me.

      “How many hands are here?”

      “Total is eighteen people if you count yourself, ma’am.”

      I could definitely handle eighteen people in a kitchen like this. I glance over at the clock. It’s already one in the afternoon.

      “Dinner time?” I ask as I start to pull open drawers, looking to see where everything is.

      “Six,” I hear him say from behind me as I find an apron and pull it on, tying it behind my neck and making sure not to catch any of the blonde spirals that have come loose from my ponytail.

      “Well, I better hop to then if I want to have dinner done by then. I’m guessing that my adoring soon-to-be husband has no plans to marry me today since he couldn’t even be bothered to pick me up.” I turn, putting my hands on my hips.

      Earl just smiles. Again.

      “No, I don’t think he has plans to marry today.”

      I give a curt nod before getting back to the task at hand. Not even married and I’m already mad at the man. But I think this is how our marriage will be. I’ll see him at meals and when he comes to bed. A bed I’m sure I’m supposed to be in. That was never outright said, but that is what married people do.

      I’d made plans for that as well, making sure I’d gotten myself on the pill before I’d come out here. I might have landed myself in this situation, but I wouldn’t bring a child into it with me. This was about surviving, and Cash had never said anything about children.

      I go to the pantry and look to see what I have that could feed almost twenty people. After looking over the shelves in here and in the kitchen, I decide on burgers with baked fries and a pasta salad. I’ll need to go to the store soon, but I have enough for tonight and breakfast tomorrow. But I need to start with the pies to get them into the oven.

      When I come out of the pantry, I scream. Caught off guard by a young man who looks to be about my age or maybe in his early twenties. I’m still a few days shy of my twentieth.

      He holds his hands up at my shriek.

      “Sorry, ma’am. I was just coming in for the first-aid kit.” He wiggles the kit he has in his hand. “Barbed wire got his calf.”

      “Sorry, you just scared me. I didn’t expect anyone.”

      He gives me a crooked smile. “So the boss went through with it. Got himself a wife.”

      “That’s me,” I confirm, though we aren’t married yet. I go over to the sink and pull out a dish towel I saw in the drawer, wetting it with warm water.

      “You might need this.” I hand him the towel.

      “You’re mighty small.” His eyes run over me like I’m hiding size somewhere. I am small. I’m barely five foot two, and I used to have a little more meat on my bones, but when money runs tight so does food.

      “I think I can handle my chores while still being small.” I reply, not sure where he’s going with this.

      “Oh, I’m sure you can. I just meant…” He looks back at the front door like he suddenly wants to leave and not finish what he was saying.

      “Well?” I push, wanting to know.

      “I should really go.” He backs up out of the kitchen, first-aid kit in one hand and towel in the other, before he darts out the front door. And I stand there, wondering what he meant.

      

      Available NOW!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
        Can’t get enough romance? Why not get it for FREE!

      

      

      
        
        For free weekly audiobooks from your favorite romance authors, subscribe to the Read Me Romance Podcast and listen NOW!

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: YouTube icon] YouTube

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
        For all the HOT news and DIRTY details…

        sign up for the mailing list!

      

      

      
        
        www.AlexaRiley.com

      

      

      
        
        Find us online everywhere…

      

      

      
        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

        [image: Snapchat icon] Snapchat

        [image: YouTube icon] YouTube

      

    

  

OEBPS/images/dekjfvck.jpg
(«@»)






OEBPS/images/social-facebook-screen.png





OEBPS/images/image-5l6a0657-edited.jpg





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/cv-horse-shoe.jpg





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/cv-rope-heart.jpg





OEBPS/images/webaddress.jpg
READMEROMANCE.COM





OEBPS/images/cv-bull-head.jpg





OEBPS/images/cv-hat.jpg





OEBPS/images/social-snapchat-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-goodreads-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-instagram-screen.png





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





OEBPS/images/cv-rope-heart-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/wealthyandwanted_ecover.jpg
EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE

ALEXA RILEY





OEBPS/images/social-youtube-screen.png






