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Faithful



Whiskey Run





Chapter 1



W

Millie

hat did I ever see in him? I ask myself as I stare through
my office window out into the store. Mike Miller, my ex-

boyfriend, keeps making faces at me through the window as if
we’re still friends or something. But we’re not. I’m definitely
not stupid enough to put myself in that position. Well, not
twice anyway. I learned my lesson the first time.

Mike comes to stand in my doorway and stares at me with
a big smirk on his face. “What you doing, Millie Moo?”

I cringe at the nickname. At one time, I thought it was
sweet, the way he always seemed to say it with affection as he
would wrap his arms around me. But now, not so much. Not
since I discovered that he was only dating me to get the
manager’s position at my father’s store and the fact that Millie
Moo wasn’t really a term of endearment. He was making fun
of my plus size figure.

The Whiskey Run Farmer’s Co-op is owned by my father.
I’m the office manager, and my dad has been looking for a
store manager for some time now. He’s wanted to retire for a
while, and there’s no doubt the man deserves it. He raised me
pretty much on his own since my mother left town when I was
young. His whole life has been me, our ranch, and the co-op.
Now he wants to spend more time on his ranch, and there’s no
way I’m going to mess that up for him. I can put up with an
ex-boyfriend if it means my dad gets a break.

“What do you want, Mike?” I ask him, unable to keep the
disgust out of my voice. I’ve really tried to be nice to him
since everything happened, but to say it’s hard is an



understatement. If my dad knew what kind of man Mike is – a
two timing, using cheater – there’s no way he would have
promoted him. But I’m between a rock and a hard place, and I
chose the option that seemed like it would be better for my
dad, even though I’ve second-guessed myself a thousand times
since making the decision.

“I was thinking that if you ever decide you want something
scratched – I’ll take one for the team – I’ll scratch your itch.”
He finishes his asinine statement with a wiggle of his
eyebrows, and I roll my eyes at him. Thank God I never slept
with him. If I had I probably never would have forgiven
myself. Luckily, I figured out exactly what kind of man he was
before I gave in.

“That’s never going to happen, Mike, so like I’ve told you
before, if you don’t have anything to talk to me about work,
then don’t talk to me at all.”

I spin my chair away from him and act as if I’m digging
for something in the file cabinet. I’ve learned the best way to
get rid of Mike is to ignore him. He can’t stand that.

I keep digging, and when I don’t hear him anymore, I
assume he’s given up and walked away. That is until I hear a
soft knock on my door. Already fed up and frustrated, I bark
out, “What Mike? What do you want?” as I turn to face the
door.

With my mouth hanging open, my dad looks at me with a
grim look on his face. “Hey, honey.”

“Hey, Dad,” I say and bolt up from my chair. I’ve done my
best to hide my true feelings about Mike from my dad, but too
many more outbursts like that one, he’s not going to believe it.

“Millie,” he starts, and I hold my hands up because I know
exactly where this conversation is going.

“Dad, it’s fine. I promise. Mike and I are fine.”

He’s shaking his head and walks farther into my office. “I
know it has to be hard to work with an ex-boyfriend. All you
have to do is say the word and he’s gone.”



I stare back at him, and it’s on the very tip of my tongue to
admit what truly happened with Mike and me. There’s no
doubt if my dad knew the truth, Mike would be gone. But just
as I’m about to say it, I remember everything my dad has
sacrificed for me, and my lips slam shut while I shake my head
side to side.

“Millie, there’s something you’re not telling me. I know it.
I know you.” He stresses the you, and bile starts to rise in my
throat. I hate lying to my dad. The guilt is too much.

“Dad, it’s fine. I promise. Now, why did you come in to
see me? Did you need something?”

He shakes his head. “No, I was just going to go down to
Red’s and pick up lunch. I wanted to see if you wanted
anything.”

I lean over and pull open my desk drawer and heft my
purse out. “I’ll go. I need to stretch my legs after sitting at this
computer all morning. What do you want? Your usual?”

If my dad notices me hustling past him, walking
backwards to the door, trying to get away from all his direct
questions, he doesn’t say anything. “Yeah, my usual.”

I put a smile on my face. “All right. I’ll be right back.”

I push through the front door of the co-op and get a block
away from the store before I slow my pace. Lying to my dad is
definitely taking its toll. I walk another block and take deep
breaths to try and calm myself. First, dealing with Mike and
then having to deal with the lies to my dad are enough to
wreak havoc on a person.

I stop outside Red’s Diner and peek in. I see Violet, one of
my best friends and the owner of the diner, standing behind the
counter. I pull my shoulders back and push through the door.
When the bell above the door chimes, Violet looks up with a
smile pasted to her face, no doubt about to greet a newcomer.
When she sees me and the look I thought I had hidden well,
she shakes her head. “What’s wrong?”

I look around the restaurant as I stride up to the counter.
Red’s Diner is the most popular place to eat in town. It’s the



hangout of all hangouts. It’s where all the gossip seems to
start, and with Violet yelling across the restaurant at me,
asking me what’s wrong – well, I’ll be the first name
mentioned tonight on the chatterbox as everyone forms their
own opinions of what is wrong with me.

“Really? Did you have to scream that across the
restaurant?”

“Sorry. I saw the look. You know the one. It’s the I’ve been
dealing with my dumbass ex-boyfriend because I want to be
some kind of martyr so my dad can retire look.”

I take a seat at the counter and am thankful that even
though all the tables and booths seem to be occupied, the
stools at the counter are still open. “Violet, we’ve been over
this.”

She rolls her eyes. “So did you come for a lecture from
your best friend or are you wanting to place an order?”

“I’m getting lunch for Dad and me.”

“Your dad want the usual?”

I give her the What else would he order? look. He’s been
ordering the meatloaf and mashed potatoes ever since Violet
added it to the menu. It’s definitely his favorite.

“What about you, Millie? Hamburger today?”

Just the thought of eating one of the diner hamburgers
makes my mouth water. But I started a diet this morning.
Another one. I shake my head. “No, I’ll take the Cobb salad
with grilled chicken. Lite ranch dressing on the side.”

“Millie…”

“It’s what I want, Violet. I don’t need the speech today.”
She’s my best friend, and she knows how sensitive I am about
my weight, but I still shut her down. No doubt she’s going to
tell me how pretty I am, and I don’t need to lose weight. It’s
the same thing she’s always saying to me. But obviously if
what she says was true, I wouldn’t have the nickname “Millie
Moo” from Mike.



Violet shrugs her shoulders and then points to the dessert
case next to her. “Okay, you want to eat rabbit food for lunch.
Have at it. But are you sure you don’t want a slice of your
favorite apple cinnamon Blaze cake?”

She’s pointing at the spongy goodness with the cream
cheese frosting, and if it was any other day, I would give in.
The apple cinnamon Blaze cake is my favorite. Its key
ingredient is the cinnamon whiskey that is made at the
distillery at the edge of town. It’s what our town, Whiskey
Run, is named after. But I take a deep breath and blow it out,
telling myself to be strong. “No, no cake for me today.”

Violet puts both hands on the counter and leans toward me.
“You don’t need to be on a diet, Millie.”

I point toward Eddie, who’s standing at the cooktop. “You
going to put my order in? I have to get back to work.”

Violet flings her hands up in the air, shaking her head.
Honestly, if I let her loose, she’d give Mike a piece of her
mind. I have no doubt about it. She’s the one that was there for
me when I found out that Mike was sleeping with another
woman and was only dating me to get the manager’s job.
Probably the worst of it was hearing him tell someone on the
phone that there’s no way he would ever sleep with me
because he’s afraid I’d smother him while we were in bed. I
can’t stop the grimace on my face, and I look around the
restaurant as if the people here could hear the thoughts in my
head.

Luckily, no one seems to even notice me. At least no one
seems to. That is until I look to my left, at the far end of the
counter away from everyone, where a lone man is sitting. He’s
rugged looking with at least a couple days of stubble on his
chin. He has longer hair and the most piercing blue eyes I’ve
ever seen. He’s staring at me, and instantly I can feel my
whole body heat. A million things cross my mind. Did he hear
me say I was on a diet? I look up at the ceiling, deep in
thought – did I say anything about Mike and what happened
with him? Geez, I hope not. I definitely don’t need someone
else speculating on what they think happened. I have enough
of that going around already.



Because I can’t stop myself, I chance another look at the
stranger. At closer look, I notice that he’s older. Considerably
older than my twenty-four years of age. He has to be in his late
thirties. The corner of his lips raise in a smile, and he nods his
head in acknowledgement. Normally, I’m a nice person. I’ll
say hi to anyone. But I guess not today, because I barely stop
my mouth from dropping open. The hot guy smiles at me. I
turn my back to him. It’s rude and uncalled for, but I don’t
know what else to do. I’m not good at small talk, and there’s
nothing good that can come from me talking to the hot
cowboy. It’s obvious he’s way out of my league. And he’s
obviously not from around here. I definitely would have
remembered him. I gaze out at the restaurant, but no matter
how much I focus on the locals, waving and calling hello
across the restaurant, I can still feel the hot, penetrating gaze
of the man behind me. I look through the big window that
shows Eddie, the cook, and I can see that Violet is bagging up
my order. Thank goodness. I need to get out of here. It
definitely feels like the temperature has gone up a notch – or
thirty.

“All right, here you go. A meatloaf and a Cobb salad with
grilled chicken, blah, blah, blah.”

I can’t help but laugh out loud as I hand over the money.
“Vi, I’m sure that’s not how you’re supposed to describe your
food to customers.”

She rings up the order in the register and makes change
with the money I gave her. She hands over the change. “I’m
only saying that because I hate the way that stupid Mike has
made you feel about yourself. He’s an idiot.”

I nod my head quickly and don’t dare look over at the
stranger. No doubt he’s hanging on our every word. “I know,
Vi. I’ve got to go. Thank you for lunch.” And because she’s
my best friend and means well, I tell her, “And thanks for the
pep talk. I love you, friend.”

Now, Violet is the one that’s trying to get away. She hates
any kind of affection and does anything to avoid it. She pulls
the towel from the belt at her waist and flicks it at me. “Go.
Get outta here. Enjoy your salad. Talk to you later.”



I give her one last wave and walk out the door. I tell
myself I’m not going to look inside but of course, I don’t
listen. I look. I about have to strain my eyes to look through
the reflection on the glass to see inside. But there he sits.
Completely turned around in his stool, watching me as I walk
down the sidewalk. And all I can think is, Don’t trip, Millie.
Don’t you dare fall on your face. I lift my shoulders back and
keep walking. The guy may be hot, but I definitely don’t need
a man in my life. Not now.



Chapter 2



I

Austin

magine my luck. I never come into Whiskey Run. My ranch
is right on the border of Whiskey Run and Jasper. The

farmers co-op in Jasper is closer, and that is my main reason
for ever going into the town. So the fact that not only did I
have the best lunch I’d had in a long time, I saw the prettiest,
curviest, brown haired woman I’d ever seen. Already, the day
is looking up.

I watch as she walks down the sidewalk until she’s out of
eyesight. I hated to let her go without even asking her name,
but the way she turned her back to me, she definitely didn’t
seem interested. And then hearing her and the waitress talk
about some guy named Mike breaking her heart pretty much
sealed the deal for me. She doesn’t need or want a man hitting
on her. So I let her go. But I’m a big believer in fate. If it’s
meant to be, our paths will cross again.

Even knowing all that, I still can’t resist asking the
waitress about her. “So, uh Millie… the woman you were
talking to…” I start, hoping that she’ll get to talking without
me having to actually ask the question.

But instead the waitress with the nametag that says Violet
crosses her arms over her chest. She seems like she’s ready to
defend her friend, and already I can tell I’m going to like this
woman just for the fact that she seems like a good friend to
Millie. “What about her?”

“Is she seeing anyone?”



She looks me up and down and then puts her hand on her
hip. “Who wants to know? I don’t know you, and I know
everyone in this town.”

“I’m Austin Yates. I own the Yates ranch at the edge of
town.”

“You mean the big one as soon as you get into Jasper?”

I laugh. “Actually, the majority of my land is in Whiskey
Run. I just don’t spend a lot of time in town since Jasper is
closer.”

“Well, if you prefer Jasper then what are you doing here?”

I almost laugh at her question, but I can tell she’s being
serious. I never answer to anyone. Most people take one look
at me and don’t question me. This woman is definitely
protective of her friend. “I’m in town to meet with Mr. Ogle at
the Whiskey Run Co-op to talk about setting up an account.”

Violet smiles and looks me up and down. I definitely feel
like I’m being judged. She crosses her arms over her chest
with a smirk. “Millie works at the co-op. Her father, Rusty
Ogle, owns it.”

She’s looking at me as if she’s trying to gauge my reaction,
as if I have some sort of plan or something. Maybe she thought
I already knew about Millie and her dad. But I can’t stop the
slow smile that forms on my lips. If that’s not fate, I don’t
know what is.

“Be nice to her,” she threatens as she hands me my ticket
and tells me the total I owe for my lunch.

I unroll a twenty from my money clip. “You never did
answer my question. Is Millie seeing anyone?”

“You’ll have to ask her that.”

I point to the dessert case. “Fair enough. I’ll take a piece of
the cake too.”

“Which one? Chocolate? Or the apple cinnamon Blaze?”

“The apple,” I tell her as I set the money on the counter in
front of me.



She boxes up a slice of cake and sets it in front of me
before picking up the money. “Got a sweet tooth? You can’t go
wrong with the apple cinnamon Blaze.”

I just shake my head. “It’s not for me.”

She gets my change out of the register and hands it to me.
“Is that for Millie?” she asks, gesturing to the Styrofoam
carton between us.

“Yep. She looked like she wanted it.”

She puts her hands on the edge of the counter. “Well, Mr.
Austin Yates, there may be some hope for you yet then.”

I thank her for my meal and walk out of the diner with a
light step. Even though I feel like I got the third degree, I at
least feel like I may just have a chance with the curvy Millie
Ogle. There’s no way her protective friend would give me the
go ahead if not. I pick up my pace, excited to find out and see
Millie again.



Chapter 3



I

Millie

knock on my dad’s door to his office and walk in to set his
food on his desk. “Here ya go. Meatloaf and mashed

potatoes.”

He claps his hands and rubs them together. “Thanks,
sweetie. My favorite.”

“You’re welcome. You going back to the ranch after you
eat?”

“No, actually I have an appointment. Then I’ll be heading
home.”

“All right, Dad, but you know the whole point of you
hiring Mike as the store manager was so you could spend more
time at home.”

He opens the package of food and inhales deeply. “I know.
I’m going as soon as my meeting’s over.”

“Okay, love you.”

“Love you too. Thanks for the food, honey.”

I walk back to my office, completely avoiding Mike, and
take a seat at my desk. I pick through my salad and wish I had
just gotten the cake instead of what I ordered.

“I’m here to see Millie.”

The voice is one I don’t recognize, and I slide my chair a
little to the side so I can see out the opened door into the store.
I almost choke on a piece of lettuce when I recognize the hot
cowboy I just saw minutes ago at the diner.



Mike moves and blocks my view. I can hear him talking.
“I’m the manager here. Anything you need or have a question
about should be directed to me.”

I roll my eyes and stand up, wiping my already sweaty
palms down the front of my pants. I walk toward the door.
“I’m Millie. How can I help you?” I ask the stranger.

He smiles when he notices me and bypasses Mike without
another glance. “Hey, can we talk for a minute?”

“Uh, sure, come on in.” I gesture to the seat in front of my
desk and walk around to the other side. I need to put some
distance—and my desk—between us. My mind is going a
million miles a minute, wondering what he wants with me.

“I’m Austin, Austin Yates. I saw you at Red’s.”

I know I’m blushing, and I know it’s not pretty. Some
people blush, and it brings out their complexion and makes
them even prettier. I’m not that kind of woman. I blush and it
looks like I just ran five miles and overexerted myself. “Yeah,
I saw you.” I stutter the words and clear my throat, hoping he
doesn’t notice how he’s affecting me. Obviously I was wrong.
I need more than a desk between us because even now the
room feels ten degrees hotter.

He opens the bag he’s carrying and sets a small carton in
front of me. “Well, I brought you this.”

With a lump in my throat, I ask, “You brought this for
me?”

“Yeah, I wanted you to have it.”

I almost giggle, but I hold it in. This man with the
handsome face, kind eyes and big smile brought me
something. But just as soon as my excitement starts to rise, my
delight fades in an instant. “Why?”

He shakes his head as if he’s confused by the question. I
mean, it’s understandable. I don’t know this man. Why would
he bring me something? “Yeah, why would you bring me
something? You don’t know me.”



He scoots the chair up to the desk and leans his elbows on
it. “Maybe because I want to get to know you.”

I don’t know what to say to that. I’m not the girl that most
people flirt with. Actually, I have zero experience with flirting.
So instead of answering him, I open the carton, and my
stomach drops. It’s the apple cinnamon Blaze cake. The one
that Violet and I were talking about. The one where I told her I
couldn’t eat it because I was on a diet. My weight has always
been an issue, and there’s no doubt the man heard the whole
conversation.

I close the box and try to give him my best smile. “Thank
you.”

He shakes his head. “I thought you liked that kind of
cake.”

“I do. Thank you, really. I appreciate it.” I see Mike’s head
as he keeps popping up in my doorway and the window, no
doubt wondering what the man wants with me that he couldn’t
help him with. He looks as if he’s biting at the bit to get in
here.

I’m about to get up and show Austin to the door when he
interrupts me. “I know this is awkward, but this is me. I don’t
know any other way to be. I saw you at Red’s. I think you’re
pretty and man, if you bring out the protective side of Violet
like you do, you have to be a good person. I want to get to
know you. Would you have dinner with me?”

I almost laugh because I can just imagine the conversation
he had to have with Violet in order to get any information
about me. But even though he’s handsome, I can’t just go out
with a stranger. “I normally don’t go out with men I just met.”

His eyes darken. “That’s good. I wouldn’t want you to.”
He looks almost possessive, as if the thought of me going out
with someone else bothers him. I don’t have time to dwell on
it before he continues. “So what do you want to know about
me? I own the Yates ranch, it’s out on the edge of town right
before you get to Jasper. It’s been in my family for fifty years.
I have a camp in the summer to help inner city teens. I donate
to the children’s wing of the hospital in Jasper. I’m kind to



animals.” His smile deepens as he stares into my eyes. “And I
just found out today that I’m a sucker for a woman with long
black hair, brown eyes, and a pretty smile.”

My mouth falls open. It’s on the very tip of my tongue to
say yes. Gosh, whatever he wants I would give in this
moment. He’s definitely charming. But something stops me.
“So what are you doing in Whiskey Run today?”

“I’m here to meet with your dad, Rusty. I actually am late
for our appointment, but I had to stop and see you first.”

As soon as he says my dad’s name, I freeze. The smile
stiffens on my face, my arms lock on my chest, and I’m pretty
sure a corner of my heart just froze over too. “Wait, you have
an appointment with my dad? That’s why you’re here?”

This time I do get up. I put my chair in front of me trying
to put even more distance between us and squeeze the back of
it. Of course I’m not going out with him. He’s just another
man—another Mike—that thinks dating me is going to get him
something from my dad. I should have known that the
handsome man that shows up out of the blue wouldn’t be
interested in me. That doesn’t happen in my world.

He stands up too and holds his hands out. “I’m here to see
you, but yes, I have a meeting with your dad also.”

I roll my eyes. “Well, I’m sorry, I don’t date men that are
doing business with my dad.”

He brings his hands together in front of him and nods.
“Fine, I won’t do business with your dad.”

I gasp. Surely, he’s joking. I mean, I just met the man, but
surely he’s just saying that. I walk to the office door quickly
and out of it. Austin follows me. It was either that or he was
going to be left alone in my office. I walk quickly to the back
of the store where my dad’s office is. I don’t even have to turn
to know that Austin is on my heels. It’s like I can feel his gaze
on my ass the whole way. I stop before I get to the door, not
wanting my dad to overhear. “Look, I won’t be the reason my
dad loses a client. But I’m also not going to go out with you. I
just went through a breakup, and I’m not ready to start dating.



So… my dad’s been waiting for you. I think he plans on
getting home soon, so you can see yourself in.” I point to the
door and walk away. Without stopping, I look over my
shoulder. “Thanks again for the cake.”

I stride back to my office, hoping that Austin goes through
with the meeting. Yeah, I definitely would have liked to get to
know him better, but not now. And I have a perfect reminder
of why not as Mike follows me back to my office. “What is
Austin Yates doing here? Did you not tell him I’m the
manager of the store and he should be talking to me?”

I stop and block him from entering my office. “He has a
meeting with my dad, the owner of the store. Now don’t you
have something to do?” I tell him right before I slam the door
in his face.

I take a seat at my desk and stare at the container of cake.
Opening a drawer, I shove it in there and then put my head in
my hands. Geez, is this day almost over or what?



Chapter 4



W

Austin

ell, that didn’t go as planned. I’m not used to being turned
down. I’m not being arrogant about it, but normally I

have women asking me out instead of me asking them, so the
fact that Millie flat-out told me no is a little surprising.

And honestly, I thought she was interested. At least until I
mentioned her dad. There’s obviously something going on
there. I watch as she walks back to her office just as that
manager Mike walks beside her. I don’t like him, and I
definitely don’t like how he walks so close to Millie.

I take a deep breath. I’m already late for my meeting, and I
know that’s not making a very good impression. The fact that I
want the man to like me surprises me a little. I normally don’t
care about shit or niceties like that. People can take me or
leave me. But I know why I care. I’m going to need him on
my side I think if I want to get close to his daughter.

I walk to the closed door and knock. A mere second goes
by, and I hear him say, “Come in.”

He’s sitting in a chair with an almost empty plate of food
in front of him. “Hello, Mr. Ogle. I’m Austin Yates. I’m sorry
I’m late.”

He waves me off. “No worries. I just finished my lunch.
Have a seat. You can call me Rusty. I’m curious why you
wanted to set up this meeting today.”

I take a seat and look at the big man behind the desk. The
only similarities between him and his daughter is the color of



his hair and shape of his eyes. I clear my throat and try to
focus on the business at hand.

“You can call me Austin. As I mentioned on the phone, I
own the Yates ranch.”

“Yeah, I know the one. It’s out at the edge of Whiskey
Run.”

I nod. “That’s right. And I’ve always done my business at
the Jasper Farmers Co-op. I would like to set up an account
here.”

He shakes his head. “Jasper must be doing something
wrong. You’re the third ranch this week to move their
accounts here.”

I shrug, not wanting to dis the company. They’ve changed
owners, and the service and product quality has gone way
down, but I don’t want to get into all that. “If you have a credit
app you need me to fill out, I can do that. I’ll have a foreman
and myself that places orders.”

Rusty waves me off. “Austin, I knew everything I needed
to know about you when I got off the phone with you the other
day. I don’t need a credit app to tell me anything. I’ve already
learned you’re honest to a fault, a hard worker and take pride
in your ranch. I can’t ask for more than that in a client.”

I sit back in my seat. I was nervous about moving my
accounts to Whiskey Run, but already I know it’s the right
decision. Rusty Ogle is my kind of people. “Great. I appreciate
that. If it’s okay, I would like to see a price list. We have some
special orders we make, and I can get you that information.”

Rusty nods his head. “Sure, sure. My daughter, Millie,
takes care of all the ordering. She’ll be able to help you.”

At the mention of his daughter, it hits me then what I need
to do. I just met her, but already it’s important to me that I take
the right step. “Actually, that’s something I would like to talk
to you about.”

He squints in confusion.

“I mean, your daughter, sir.”



“Do you know my daughter?”

I nod and shrug at the same time. “Well, I actually just met
her. I brought her a piece of cake.”

He sits back in his seat. “You brought her a piece of cake?”

At this point, I know I have to just put it all out there.
“Yes, sir. Uh, I actually saw her at the diner. She turned down
cake and she really seemed like she wanted it, so I bought a
piece and brought it to her. I, uh, asked her out, sir, and she
told me no.”

His face has no expression. I don’t know what I’m going
to do if he decides not to do business with me, but I’m not
even really concerned about that. I’m more concerned about
the fact that he may just kick me out of here and tell Millie
that I’m some kind of stalker and to stay away from me.

He finally leans forward. “Did she happen to tell you why
she wouldn’t go out with you?”

I move to the edge of my seat. “Yeah, she doesn’t want to
go out with someone that is doing business with her father or
the co-op.”

He throws his hands in the air. “So you gave up… chose
the business instead of going out with my daughter.”

I laugh then, because that can’t be further than the truth.
“Actually, I told her I would take my business elsewhere
then.”

I wait for him to be offended, but he’s not. His eyes spark
at me, and I can’t help but feel like I passed some kind of test.
“Actually, she seemed worried about me being late for this
meeting… that you needed to get home. But no, sir, I’m not
giving up on your daughter. I would like to take her out.”

He doesn’t even hesitate. “Why? Why do you want to take
out my daughter?”

My thoughts instantly go to her curvy body, how she’s
sexy but doesn’t seem to realize it, and the excitement I saw
her in her eyes when I first asked her out. But none of that I
can say to her dad of all people. “She doesn’t seem to smile a



lot. But when she does, it about takes my breath away. I want
to see if I can make her smile more.”

He’s quiet, as if he’s weighing my words before suddenly
he bangs his hands on his desk and stands up. “Right answer.
Now let’s go get you a date.”

“Uh, sir—” I try to stop him. The thought of him playing
matchmaker fills my head, and I know nothing good will come
from that.

“Rusty. Call me Rusty.”

I follow behind him. “Rusty, I don’t think it’s going to go
well if you force her to go out with me.”

“I’m not going to force her. She’ll have the final say-so.
But Austin, let me tell you this. I don’t care how much
business you give me. If you hurt my daughter, nothing will
save you.”

It’s as if I can actually feel my heart palpitate at the
thought of hurting Millie. “I won’t hurt her, sir. You have my
word.”

He holds his hand out, and I know when I put my hand in
his, it’s not just a handshake. It’s a commitment I’m making.
And instead of being unsure or overwhelmed, I welcome it.

I shake his hand, and he turns again. “Follow me.”

Instead of trying to stop him again, I see the smirk on his
face and follow along. I sort of can’t wait to see what the old
man has up his sleeve.

He knocks on Millie’s open door and walks in. “Millie,
Austin here is with Yate’s ranch. We need to get an idea of
what all he needs and how much. He mentioned some special
orders. I told him you would get all the information together
and meet him tomorrow night to go over it all. Red’s Diner
okay for you. Around six?”

Millie’s eyes are open wide, and she’s looking between her
dad and me. I force myself to look as innocent as possible, but
I know she can see that something is up.

She frowns and hesitates. “Uh, we can just meet here.”



I’m about to agree. It doesn’t matter to me, I’ll pick up
dinner on the way to meet her wherever she wants to meet, but
her dad interrupts. “He’s working all day, honey, and he can’t
make it here until dinner time. But if you don’t feel
comfortable doing it, I can just stay late tomorrow and go over
it all with him.”

Rusty leans heavily against the cabinet, and I almost laugh.
The man is good, and before I can even fathom that he’s
pulling a quick one over his daughter, I can tell she knows
what he’s up to. She looks at me accusingly, but I just shrug
and smile. The ball is in her court, but I have a feeling she’s
not going to tell her dad no.

“Sure, Dad. I’ll take care of it.”

Rusty straightens up and puts a hand on my shoulder.
“Great, thanks, Millie. C’mon, Austin, you can walk me out
and you can tell me some more about what all you need.” He
looks at Millie. “I’ll fill you in on everything in the morning.”

Before he can hustle me out the door, I glance at Millie.
“I’ll see you tomorrow night. Be safe, honey.”

Her eyes flash at the endearment, making me wish we
were alone and I could just watch her face as I call her other
sweet names to figure out which one she likes the best.

“Bye, Austin,” she says softly.

Already, I’m looking forward to tomorrow night.



Chapter 5



I

Millie

t’s not too late. My dad may have already left for the day,
but I can still have Mike come down and meet Austin at

Red’s. He’d probably love it. He’s pestered me all day about
the Yates Ranch and if he’s going to get the commission for
acquiring the new business. I told him to talk to Dad.

I slow my pace as I walk down the block. My dad filled
me in on some of the things Austin needs, but I’m sure he
missed some of it since he didn’t write any of it down. I grip
the folder in my hand and swing open the door. Violet has
already left for the day, and I find a booth in the corner and sit
down. It’s probably good Violet is not here. I was on the phone
with her all of last night because she wanted the details of
what happened when Austin brought me the cake. She gave
me the lecture on how I shouldn’t judge all men. They’re not
all like Mike, she said. But luckily once she got on the subject
of Mike, she couldn’t stop. She really doesn’t like that man.
Probably as little as I do.

I order a water from the server and let her know I’m
waiting on someone else. The restaurant is getting crowded
with the dinner rush, which makes me cringe a little knowing
that there’s a possibility I’m going to be the talk of the town…
again.

I go through the file in my hand, making sure I know the
ins and outs of what we’re going to discuss. I people watch
and when I get tired of that, I pick up my phone. It’s six-
fifteen, and I look outside just in time to see Austin jogging up
the sidewalk. He opens the door and stands there as he looks



around the restaurant. He looked good yesterday, but if
possible, he looks even better today. He’s got his cowboy hat
on and tight blue jeans on. His thighs are thick, and goodness,
I couldn’t take my eyes off him even if I wanted to. As soon as
he spots me, his lips widen, and his white teeth look even
whiter since he seems like he’s covered in a film of dirt. He
strides across the restaurant, and almost every head, especially
the women, turn and watch him. He slides into the booth
across from me, and it’s then I remember that I have my mouth
hanging open, and I slam it shut.

“I’m sorry I’m late. It’s been one of those days.”

I tilt my head to the side and really look at him. Up close,
he looks tired and worn out, but he’s still smiling. “You look
like you had a rough day.”

“Yeah, things didn’t go as planned.”

“We can reschedule,” I tell him. And even though I
doubted going through with this meeting the whole day, I
would admittedly be upset if he took me up on the offer to
cancel it.

“No way. Unless you’re embarrassed to be sitting across
from me right now.” He looks down at himself and slaps at his
shirt as dust goes flying. He coughs and laughs. “Actually, I
wouldn’t blame you if you were.”

I’m almost offended until I realize he doesn’t know
anything about me. “I’m not embarrassed. There is nothing
embarrassing about ranching. I was raised on a ranch, and I
know the work that goes into it.”

He smiles and leans toward me. “That’s good, sweetheart.
Because I’ve been looking forward to this all day.”

Another nickname. Honey yesterday, sweetheart today. But
I still smile because just hearing it causes goosebumps on my
arms. I clasp my hands together. “You were looking forward to
going over numbers all day?”

He shakes his head. “No, I was looking forward to seeing
you all day.” He reaches into his front pocket and takes out a
piece of paper. He unfolds it and hands it to me. “It’s



everything I need for the ranch. It has the amounts we
normally pay, how much we need and how often. Can you
match those prices?”

I scan the paper, and because I have a lot of the costs
memorized I’m able to answer him with confidence. “These
prices are higher than what we charge. We can beat those.”

“Great. You have my business then.”

“Just like that?”

He shrugs. “Just like that. Now we can have dinner.”

“Actually,” I interrupt him, “if that’s all the business we
have to discuss, I can go and let you…”

“No way, Millie. I came prepared so we wouldn’t have to
talk business. I want to get to know you.”

As soon as he says it, the server appears. “Sorry about that.
We’re filling up fast. Have y’all decided what you want to
have?”

Austin looks at me and darn it, that look he’s given me is
causing me to feel all kinds of things. “I’ll take the Cobb salad
with grilled chicken and dressing on the side. And a slice of
your apple cinnamon Blaze cake.”

Austin’s smile gets even bigger when I order the cake, and
I smile back. He orders a steak and potato before the server
leaves with the promise to be back as soon as the food is
ready.

“Now,” Austin says and leans across the table, “if I go
wash my hands, are you going to be here when I get back?”

I nod, and he starts to scoot out of the booth. But he stops
as he stands up, and I have to lift my head to look up at him.
He leans in real close, and he may be dirty, but damn the man
smells good. “Promise me. Promise you’ll be here when I get
out, sugar.”

And I answer without even thinking about it. “I promise.”

He looks like he wants to kiss me. It would take each of us
moving our faces two inches to make it happen, and I swear I



can almost imagine exactly how his lips are going to feel on
mine. I hold my breath, waiting. “I want to kiss you, Millie.
But our first kiss is not going to happen with half the town
watching. I’ll be right back.”

And with that bombshell, he raises up, winks, and walks
toward the back of the restaurant. A few minutes later, I
remember to breathe.



Chapter 6



S

Austin

ugar. So far that’s the winner. That’s the one that brings her
smile full force and makes her eyes dilate. She liked it

when I called her sugar, and I know I’m going to have to stop
myself from calling her that twenty more times tonight just
because I want to see her reaction.

I wash my hands quickly and go back to the booth. She’s
sitting right where I left her, and when I sit down, I can’t
resist. I lean over and pick up her hand that’s resting on the
table. “I’m back.”

Startled, she tries to pull back, but I don’t let her go. “Can
I hold your hand? It was either that or I was going to sit down
next to you and put my arm around you. I figure you’d be
more comfortable with this.”

She stops pulling, and her hand wraps around mine.
Whether she realizes she did it or not, I take advantage and
tighten my hold on her. “So how was your day?”

She is staring at our hands. Mine is engulfing her smaller
one, and it brings out all kinds of protective thoughts inside
my head. She stutters when she looks up at me. “Uh, it was
fine. Busy. The store was busy.”

“So, tell me about Mike, the manager. I had the feeling that
he liked you. Is there something going on there?”

She starts to snort and catches herself before shaking her
head. “We used to date.”



I can feel my chest tighten, but I make sure not to put any
more pressure on her hand. “So you must have broken it off
because it was pretty obvious he still has feelings for you.”

She frowns. “Actually, I did break it off with him. He was
dating me to get the manager’s job while he was sleeping with
someone else.”

Surprised and a little pissed off, I grit my teeth before
asking her, “Your dad doesn’t seem like the type to be okay
with that.”

Guilt shines on her face. “He doesn’t know. My dad is
wanting – no needing – to take time off. He wants to retire,
and I don’t want to mess that up for him. I can handle Mike.”

I want to ask her more about it. Actually, I want to go to
the co-op and punch this Mike in the face, but it’s obvious that
Millie is done talking about it. Especially when she asks me
about my ranch.

The server brings our food, and I reluctantly let go of
Millie’s hand. I tell her about the ranch and that I’d like her to
come see it sometime.

We laugh and talk, and I’ve never been as captivated and
comfortable with a woman in my life. Maybe it’s the fact that
she knows all about ranching. Maybe it’s the fact that with
each passing minute, I want her even more. But whatever it is,
I wish this night would never end.

When they bring the ticket and we’ve both eaten a piece of
cake, I walk to the cashier holding Millie’s hand. I’m just not
ready to let her go yet.

I ignore the stares we get from people. I can feel Millie
tense beside me, but I hope it’s only because she doesn’t like
being the center of attention and not because she doesn’t want
to be seen with me. “Are you parked at the co-op?”

She looks up at me. “I am. Thank you for dinner. I had a
really good time.”

“Me too, sugar. Come on, I’ll walk you to your car.”



She tries to stop me. “No, I’m sure you’re parked around
back. I can walk by myself. Whiskey Run is pretty safe.”

I give her hand a tug and wrap my arm around her
shoulder. “I’m walking you to your car.”

She’s fidgeting, but I act like I don’t notice. We walk in
silence down the block to the back of the co-op. She points to
a full-size truck. “That’s mine.”

“A truck? I’m liking you more and more, little Millie.” She
tenses beside me. “What? What’s wrong?”

She pulls from my arms and smiles up at me. “There’s
nothing little about me.”

I put my hands on her shoulders to stop her. I can’t stop
myself. I settle her against the side of the truck and lean into
her. Our bodies are pressed together, and because I don’t want
to have this conversation twice, I want to make sure I have her
full attention.

“I thought I would need to wait to have this discussion
when you knew me a little better, but I’m just going to put it
out there. You wanted that cake yesterday and didn’t order it.
I’m not positive, but I would guess it’s because something that
little shit Mike said to you or something. But here’s the facts. I
like you. I like everything about you. I like the way you fill out
a pair of blue jeans. I like the feel of your curvy body pressed
against mine.” I lean farther into her so she can feel exactly
how my body reacts hers being so close. “And I like the way
you moan and lick your lips when you eat that apple cake. So
no more worrying about your diet, or skipping treats or none
of that. I like you just the way you are.”

Her mouth is open in awe, and I know I surprised her.
Well, it’s about to be an even bigger surprise because I can’t
stop myself now. “I want to kiss you, Millie.”

She doesn’t say no. In fact, her tongue pokes out between
her lips as if she can’t wait for it. I lean down and wrap my
hand around the back of her neck. “Tell me yes, sugar.”

She says yes. It’s barely a whisper, but it’s a yes. I press
my lips into hers, and all conscious thought leaves me. Her



lips are warm and soft. The kiss goes from zero to a thousand
fireworks going off in my head. When her hands slide up my
chest and she grips the front of my shirt, I know without a
doubt I could lose control so easily with her. Her legs part, and
I move one of mine between her thighs. I lift it just a little, and
when I make contact with the hot heat between her legs, she
moans loudly, and I force myself to pull away with a groan.
Too much more of that, and I’ll have her in the cab of her
truck.

“Go out with me,” I demand. “Let me take you on a proper
date.”

She blinks and stares up at me. Her mouth is glistening,
wet from the kiss we shared, and I want to run my tongue
across her plump lips. She shakes her head as if she’s been in a
daze before finally answering me. “It’s not a good idea. You’re
doing business with my dad.”

I put my hands on each side of her face. “I’m not like
Mike. I wouldn’t date you to get something from your dad.
And I sure as hell wouldn’t cheat on you.”

In that instant, she realizes she still has my shirt in her
hands, and she lets go quickly. “Men are not always faithful,
Austin. I know that.”

“If you were mine—fuck baby, even if you aren’t mine, I
can’t imagine looking at another woman.”

She shakes her head. “What is it with you? Honey,
sweetheart, sugar, baby, little Millie. You like nicknames or
what?”

“I like watching your face light up when I call you a
different name. So far, I think you like sugar and little Millie
the best.”

She laughs and tries to slap me on the chest, but I grab her
hand instead and hold it tight. “Go out with me.”

It’s on the tip of her tongue to say no, and I take a deep
breath. I don’t think I can let her walk away if she says no.
“Maybe,” she draws out. “Let me think about it.”



I kiss her quickly and pull away. “I’m not giving up on
you, Millie. Now get in your truck and be safe on your way
home. If I don’t let you leave now, I’m going to try to talk you
into all kinds of things that I don’t think you’re ready for.”

She’s about to ask me what things, and I swear if I put a
voice to the things I’ve thought about doing to her, there’s no
way she’s going home alone tonight. Instead of asking,
though, she climbs up into her truck. “Bye, Austin. Thank
you.”

She puts the truck into gear and pulls out of the parking
lot. I stand and watch until the lights are gone in the distance.
It isn’t until I get into my own truck that I realize I didn’t get
her number. I’ll have to call the co-op tomorrow because even
though I just met her, I don’t want to miss even one day of
talking to her.



Chapter 7



T

Millie

wo days. It’s been two days since my dinner with Austin,
and I haven’t seen hide nor hair of him. I keep waiting for

him to show up or to at least call, but he doesn’t.

Alan, one of the delivery drivers for the co-op, interrupts
my thoughts with a knock on my open door. “Hey, boss lady!
The shipment for the Yates ranch came in. You want me to
deliver it before I do the others?”

At the same time, the phone on my desk starts to ring.
Making a quick decision, I tell Alan, “No. This first one I’m
going to take. Load it in my truck.”

I wait for a questioning look or some kind of curiosity, but
Alan never gives it. He just nods. “You got it.” I guess it helps
that I’ve been working at the co-op since I was young. I’ve
done every job here and am always pitching in to help out.

The phone rings again, and I notice it’s on my line instead
of the store’s line. “This is Millie. How can I help you?”

A shrill voice comes over the line. “Millie? Is this Millie
Ogle?” the woman asks.

“Yes, this is Millie Ogle.”

“Do you know an Austin Yates?”

I sit up in my chair. “Yes, I know Austin.”

The woman lets out a deep sigh. “Well, thank you sweet
baby Jesus, I found you. My name is Carrie.”



“Uh…” I start, confused and a little unsure with where this
conversation is going.

“So, yesterday morning Austin got thrown from his horse.”

“Oh my God, what? Is he okay?” I’m already standing up
and gathering things together before I stop myself. “Is. He.
Okay?” I ask again.

“Yes, yes… he’s fine. He’s stubborn as a mule. Has a
concussion, banged up his knee and broke a rib or two, but
he’ll live. That is if I don’t kill him first.”

I fall back in my seat. “Okay… so does he need anything?”
There’s a gazillion questions I want to be asking her. Like who
is she? Austin made it seem like there wasn’t a woman in the
picture, but who is this that’s calling me? Better yet, why is
she calling me?

“Does he need anything?” she spits out. “Yeah, he’s going
to need a new housekeeper if he keeps running his mouth like
he is. Look, he was in the hospital, and it seems he didn’t have
a phone, and apparently I’m going to lose my job if I don’t call
you. You work for a family for twenty years and you’d think
you’d get a little respect. He just wanted you to know why he
hasn’t called you. But I’m calling you for help. His foreman—
heck, all the cowboys are going to walk out of here unless
someone can calm him down. He’s been a bear.”

“Okay. And you think I can calm him? You do know I just
met him a couple days ago.”

“Honey, it’s worth a shot. I’ve never seen him so upset,
wanting to make sure you weren’t mad at him. I swear he
would’ve called himself, but I’m pretty sure his vision’s still
blurry even if he won’t admit it. He’s going to do permanent
damage to that hard head of his if he doesn’t listen to what the
doctors are telling him.”

“Okay, I’m coming. I mean, I’ll give it a shot. I have his
order too, so I’ll bring that with me.”

“Okay. I’ll see you soon. Thanks, Millie. I’m gonna owe
you one.”

And before I can say anything else, she’s already hung up.



I grab my purse from the desk drawer and walk out the
back of the store to my truck. Everything’s already loaded, and
I holler thanks to Alan before getting in and pulling out. I go
by my house first. It’s a little two-bedroom house that sits on
the edge of my dad’s ranch. I pack just a few things and then
jump into the truck and head toward Jasper and the Yates
Ranch. I’m crazy. This is probably the craziest thing I’ve ever
done. It’s almost a thirty-minute drive, and I try to take that
time to plan what I’m going to do, but instead all I can think
about is that kiss we shared the other night.

When I pull in to the long driveway, I slow down to take it
all in. My father’s ranch is nice. It’s small and well
maintained. But this place is something else. There are
multiple huge buildings, including a huge two-story house
with a big wraparound porch. The view from here is
magnificent. It’s almost like you can reach out and touch the
Jasper Mountains.

Seeing the way he lives just makes me realize exactly how
different we are. I make a decision, right then and there, that
I’m going to drop off the order, make sure Austin’s okay, and
get the heck back to my side of town.

A few cowboys spot me pulling in, and I recognize Austin
immediately. I barely get stopped next to the huge metal barn
before he breaks away from the group. He’s limping, holding
his side. His hat is down low on his face, and he’s squinting.
No doubt the afternoon sun is hurting his head.

I take a deep breath and open the door and jump down
from my seat. Holding my hand up to shade my eyes, I look at
him smiling back at me. “Hey, Austin. I heard you had a run-in
with a horse.”

He waves his hand. “I’m fine. Better now that you’re
here.”

“I have your order. Let me know where you want it, and
I’ll unload it.”

“Carter!” he hollers and instantly winces. Even yelling is
hurting his head. “Can you unload this?” he asks the man as he
comes walking up to us.



“Sure thing, boss,” the man named Carter says as he stops
beside us. “So you must be Millie?”

I look between Austin and the man named Carter, a little
surprised that he knows my name. “I am. I’m from the
Whiskey Run Farmers Co-Op.” I hold my hand out to him,
and I swear I hear Austin growl. He must really be hurting.
Carter squeezes my hand and smiles at me.

“And she’s taken,” Austin snarls.

My eyes snap to Austin, and a tremble shoots down my
back. His heated glance is trained on me, and my nipples
harden at the rough sound of his voice. “I, uh…”

Carter laughs. “Trust me. I could have guessed that for
how much you talked about her today.” He rolls his eyes and
walks to the bed of my truck. “I hope since you’re here you
can get him inside where he’s supposed to be.”

“Really, Carter. This is my ranch. It’s my name on the gate
at the end of the driveway… I’m pretty sure if I want to stand
outside on my ranch I can do it.”

Obviously, Austin is not a good patient. I point to the load
in my truck. “Carter, do you want my help unloading…”

“You’re not unloading shit. I’ll be damned if I’m going to
have my woman unload my order…”

The way he says “my woman” sends a little thrill through
me, but his words still agitate me. I cock my hip out and put
my hand on it. “I’ll have you know that I can do anything a
man can. As a matter of fact, I can usually do it better.” I turn
to Carter. “No offense, Carter.”

Carter hollers from the back of my truck, “None taken.”

When I turn back around, Austin is standing toe to toe with
me. He puts one hand on my cheek and the other one at my
waist. “I have no doubt about that. The fact is, I don’t want
you to. Not when you’ve got me right here to share the load.”

“Austin, you’re hurting. You hide it well, but I can see it
on your face. You can’t be lifting things. As a matter of fact,



I’m pretty sure you’re supposed to be resting your ribs and
sitting in a dark room for your concussion.”

Carter walks by with a load in his hands. “Good luck with
that. I’ve tried all morning to get him inside.”

I shake my head. I had a clear plan in my head. I was
going to be in and out. But now I can see that I may really be
needed here. He’s obviously not taking care of himself.
Austin’s hand moves around my back and pulls me in. His
cheek is resting against the top of my head, and I swear I hear
him sniffing. “Are you smelling me?”

I can feel his cheek move into a smile. “Yeah, and you
smell good. A cross between sunshine and honeysuckles.”

Man, how can I have only met this man a few days ago
and already he’s got me so turned upside down I can’t stand it?
“So I have an idea.”

“I’ll do it,” he says without hesitation.

I pull back enough to look up at him. “You don’t even
know what it is.”

“Fine. If it involves me and you, possibly sitting in a dark
room, then I’m in.”

He’s smiling, but I can see the pain on his face. He’s tried
his best to hide it. I pat him on the chest. “Fine, let’s go.” I
reach for his hand and thread our fingers together and give him
a little tug.

He falls into step beside me. “So do I get to pick what we
do in the dark room?”

I laugh out loud. “Don’t hold your breath there, stud.”

He wraps his arm around my shoulder, and we’re both
smiling as we walk up the steps to his house.



Chapter 8



“O

Austin

h good heavens, he’s smiling.” Carrie, my housekeeper,
says as we walk in the front door. Carrie’s been with my

family for what seems like forever. She’s more like family
than anything. I thought for sure she’d leave me when my
parents passed away, but she didn’t. She stayed right here with
me.

“Har, har,” I say before turning to Millie. “Honey, this is
Carrie. She takes care of the house and me half the time.”

Carrie tucks a few gray strands of hair behind her ear.
“Yep, so now I won’t have to quit, it seems. Your girl’s here
now, so I’m hoping you’re going to be a little nicer to be
around.” Her smile deepens as she looks at Millie, and I can
tell she already likes her. “All I can say is good luck.”

Millie laughs, and I can already tell that these two are
going to be thick as thieves together. “I haven’t been that bad.”

“Ha!” Carrie spits out and starts laughing. “I love you like
a son, and I quit my job five times today. Yes, you’ve been that
bad.”

I shake my head. It’s all a joke, but honestly I don’t know
what I’d do without Carrie. “You wouldn’t ever leave me. You
love me.”

“I just said I did,” she deadpans with an eyeroll at Millie.
“That concussion’s got him messed up more than he’s letting
on. I’m going to go back to my room for the night. I know
Millie came straight from work, so I’ve left you some dinner
on the counter. Just call me if you need anything.”



“Thanks, Carrie,” Millie says to the retreating woman.

“Sure thing, honey. I’m hoping to see more of you.”

Millie blushes when she looks at me, as if she’s trying to
gauge my reaction to Carrie putting us together. The fact is,
I’m hoping for the same thing. I want Millie around. More
than I should probably admit for only knowing her a short
time. “I’m glad you’re here.”

“So what do you think? We eat, then find a television
somewhere in this big house and maybe turn the lights down
real low –”

“And you’ll let me hold you while we pretend to watch
television.” Even I can hear the hope in my voice.

She lifts her shoulders in defeat. “Sure. If it will get you to
rest, I’m game.”

Because I can’t resist a minute longer, I kiss her. It’s a brief
kiss. One that reminds me of exactly how explosive we can be
together. I pull away and show her to the kitchen. Picking up
the plates, I ask her to grab two drinks out of the refrigerator.

“What do you want?” she asks.

“I’m good with water.”

She grabs two waters. “Me too.”

“Follow me.” I lead her into the living room, and she gasps
behind me. No doubt because of the room. I get this reaction a
lot.

“This is your living room?”

I set the plates on the coffee table and grab a remote that
lifts the top up to the perfect height to eat from. “Yep. Have a
seat.”

She’s looking all around the room, her mouth hanging
open. “This is, wow, this is amazing.”

I try to look at it from her perspective. The floor is
carpeted in a thick ivory beige, which Carrie hates. She has to
have the cleaners come at least once a month to clean it. The
furniture is big, dark chocolate wood. The couch is huge and



takes up most of the room. The wall hangings are ones that I
had specially painted of my favorite spots on my ranch. But
probably the centerpiece of the whole room is the big screen
television hanging from the ceiling. I spared no expense on
this room because it’s where I am most of the time when I’m
home. “Thanks, sugar. I’m glad you like it.”

She sits down on the couch and starts to fidget. “Austin,
what am I doing here?”

I sit down next to her and wrap my hand around her knee.
“I was sort of hoping you’re here because you wanted to be
here.”

“I do. I mean, I wanted to make sure you were all right. I
should go.”

I laugh and put my hands on her waist when she tries to get
up. She falls back to the couch in a huff. “This is crazy. I don’t
belong here.”

“I say you do.” I give her one of my charming smiles, but
she’s still stubbed up and looking uncomfortable.

“Look, I’m going crazy here. My doctor says to rest, and
I’m willing to do that since you’re here with me. We’ll eat.
We’ll watch some TV. We’ll get to know each other.”

I try to adjust how I’m sitting and wince as I feel my ribs
catch. I suck in a deep breath of air and try to readjust. “Are
you okay?” she asks worriedly.

“Yeah. I’m fine,” I tell her with bated breath. I try to smile,
but I know it’s only a grimace that appears on my face.

The only saving grace for being in pain is the fact that it
looks like I might get some sympathy from Millie. She grabs
my plate off the coffee table and holds it out to me. “Here you
go. Eat.”

I take the plate, and she picks up the remote and turns the
television on. “What do you want to watch?”

“I don’t care,” I tell her, staring at her from the side. I want
to reach out and push the hair behind her ear. I want her eyes
on me, but I know I need to work up to it.



She laughs. “I’ve never known a man not to care what’s on
TV. As a matter of fact, I’m surprised you even let me hold the
remote.”

I’m torn. I want to ask her about the other men in her life
but just the same, I don’t want to know either. “Things like
that don’t matter to me. Plus, I’d rather watch you than the
television.”

She jerks her head toward me, and the surprise that lights
up her face is evident. She’s blushing, and in this moment, I
know she’s the prettiest woman I’ve ever seen. “Get your food
and eat.”

She grabs her plate, and instead of eating on the coffee
table, she sits back and holds it in her lap. We’re right next to
each other. I can feel the warmth of her thigh pressed against
my leg, and a calm comes over me. The last few days have
been filled with stress, from blurry vision, headaches, my ribs
and knee, I’ve been a downright asshole. But now that she’s
here, it’s like everything is right in the world.

She eats slowly while I scarf down the sandwich, chips,
and apple slices. When I’m done, I set the plate on the table
and lean back with my water. She seems self-conscious, so I
try to act like I’m watching television instead of completely
aware of everything she’s doing.

When she finishes, she stands up and grabs our plates.
“No, it’s fine. Leave them.”

She walks a few steps. “Give me just a few minutes, and
I’ll be right back.”

She isn’t gone long, and when she comes back she sits at
the far end of the couch. I laugh.

“What’s so funny?”

“You. Really, you think putting space between us is going
to stop what’s happening between us?”

She lifts her chin. “I don’t know what you mean.”

I slide across the cushions and trap her into the arm of the
couch. “Yes, you do. For whatever reason, you’re questioning



all of this. Why I want you here. If you should trust me. And
well, I’m glad you’re asking those questions because just the
fact that you’re wondering about them tells me that there’s
hope for me. I’m not going to let you down, sugar.”

She rolls her eyes. “There’s that name again.”

I put my finger under her chin and bring her head up. “You
like it. You know you do.”

Her gaze holds such intensity, it’s almost vibrating off her.
“I do like it, Austin. I like it when you call me sugar, honey,
baby, all of it. But I don’t want to be hurt by you, and even
though we just met, I know you could destroy me.”

“But I’m not going to.”

She looks as if she may argue with me, but she stops.
“Forget it.”

“No, obviously this is something we need to talk about.”

She nods. “Yeah, we probably should. But not now. Not
when you feel the way you do. Let’s just sit here and enjoy the
movie and rest.”

I put my arm around her shoulder and bring her into my
side. Luckily, she doesn’t stiffen. She melts against me, and I
lean my chin against her head. We watch television for I don’t
know how long before I can feel my eyes getting really heavy.
With her heat against me, I fall into the best sleep I’ve had in a
long time.



Chapter 9
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fell asleep. It’s morning, but the sun hasn’t come up yet. I’m
tucked against Austin, his arm around my waist as we lie

with my back to his front. I can feel the steady rhythm of his
breathing all around me, and I bask in the safety I feel in his
arms. It would be way too easy to get used to this.

I slide from his arms and onto the floor. On my knees, I
look at him. Me getting up didn’t even faze him. He’s still
sleeping. I look at the soft expression on his face, and I’m glad
to see that he was able to sleep so well.

I tiptoe out of the room. Luckily, I have some things in the
truck, so I go and grab them and freshen up. When I come out
of the bathroom, Carrie is in the kitchen. She’s cooking
breakfast, and I debate on whether I should leave or not. “I got
a late start this morning. Breakfast will be ready in a little
while.”

“Oh, I think I’m going to head out—”

But before I can even finish, she points the spatula she’s
holding at me. “Don’t think you can just leave while he’s
sleeping, honey. Knowing him, he’d just drive into town and
follow you, and he’s not supposed to be driving for a week.”

“Okay, do you think he’d mind if I walked around the
ranch? It’s so beautiful, I’d love to see it at sunrise.”

“He wouldn’t mind. Just stick close to the barn.”

I nod and head out the front door. There’s already a
number of people out, and it looks like they are feeding the



animals. I walk around, taking in the horses whinnying, the
talking and laughter of the men as they work, and the hay
being thrown from the hay loft. I take a deep breath, and the
smell of dust, dirt, and horse hide fills the air around me. I
couldn’t stop the smile that overcomes me if I wanted to. My
family’s ranch and this one may be very different, but the feel
and smells are the same.

I walk over to the corral and see the lone horse trotting
around. She whinnies every now and then. I cluck my tongue,
and the horse freezes. She holds steady and very slowly
swings her head toward me. She twists and turns her head
before slowly walking toward me. When she gets close
enough to the fence, I climb up and sit on the edge with my
hand held out. She breathes in my scent and moves closer,
rubbing her head along my jean-clad thigh. I walk down the
side of the fence and land in the dirt with my hand still on her
velvet hide.

Running my hand along her mane, I ask her, “How are you
doing, pretty girl? Why are you out here by yourself?”

I hear an intake of breath behind me, and I turn, expecting
to see Austin but instead, Carter the foreman is standing there
staring at me with his mouth hanging open.

The horse instantly starts to back up, and I start cooing to
her to settle her. With one hand on her bridle, I stroke her nose
with the other, all the time talking to her in a low encouraging
voice.

“Well, I’ll be damned.”

“What was that, Carter?”

“Uh, sorry, ma’am. It’s just no one on the ranch has been
able to do anything with her since Austin saved her from the
slaughterhouse. Each day we get a little step closer, but she
about bit the man that put the bridle on her this morning. She’s
the one that threw Austin, too.”

“What? But you’re so sweet,” I tell the horse, instead of
answering Carter.

He snorts behind me.



“Can I ride her?”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea. Austin probably wouldn’t
be happy about it.”

I look at him pleadingly. “Carter, I was raised on a ranch. I
know about horses, and this one wants to go on a run. Just
around the corral.”

“She won’t let you saddle her.”

If that wasn’t a challenge I’ve never heard one. I spot a
saddle hanging over the fence and go to grab it. I approach the
beautiful white horse, and she stands completely still as I
saddle her and doesn’t even seem upset when I tighten the belt
around her stomach. “You’re a good girl, aren’t you?” I look at
Carter. “What’s her name?”

“I don’t think the boss has named her yet. We were waiting
for her to name herself. Ornery comes to mind.”

“Bite your tongue. I’m thinking Patches. She looks like a
Patches to me.” She’s white with brown fur in patches down
her back.

I grab the reins and pull myself up on the horse. She
tussles around, but doesn’t seem to object to me sitting astride
her. I give her a small kick with my heel and cluck my tongue,
and she starts to move. I start off slow, but it doesn’t seem
either of us is happy with that. We take a few turns in the
corral before I let her loose. We gallop around, and even
though I have almost all the cowboys standing at the fence, all
of them staring in amazement, I’m laughing and happy. It
seems I’ve made a new friend.



Chapter 10
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wake up, and before I get too far off the couch, Carrie lets
me know that Millie is outside at the barn. I rub my hands

across my face and go upstairs to shower real fast and go
outside to find her. There are flutters in my stomach just at the
thought of seeing her again. I woke up a few times in the
night, and every time we had our arms wrapped around each
other. Now, in the light of the day, I have all kinds of thoughts
in my head. I’m attracted to Millie. I was the first time I saw
her, and even though I knew I wanted to date her, I know I
won’t just settle for a date or two. The way she is, her kind
heart and loving way about her makes me start to imagine all
kinds of things. The fact that she came when she knew I was
hurt and stayed the night with me tells me that she likes me
and gives me a little hope.

As soon as I step off the porch, I notice there’s a gathering
at the corral. It seems everyone is goofing off this morning
instead of working. That is until I spot Millie on the back of
the unruly horse that threw me yesterday. I have to fight the
urge to run toward her and save her. The only thing that stops
me is the big smile on her face. Her long black hair is blowing
in the wind, and she seems happy and at home. She’s
something else up there, and I’m not the only one that is
noticing. All my men are smiling at her; it’s as if her carefree
happy attitude is drawing them all in. I could stand here and
watch her all morning, but worry fills me. No one has been
able to do anything with this horse. I don’t even know how
this happened.



I get to the fence, next to my foreman. “Carter, what is she
doing out there?”

“Boss, she obviously knows her way around horses. Look
at her.”

“I am looking. You need to quit looking.” I address the rest
of the men. “All of you need to quit looking – get to work.”

They all give me a smirk. I know what it looks like. I’ve
just met the woman and already I’m going crazy over her, but
I don’t care. I want to be the one that looks at her.

She spots me, and her whole face transforms. She looks
worried and rides over toward me. “You’re supposed to be
resting.”

I hear the snickers of the men walking away, and obviously
she does too.

She blushes prettily. “I mean, since you’re not feeling well,
you should be in bed.”

It’s killing me to have her up on the back of the wild horse,
but I don’t want to make any sudden moves. The closer she
gets to me, the more skittish the horse seems to get. “I’m more
worried about you. That horse…”

“Is the sweetest horse I’ve ever met.” She slides down, and
only when her feet hit the dirt am I able to breathe easier. She
grabs the lead and walks, petting the horse’s mane. “From
what Carter said, I’m thinking she had a male owner, and he
wasn’t very nice. I mean, he made it sound like Patches
doesn’t like men, but what do I know? I mean, there could be
women on this ranch all the time.”

She won’t look at me. I know what she’s asking without
actually asking me. “Honey, there’s not any women that come
here. Carrie stays in the house or in the garden, but she doesn’t
ever come down to the barn. You’re the only woman that’s
been here in a very, very long time.”

She smiles but tries to stop herself by biting her lip.
Clearing her throat, she shrugs. “Well, then maybe my theory
is right.”



“So, Patches, huh?”

She starts to stutter. “I mean, that’s just what I called her
when I was talking to her. I’m not trying to name your horse or
anything. You should pick out her name.”

I take a step closer to her, real slow like. When Patches
doesn’t seem to mind, I take another step. “Sounds to me like
she’s your horse now.”

“I can’t take your horse.”

I reach up and brush the hair off her face. “She’s yours.
But you’ll have to come here and see her.”

She puts her hand on her hip. “You don’t just give people
horses, Austin.”

“I’m not giving people a horse. I’m giving my girlfriend a
horse.”

“Girlfriend?”

I lean in and nuzzle my mouth right next to her ear.
“Girlfriend.” I can’t resist, so I kiss the lobe of her ear, and she
gasps. My shaft hardens in my jeans, but all the pain in the
world is going to be worth it for this curvy woman that has
already turned my world upside down.

“Let’s get Patches settled, then we’ll get some breakfast.”

She leans up on her tiptoes and kisses me on the lips. I
don’t react because this is the first time she’s reached for me,
and I don’t want to scare her. I know I have the goofiest smile
on my face. “What was that for?”

Her eyes are clouded in desire, and I’m doing my best not
to stare at her erect nipples pressing against her shirt. With a
thickness to her voice, she says, “I just wanted to kiss my
boyfriend. Is that all right?”

“Baby, you can kiss me any time you want.”



Chapter 11
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week. It’s been a week since I rode Patches that morning
and Austin called me his girlfriend. He’s called and texted

me every day, sometimes just sending me pictures from his
ranch and a lot of times pictures of Patches.

He hasn’t been able to drive, so he’s had one of his hands
bring him into town, and we’ve had lunch at the diner a few
times or just walked around town holding hands. It’s already
all over Whiskey Run, and people are asking me about my
new boyfriend. Normally, I hate being the center of attention,
but Austin has brought out the confidence in me, and I smile
and introduce him around town.

My dad and Austin have hit it off. Probably because they
have the ranches in common. They can talk for hours about
auctions, the price of feed going up, and all the other things
you face on a ranch.

I keep waiting for Austin to try and take our relationship to
the next level. But besides the several kisses, he’s been a
complete and utter gentleman. Which, to be honest, is a little
worrisome. I’m ready to take our relationship to the next level,
but there’s no way I can tell him that. I’m definitely going to
have to let him take the lead.

This morning he was cleared from the doctor, so he asked
me out to dinner to celebrate. There’s no way I was going to
say no. I’ve found myself more and more excited to spend as
much time as possible with him.



We’ve grown closer with all the time we’re spending
together, and the fact that we call and text throughout the day
has helped me get more comfortable with the idea that maybe
not all men are unfaithful. Because I’ve watched Austin. When
we’re out, he only has eyes for me. All of his attention is
focused on me. I’ve never been around a man as affectionate
and attentive as him.

Lost in thought, I’m staring at my computer screen,
knowing I have more work to do, but I can barely concentrate
knowing Austin should be here any time.

A knock on my open door brings a smile to my face. I’m
of course expecting Austin, but it’s Alan. “Hey, boss. Can you
come and look at a shipment real quick?”

I stand up and follow behind him. “Sure thing.” In passing,
I see Mike and ask him to let Austin know I’ll be right back if
he shows up.

Mike just grunts at me. If anyone has had a problem with
my relationship with Austin, it’s been Mike. He’s made sure in
every way possible to bring me down and to try and make me
feel insecure. I’ve forced myself to ignore him. I’m not
worried about what Mike thinks about anything.



Chapter 12
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’m crazy about her. She’s all I want. The only thing I think
about anymore. I’m walking into the co-op and bypass Mike

to go straight to Millie’s office. When I see she’s not there, I
turn to Mike. “Hey, you seen Millie?”

“Yeah, she had to go out back for a minute. She said she’ll
be right back.”

I nod, debating whether to go find her or wait. I hate
spending any time with Mike, so I’m about to start walking
when he stops me.

“You and Millie dating?”

Automatically, my hands fist at my sides. I hate to even
hear her name on his lips. “Yeah, we’re dating.”

The smirk on the other man’s face pisses me off. And as
soon as he starts to talk, I want to punch him in the face. “She
doesn’t put out. I mean, not that I mind or anything, I still got
the job, but –”

He doesn’t get another word out. He’s struggling for breath
because I have him pushed up against the counter with my
hand around his neck. He’s pulling at my arm, but I’m not
letting go. “I don’t want you talking to her, about her—hell, I
don’t want you looking at her. You got that, you son of a
bitch?”

“That’s hard to do since I have to see her fat ass all day.”

I lift my knee and hit him in the nuts. When he doubles
over, I punch him in the face, and he falls backwards, holding



his dick in one hand and his nose in the other. “Enough. You
want me to kill you or fire you? I’ll let you pick.”

“You can’t fire me,” he says as he spits blood out on the
floor.

I barely restrain from kicking him in the face with my boot
as I walk by him. “Watch me, motherfucker.”

I’m panting when I get to Rusty’s door, and there’s fire
raging through my veins. I still may have to fight the guy even
after he’s fired.

“Hey Austin. How’s it going?” Rusty says as I stand in the
doorway.

“Austin. What’s wrong?” Millie comes up behind me, and
her touch on my back instantly soothes me, reassuring me that
I’ve done the right thing. She’s so sweet, so beautiful, I’m not
going to let anyone talk about her the way Mike did. Ever.

“Tell your dad about Mike, Millie. You tell him, I tell him,
or I go out there and kick the shit out of him some more. It’s
your choice.”

“It’s not your place…” she starts.

I’m surprised by how gentle I am when I wrap my hand
around the base of her neck. “It’s my place. I’m making it my
place. I’m not going to stand by and let him or anyone else
talk about you like he was. It ends now, Millie.”

She obviously can see how upset I am. She wants to do
what she thinks is right for her dad, but it’s not going to
happen like this. She turns to him, and it’s my turn to comfort
her. I thread our fingers together. “Dad, uh, Mike only dated
me because he wanted the manager job. He was cheating on
me.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Rusty asks, stunned.

“Because you deserve time off. You’ve been planning to
retire for so long, and it was finally going to happen, and I
didn’t want to mess that up for you.”

Rusty comes around his desk and stops in front of his
daughter. “Millie, you’re the only thing that matters to me. Not



this store, not the ranch we live on, nothing.” He shakes his
head, no doubt disgusted with himself that he hired a man that
disrespected his daughter. “I’ll take care of it.”

“But Dad…” Millie starts, with guilt in her voice.

I cut in, because I’m not going to stand by and let her talk
him out of it. “Rusty, I have a hand that is way overqualified
for his position. He’s trustworthy, a hard worker, and has a
family. Can I send him in”—I hold my hands up in front of me
—“on a trial basis. If he doesn’t work out, you fire him, and
I’ll take him back out to the ranch. I just want to help.”

Rusty rubs his beard. “What do you think, Millie?”

She leans back into my warmth. “Dad, if Austin says he’s
good, then I believe him.”

Rusty agrees with her. “All right, have him come in
tomorrow.”

“Sir, we’re going to dinner, but I can stick around and help
out with Mike if you want before I go,” I offer. A part of me is
hoping he wants my help because I’d like to get in another lick
or two. Another part of me is ready to get Millie out of here
and away from the asshole.

I’m not surprised when Rusty turns down my offer.
“Thanks, but I can handle Mike.”

Millie hugs her dad bye, and I walk with her hand in hand
to the front to grab her purse out of her office. As we’re
walking out, she has a tight grip on my hand. We pass Mike,
and she holds me even tighter. I give her a quick smile before
turning to Mike. “Rusty needs to see you.”

Mike, with blood on his shirt and still wiping at his nose,
frowns at us. But as soon as we get out the door, I ask Millie,
“We have reservations at the Peddler. You want to walk there
or drive?”

With her eyes lit up, she says, “It’s going to be a nice
night. Let’s just walk.”

I tuck her under my arm. “You’re right, sugar. It’s going to
be a nice night.”
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e’s so calm. I saw the blood on Mike’s shirt. I know he and
Austin must have fought, but Austin is completely

composed and seemingly unruffled. Not me, though. I’m a
case. I’m actually freaking out a little. We sit down to eat at
Peddler. The décor is farmhouse with big country style tables,
and they have the best steaks in Whiskey Run and Jasper
combined.

“What are you having?” Austin asks as we sit down at the
table.

I shrug, looking at the menu. I know exactly what I’m
getting, but I feel like if I look up at him he’s going to know
exactly what I’m thinking right now.

The server walks up to the table, and before she can get the
whole phrase out of asking what we want to drink, I interrupt
her. “Can I get a shot of the Blaze Cinnamon Whiskey and a
water?”

“Sure, are you ready to order?”

“Yes. Steak, medium well and side salad.”

“Sir, what can I get you?”

Austin is staring at me as he orders. “I’ll take a water and
filet, medium with a baked potato.”

Austin takes my menu and stacks it with his before
handing it to the server, who retreats from the table.

As soon as the server walks away, he asks me, “Are you
okay?”



I nervously giggle. “Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?” What I
want to say is I’ve never had a man stick up for me like you
did, but I don’t. I keep that tidbit to myself.

Luckily, he doesn’t ask again, because the server brings
back our drinks.

“Did you know that the Cinnamon Blaze Whiskey is the
number one selling whiskey from the Whiskey Run Distillery?
That’s what Violet uses to make her apple cake too. It’s very
popular.”

I lift the small glass to my lips, and the cinnamon burns my
nose as I inhale the hot scent.

I watch him as he picks up his water glass. I look between
our two drinks. “Should I not be drinking?”

He shakes his head. “You can drink whatever you want. I
won’t let anything happen to you or take advantage of you, if
that’s what you’re worried about.”

I am just about to put my lips on the drink when I stop
suddenly. “So if I drink this, you won’t take me home with you
tonight?”

My face heats, but I don’t care. I know I was going to wait
for him to make the first move, but I’m done waiting.

His eyes darken. “Do you want to come home with me
tonight?”

I nod, and he takes a deep breath. “One drink. I want you
sober later.”

My whole body trembles at the promise I hear in his
words.
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itting through the meal is pure torture. She can’t drop a
bombshell like that and then not expect me to lose my

mind. I hustle her through the meal, but she doesn’t seem to
mind. Neither one of us can keep our eyes off the other, and
damn if it isn’t the most sensual foreplay I’ve ever been a part
of.

We’re walking back to the co-op, and she’s holding on to
my arm. Her skirt is swishing around her legs as she walks,
and I can barely refrain from touching her right here in the
middle of town. We talk about the ranch and how well Patches
is doing with people now.

“I can’t believe you tried to give me that horse, Austin.”

My voice is husky and thick. “I’d give you a dozen horses
if I thought it meant you’d spend more time with me.”

When we get to the parking lot, she starts to walk to her
truck, but I stop her. “Uh, uh, sugar. You’re riding with me.”

“But I have to work in the morning, and I’m sure you do
too.”

But I’m already pulling her to my truck and opening the
passenger door. “It doesn’t matter. You’re going with me. I’ll
bring you into town tomorrow.”

She doesn’t argue. She pulls herself into my truck, and as
soon as she’s seated, I shut the door and jog around to the
driver’s side.



I give myself a pep talk. Take your time, Austin. You have
all night. Don’t rush her. Don’t fuck this up.

I pull onto the road to home and reach over to wrap my
hand around her thigh. It’s like her soft skin is vibrating under
my palm. She’s holding on to my arm, and I hate to give her
an out, but I know I have to. “Are you sure about this, honey?”

“Am I sure I want you?” she asks softly in the dark cab of
my truck. She’s usually shy and insecure but seems to have
done an about-face. I nod my head and swallow.

She doesn’t answer, and I start to get nervous. We’re on
the two-lane out of town, and I sneak a peek at her. I finally
start to breathe again when I see that nod. “Yeah, Austin, I’m
sure I want you.”

I pull the truck off the side of the road to a screeching halt.
Gravel is flying everywhere, and I put the truck into park. I’m
breathing hard, like I’ve been running a race instead of sitting
easily in an air-conditioned truck.

“Austin! What’s wrong?” she asks in alarm. She’s looking
out the windows in front of us and to the back.

I lift the console between us and flip it back. I lean into
her, and she comes to me without question. “One taste, baby. I
need something to hold me over until we get home.”

I clasp my lips to her and taste her. She tastes like forever
and a little bit of cinnamon Blaze Whiskey. I nip at her lip, and
when she whimpers I try to pull away, but she grabs the front
of my shirt and holds me where she wants me.

“Austin,” she moans. She grabs on to my hand, and while
she’s looking into my eyes, she brings it between her legs. Her
skirt has ridden up, baring her thighs to me. When she widens
her legs, she’s holding my arm as if she’s afraid I’m going to
pull it away, but there’s no chance of that. Her panties are
soaked, and I slide my finger into the side of her leg and stroke
her hot core. Her head falls backward on a moan. “Does that
hurt, baby?”

She nods. “I hurt so bad. It’s like I’m wound tight and I
just, uh, I don’t know.”



Her hips lift, urging me deeper, and I coat my fingers in
her soft, wet, channel. Stroking her clit, I circle it, gauging the
perfect pressure by the tiny whimpers and moans that escape
her mouth. When her nails dig into my arm, I know she’s
close. Back and forth, around in circles I stroke the bundle of
nerves. “Come for me, sugar. I want you to come.”

Her legs kick out, her one hand goes to the dashboard, and
her whole body clenches. I don’t stop, because I want her full
release. I want to give her what she needs. She continues to
writhe against my hand, and when she drops back into the seat,
I pull my hand away and bring it to my lips. She tastes just like
she smells: of sunshine and honeysuckle.

I move to get back fully in my seat, and she’s leaning
toward me, her hand reaching for my leg. Her touch is feather
light as she moves from my knee and up. I stop her and move
our hands to the seat between us. I won’t be able to get us
home in one piece if she’s touching me. “I need to get you
home, Millie.”

She scoots toward me and leans her head on my shoulder. I
put the truck into gear, and she sits with her warm, soft body
pressed against me the whole way. It’s the longest and most
frustrating ride I’ve ever had to make.



Chapter 15



I

Millie

should feel like a hussy, but I don’t. I bite my lip the rest of
the way to his ranch. I’m squirming in my seat while his

hand strokes across my leg. He won’t let me touch him, and
I’m going crazy. I wish I’d had some more of the Blaze
Whiskey because getting undressed in front of him is going to
be tough. I look at his profile and he’s so handsome he takes
my breath away.

When we get to his house, he comes around to help me
down from the truck, but I’ve already jumped out to meet him.
He takes my hand and pulls me through the house. I’m
secretly hoping that we don’t see Carrie because I know that
would be embarrassing. Looking at the two of us, there’s no
doubt what we’re about to do.

We walk up the stairs and into his bedroom.

He barely gets the door shut and he’s pulling at my shirt. “I
can’t wait. I need you now.”

When he starts to pull my shirt up, I catch his hand in
mine.

“Millie.” He cups my jaw. “I don’t want to rush you. No
matter how much I want this, I’ll wait until you’re ready.”

“I just…” I start and stutter to a stop.

“What is it? You can tell me anything.”

He walks me over to the bed and sits on the edge, patting
the space beside him. I sit awkwardly next to him, my back
straight, looking anywhere but at him.



“I’m not like the other woman you’ve dated.”

The smile slides onto his face easily. “I know you’re not.
You’re not like anyone I’ve ever known.”

I scoot closer to him and slide my hands up his chest and
wrap them around his neck. I want him so badly, and even
though this is embarrassing, I need to say it. “I’m fine with
who I am. I like me.”

“I like you too, Millie, and so help me if you’re about to
tell me you don’t want me to see your body or something
crazy like that, I’m going to lose it, because right now, I’d
probably sell the ranch to see you right now.”

I lean in and kiss him. He tries to deepen the kiss, but I
pull back. “I wasn’t going to say anything about my body, I
figure you already have an idea of what you’re getting there,
but thank you for that. I won’t make you give up the ranch;
this is going to happen.”

His nostrils flare, and he looks into my eyes. “Then what is
it?”

“I’m not really that experienced, and well, I just don’t want
to disappoint you, that’s all.”

His hands tighten on my shoulders. “Millie, what are you
saying? Are you a virgin?”

I blink at him, trying to keep the embarrassment off my
face. “I, uh, no; there was one time when I was eighteen.”

“Fuck,” he swears. He pulls me against his chest, and I can
feel his heart pounding under my ear. “Baby, I don’t want to
hear about another man with you.”

I shake my head. “No, I just thought you should know. I
may need you to tell me when I’m doing something wrong. I
just don’t want to disappoint you.”

He grabs my hand and presses it to the large bulge between
his legs. “Does it feel like there’s any way you could
disappoint me? Just looking at you makes me feel things I’ve
never felt before.”



The sincerity I find in his gaze has me standing up. I kick
off my shoes and pull my skirt down my legs. When I stand
up, I reach for the hem of my shirt, take a deep breath, and lift
it over my head. I wore my matching black panties and bra set
today, and the way his gaze traces over my body, I know I
made the right decision.

“Finish,” he says with a thick voice. “I want to see all of
you.”

My body trembles at his command. I reach behind me and
unsnap my bra and let it fall to my feet. My breasts, large and
heavy, sway with my heaving chest. I pull my underwear
down my hips and let them fall, kicking them away. When I’m
completely naked, I stand up, pull my shoulders back, and
look him straight in the eye. There’s a huge part of me that
wants to cover myself, and I can’t help but wonder what he’s
thinking as he looks at my rounded body. But I’m not going to
let those thoughts ruin this for me.

“It’s your turn,” I tell him.

He grabs me around the waist and pulls me so that I’m
standing between his legs. My hands go to his shoulders to
steady myself. “Let me look at you,” he says as his hands slide
up my ribcage. He cups my breasts in his hands and kneads
them.

I grip his shoulders tighter. “Austin,” I moan as he pulls
my nipple into his mouth. He sucks, sending a tremor through
my body. I can feel the desire between my legs as his mouth
and hands caress me everywhere.

He moves up my chest, putting open-mouthed kisses along
my shoulders and neck. He stands up and fits his lips over
mine. Before I know it, I’m lying down on the bed with him
standing over me.

He undresses quickly, and I can’t take my eyes off him.
There’s a smattering of hair across his chest, and my first
thought is I want to feel it across my cheek. He’s muscled and
defined, and just looking at him causes a pull in my lower
belly.



He climbs onto the bed, and I widen my legs so he can fit
between them. His hard length is against my thigh as he
reaches between us and strokes his finger through my swollen,
needy folds as a low groan leaves his lips.

My orgasm from earlier still has me extra sensitive to his
touch. “Austin…” I moan as I lift my hips to meet his hand.



Chapter 16



S

Austin

he’s a seductress and doesn’t even know it. The way she
stripped confidently in front of me had me chomping at the

bit to get my mouth and hands on her. She’s moving her hips
against my hand, wanting another release, and I can’t wait to
give it to her.

“I need to be inside you, Millie. I need to feel you come.”

Her moans deepen, and she reaches for me, pulling me by
the forearms until we’re face to face. “I want that too.”

I let my forehead fall to hers. “I’m clean.”

Her eyes widen. “Me too. And I’m on the pill.”

I don’t wait to examine why her being on the pill bothers
me. That’s something I’ll have to think about when I actually
have blood running to my brain because right now, it’s all
running south.

She reaches between us and wraps her hand around my
length. I hiss on contact and pull my hips. I don’t want to
come in her hand like some teenage boy. “Fuck, baby, you
have no idea what you do to me.”

She smiles and strokes me again from root to tip. “I have
an idea.”

I position myself and line up at her core. She widens her
legs, and I push slowly inside her. I have to take it slow, or I’ll
come in an instant. Her pussy is tight, and already with only
my tip in has me in a vise.



“You okay?” she asks as I realize I’m holding completely
still. Her smile is lethal as her vaginal walls tighten even
further on me.

There’s no other choice. I push in, sliding into her honeyed
depths, and this time, she’s moaning with me. We move our
bodies in tune to each other. Her pussy is drenched, and I pick
up the pace, loving the way she feels as if she’s made just for
me.

Her eyes are on me, wide and aroused. My most genuine
smile stretches across my face. How did I get so lucky to have
this woman in my bed?

I reach between us and stroke my finger through her folds
before pleasuring her clit. She starts to writhe underneath me,
and our thrusts become manic. The only sound in the room is
our breathing and the sounds of our bodies slapping together.

“Yes, Austin. Right there. Please don’t stop.”

With her urging, I give her all I have. In and out. Thrust
after thrust, I make her mine.

When there’s no more holding back, I tell her to come, and
her body thrusts one more time before she tautens, overcome
by the orgasm coursing through her body. She’s held so tightly,
I grunt as I move in and out of her, releasing my cum deep into
her sex.

I hold myself over top her and kiss her.

I lie to the side and pull her against me, never breaking our
kiss. She molds her body into mine.

When I pull away, she surprises me. “Can we do that
again?”

I laugh, a deep one that comes from my belly. “Yeah,
sugar. We’re going to be doing that a lot.”

I pull from her arms. “I’ll be right back.”

I’m gone only a minute before I’m back beside her with a
warm washcloth. I clean her up and then clean myself up in
the bathroom. When I lie down next to her, she’s boneless and



can barely hold her eyes open. I pull her into my arms. “Rest,
honey.”

I can feel her head nod on my chest, but she doesn’t say a
word. “You’re mine, Millie.”

She doesn’t move, making me believe she’s already asleep.
I go to sleep with my arms around Millie as I try to figure out
how I can keep her.



Chapter 17



I

Millie

can’t stop smiling. No matter how hard I try, I can’t stop. It’s
crazy because I know I probably look like a crazy person.

Every time my dad sees me, he makes some kind of joke about
me smiling so much and then just shakes his head, asks me
why I’m smiling and keeps walking. It’s obvious to everyone
why I’m smiling… it’s because of one Austin Yates. He has
completely flipped, turned me upside down. He calls and texts
me every day, and he insists that he see me every day. It seems
that everything is moving so fast, but also so slow at the same
time. A part of me wonders if this is really my life. How did I
end up with the hot cowboy?

I’m standing at the front of the store. I just went over a few
things with Ranger, the ranch hand that Austin sent to try out
the manager’s position. He’s been a godsend. He’s already
helped so much with the store, my dad has been able to spend
more and more time at home on the ranch.

My phone dings in my pocket, and already smiling, I know
it’s probably Austin. I open the texting app.

Change of plans for tonight.
That’s all it says. I don’t text him back right away because

I’m waiting for him to say something else. When a few
minutes go by, I text him back. Ok.

I get back to work, and even though I’m wondering what’s
going on, I know he’ll text or call me before I get off work.

Hours go by, and when it’s time for me to head home, I
grab my purse, look at my phone one more time, tell Ranger



I’m leaving, and walk out the front of the store. I get to the
edge of the parking lot and freeze. Austin is standing next to
his truck with his arms wrapped around a woman. Pain
squeezes my heart. I swear I’d never believe it if I didn’t see it
with my own two eyes. I turn quickly and run back into the
store. I wipe at the tears that I didn’t even realize were falling.
Ranger is busy putting things on a shelf, and I dash into my
office. I drop my purse on top of my desk and pace back and
forth. I’ll wait just a few minutes and leave. What’s he even
doing here? All the thoughts are running through my head
when the bells over the front door of the store ring. I
completely stop breathing. I don’t even have to look to know
who it is. It’s Austin… and that woman.

I walk out of the office and do my best to keep my
expression guarded. But I must not be hiding my emotions
very well, because Austin takes one look at me and frowns. As
soon as he’s close enough, he pulls me into him. “Josie, this is
my girlfriend, Millie. Honey, this is my sister, Josie.”

“Your sister?” I squeak out. He’s mentioned his sister, but
she lives in Texas. He never mentioned that she was coming
into town. My stomach unbinds with relief, and I can’t even
try to hide it. “It’s so nice to meet you.” Even I can hear the
relief in my voice.

Josie and I talk, and the whole time, Austin is looking
closely at me.

We talk about going to dinner, and it’s then I realize this
must be the change of plans.

“Josie, Ranger’s right over there. Why don’t you go say hi
and then we’ll go to dinner.”

Josie turns to me. “You’re joining us for dinner, right?”

“Yes, she’s coming.”

Josie slaps her brother’s arm. “She doesn’t need you
bossing her around, bub.”

I laugh, already liking his sister. “Yeah, I’m coming.”

As soon as Josie walks away, Austin grabs my hand and
walks with me to my office. He closes the door and turns me



so I’m leaned up against it.



Chapter 18



“W

Austin

hat was that?” I ask her. I knew the minute I saw her
exactly what she was thinking. If I was anywhere else,

I’d take her over my knee right now.

She lifts her chin. “What was what?”

I thread my hand through her hair and hold on to the nape
of her neck. “What were you thinking when I walked in with
my sister?”

She looks back at me stubbornly. “You don’t want to know
what I was thinking.”

“Yes, I do.”

She tries to pull from my arms, but I’m stronger, and she
doesn’t get far. I edge my leg between hers and cage her in
between my arms. “No, let’s get this out in the open so we can
put it behind us.”

“Fine. I saw you hugging your sister in the parking lot. I
thought, well, you were together.”

Well, fuck. “Obviously, I’m doing something wrong here.”

She shakes her head. “No, this is not on you. This is all
me. I’m the one with all the insecurities. I know what kind of
man you are, and I should never had let my head go that way.”

Her voice is so sad, I know she regrets it. I swear if that
Mike was still in town, I’d whoop his ass again.

I bring her over to the couch and sit down, pulling her into
my lap. When she’s completely settled with my arms around



her, I look into her eyes.

“Millie, I love you.”

It’s the first time I’ve said the words, but I mean them. I’ve
probably loved her since the day she came to the ranch when I
was hurt. “I only want you, sugar. I can’t even imagine
looking at another woman. It’s you. You’re the one. I promise
that I will always be faithful to you. Nothing will ever come
between us.”

“You love me?”

I laugh. “Yes.”

“I love you too, Austin. So much.”

I lean in and seal my lips to hers. My sister will just have
to wait.



Epilogue



S

Violet

tanding at the counter of my diner, I look around with
pride. Besides how busy the restaurant is, I’ve actually

made quite a difference in some of the patrons’ lives. I’ve
never seen Millie so happy, and I’ve known her almost her
whole life. She’s still young and deserves happiness more than
anyone I know. She’s having dinner with Austin and his sister,
and I could watch them all night. The protective way that
Austin looks at her is stuff that dreams are made of. I don’t
know if I’m the reason that Austin and Millie met and got
together, but I like to think so. If I hadn’t told him she worked
there would he have stopped and talked to her that day or
bypassed her office, not even knowing she was there? I like to
think I’ve done something to help make my friend happy.

“Excuse me, are you Violet Jennings?”

A young woman walked up to the counter while I was
daydreaming. She’s timid and obviously shy. Her clothes are
clean, but she looks so frail, I instantly want to fix her
something to eat. She has a large bag over her shoulder and it
looks like it weighs more than she does. “Yeah, I’m Violet.”

“Hi. I’m Heather Bates. I went to the Sugar Glaze Bakery
to apply for a job, but they weren’t hiring. They suggested I
come here.”

It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell her I’m not hiring, but
something stops me. “Well, Heather, it’s nice to meet you.
Have a seat. What can I get you to eat?”

She looks taken back. “Oh, I’m not going to eat.”



From the look on her face, I know exactly why she’s not
going to eat. I’ve seen it before. There have been many people
come through Whiskey Run, and if they don’t have any ties
here, then they’re here because they’re running from
something. I’ve never seen Heather before, so all I can assume
is she’s definitely running.

“I’ll be running around, and it will actually make me feel
less guilty during our talk if you are eating than just sitting
here waiting on me. What about a burger and fries?” I don’t
wait for her to answer, instead I ask her, “You want everything
on it?”

She looks like a deer caught in the headlights. “Uh, no
onion.”

“I got it. And a milkshake too? You like strawberry?”

She nods, and I walk away to put her order in. I’m talking
to Eddie and watching the restaurant. Heather is looking
around, and I see her gaze stop on something a few feet away.
I follow her gaze and see she’s looking at Brett Barrett. At that
exact instant, Brett looks at the counter and sees Heather. For
just a second, I can see the chemistry sizzle between them, but
just as quickly it fades when Heather whips her chair around
and puts her head down as she picks at the napkin in front of
her.

I join her again and am wiping down the counter as we
talk. “So what are you doing in Whiskey Run?”

There’s fear in her eyes. “I’m looking for somewhere… to
live. I needed to move, and I ended up here.”

“What kind of experience do you have?”

She shakes her head. “Not any. I wasn’t allowed… I never
had a job before, but I’m a fast learner and a hard worker.”

Brett gets up from his booth, and there’s no doubt he’s
heard our conversation by the way he’s looking at the small
woman in front of me.

He hands me his check card. “How you doing tonight,
Brett?”



“Good,” he grunts, and when he does, the woman jerks and
wraps her arms around her middle.

Brett and I both notice it, and Brett’s face turns hard.
That’s one thing about Brett Barrett: he’s a good man. He
doesn’t talk to a bunch of people, but it’s mostly because he
doesn’t trust them. He’s been sort of clammed up since his
fiancée left him standing at the altar.

“Hey, Brett. Are you still hiring for a housekeeper and a
cook out at the ranch?”

He shakes his head, but his eyes tell me he knows where
I’m going with this. “I never was hiring.”

His negative response doesn’t even faze me. “Well, I can
just imagine how long it’s been since it’s been cleaned.”

“I clean it,” he says, not even offended.

“You’re a rancher. You don’t have time for that. Well,
Heather here is new in town and she needs a job.
Unfortunately, I don’t have any openings, but I talked to her,
and I think she would be perfect for what you’re needing.”

He’s about to argue when Heather jumps up. “I can’t… I
can’t go to his ranch.”

Brett stares at her, and he takes a few breaths before he
says anything. “What’s wrong with my ranch?”

I hide my smirk. I was expecting him to walk away, but
obviously he’s bothered by what’s going on with Heather, and
he’s not going to leave her in a lurch.

The woman blushes prettily. “Nothing. I’m sure it’s a fine
ranch.”

Brett snorts. “It’s not. It’s falling down around me. But
you’d have food and shelter. You would just have to cook for
me and two other guys. Maybe clean a little bit. I won’t be
able to pay you a lot, but you’ll get room and board too. And
you’ll be safe. No one will bother you out there.”

Heather was shaking her head, ready to say no the whole
time Brett was talking, until he said the word safe. It’s then she
stopped shaking her head.



“But I don’t know you,” she half whispers.

“I can vouch for him. He’s sort of grumpy, but he’s a good
guy. He wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

She seems to be weighing her options. She pulls her
shoulders back and lifts her chin. “I don’t know how else to
say it, but I have to ask. Do you drink and have you ever hit a
woman?”

Brett jerks back as if she slapped him. His face is covered
in horror. “Fuck no. I’d never raise my hand to a woman, and
I’d never let it happen around me either. I promise if you come
work for me, you won’t have to worry about that. And yea, I
drink, but not very often. And I don’t get drunk.”

Eddie walks up beside me and hands me the burger in a to-
go box and milkshake in a Styrofoam cup. I hand them both to
Heather. “Here you go, honey. Have Brett bring you to come
see me the next time he’s in town.”

She looks at the food in her hands and back to me. “How’d
you know I’d need it to go?”

I look between her and Brett and try to hide my knowing
smirk. I seem to have a knack for these things. “I wasn’t
positive, but I was pretty sure.”

Brett rolls his eyes at me. “All right, you ready… I don’t
even know your name.”

She looks up at him. “My name is Emma… Uh, I mean
Heather.”

Brett looks confused but nods his head. “All right, let’s go
grab your stuff. See you, Violet.”

“Thanks, Violet,” Heather says. Or Emma. I’m sure there’s
a story there.



Epilogue 2



Austin

Three Years Later
“Honey, I’m home,” I holler as I walk into the house. There’s
chaos as I hear four little legs running full speed at me.

“Daddy, Daddy,” the twins holler.

The dog, a one hundred thirty-pound black Labrador
retriever, pounds after them and eventually passes them up. 
The dog gets to me first, but he’s been trained not to jump,
thankfully.  He bounces all around me as the twins each grab
on to a leg.

I lean down and pick them both up and settle them on my
hips.  “Hey, sweet girls.”

They are identical and look exactly like their mother.  I
was nervous when I found out we were having girls.  But
Millie assured me it would be okay.  So far, so good. However,
I already have a plan to keep them grounded when they reach
middle and high school.  That’s the only way I’m going to
keep myself out of jail I think because I’m not going to be
okay with any boy that’s interested in dating my daughters.

They both bob up and down in my arms, excitedly trying
to talk over each other.  It’s all a jumble as they go on and on
about their day.  They fed the chickens and gathered eggs. 
“We went and petted Patches,” Mylie says.

And not to be outdone, Abby chimes in, “Yeah, and we
played with the cats in the barn.”

“Did Mommy ride Patches this morning?”



They both shake their heads. “No, she said she wasn’t
going to be riding her for awhile.”

I try not to jolt at what Abby just said. That’s not like
Millie.  She rides Patches every morning. That is one of her
favorite things to do.

When I’ve nodded and hugged and kissed them until they
want down, I ask, “Where is your mom?”

“She’s up in the bedroom. We were making cookies with
Carrie in the kitchen.  Carrie said Pop Pop is coming for
dinner.”

I still can’t believe it. Rusty, Millie’s dad, came over for
dinner one night after we got engaged and he and Carrie hit it
off.  What we thought would be a friendship turned into a
wedding not even a year later. Carrie may have moved to the
Ogles’ ranch, but she’s still here every day to help out.  I was
worried at first what Millie would think about it all, but after
seeing how happy her dad is, there’s no mistaking how much
she loves having someone to be there for him.  Plus, Millie
and Carrie have gotten really close, giving the girls a grandma
that spoils them.

“Okay, go save me a cookie and I’m going to go talk to
Mommy.”

They both run back to the kitchen, and I take the stairs two
at a time, in a hurry to see my wife.  It’s been four years since
I met Millie.  Three and a half years since she said I do, and I
swear I fall more in love with her every day.

I get to the closed bedroom door and push it open.  My
wife picks her head up off the pillow and sits up quickly.  She
pats the bed in front of her.  I’m trying not to freak out, but I
know it’s coming. I know exactly what she’s going to say, and
I’m going to be sick.

I come to the side of the bed and sit down next to her.

“You okay, baby?”

She nods her head, her eyes not quite meeting mine.

“I missed you today.”



She laughs then. “You came in for lunch.”

I rub my hand up and down her leg.  “The girls said you
didn’t ride Patches today.  You feeling all right?”

It’s like everything stops. She takes a deep breath, and
we’re in a gridlock staring at each other.  She’s nervous, and I
hate that. I don’t ever want her to be nervous to tell me
something, but I also know if she says what I think she’s about
to say, I’m going to lose it.

“Yeah, I’m feeling fine,” she mutters before looking away.

She leans back against the headboard, and I move my hand
to rub her belly.  She’s staring at my hand, and with my other
one, I brush the hair from her face. “Is there something you
want to tell me?”

I hold my breath because I know it’s coming. I thought her
breasts felt heavier last week and again last night. I knew
she’d been tired more. I saw all the signs, but I chose to ignore
them instead of asking her about them.

“Austin, I don’t want you upset.”

Finally, her eyes meet mine.

“You’re pregnant,” I accuse her. “We said we were going
to wait.”

She stubbornly lifts her chin. “Yeah, well, it takes two…”

“I know, Millie. I’m not blaming you, but I also can’t
watch you go through that again.”

Where she was mad a second ago, she softens instantly. 
“I’m going to be fine.”

“You could barely walk, you were in pain constantly… I
just can’t watch you go through that again.”

She shakes her head. “Austin, it was pelvic girdle pain. It’s
not a death sentence. It’s a little pain… and look at what we
got for it.  Two beautiful girls.”

“I wouldn’t trade the girls for anything, but you know it
was more than just a little pain.”



“Yeah, and the doctor said we can catch it early this time if
I do have it again. I’ve been doing the exercises to strengthen
my pelvic muscles.  We’re going to be ready this time.”

“How did this even happen? I thought we were being
careful.”

“I think it was that night two months ago when the girls
went and stayed at Dad’s.”

I think back to that night, and I remember it like it was
yesterday.  I let my foreman take care of the ranch for a
straight twenty-four hours. We sent the girls to their
grandparents’ house, and I kept Millie in bed almost the whole
time. I meant to be careful, but I know there were a couple of
times that I forgot to take precautions.

Lost in thought, I don’t notice that Millie is about to cry
until a tear rolls down her cheek. “Honey, don’t cry.”

“I want you to be happy about this, Austin. We made this,”
she says, rubbing her belly.  “This little guy is a part of us. He
needs us.”

I put my hands on each side of her cheek. “I am happy
about this. I’m scared, and I hate for you to be in pain. I’m
going to take care of everything. You’re going to lie around
the house and stay off your feet, and Carrie will take care of
the girls…”

“Austin…” she says, shaking her head.

“No, this is how it’s going down, Millie. I need you. More
than anything in this world, I need you. I won’t be able to go
on living without you, and I need to take care of you.”

I wait for her to argue and disagree with me.  She stares
back at me for the longest time before she finally nods her
head. “Okay.”

“Okay? You mean you’ll stay off your feet?”

“I mean I’ll do whatever the doctor tells me I need to do.”
She pats my chest. “You know I love you just as much, Austin.
That’s why I’m so excited about this.  I know it’s a boy… I
just know it.  We’re going to have a son.”



Millie
Eight Months Later

“I told you so.”

We’re at the hospital, and I’m watching my husband as he
stares in awe at the little bundle in his arms.  “You told me
what?”

“I told you that I was going to give you a boy.”

Austin just smirks at me. “You can rub it in all you want,
I’m not complaining.”

Jacob Austin Yates was born less than three hours ago, and
already Dad and Carrie brought in the girls to meet their little
brother. They have been so excited to meet him, and I have no
doubt they’re going to be very helpful.  Jacob just stared at
them wide-eyed as they talked and cooed over him.  He’s so
little now, but there’s no doubt in my mind that one day he’s
going to tower over the both of them and protect his big
sisters.  Especially if he’s anything like his daddy.

Violet also came to see the new addition to our family, and
it’s only now that I’ve been alone with Jacob for any amount
of time.  This pregnancy was so much easier than the twins’
birth. And even though I had some pain, it was nothing like
when I was carrying the girls.

Austin walks over to the side of the bed.  He secures Jacob
in one arm and touches my shoulder with his free hand. “You
okay, Momma?”

“Come here.” I have so many emotions inside me. I’m
nervous about raising a boy. I don’t know a lot about little
boys, but Austin has promised he’ll help me.

He leans over and cups my cheek. “What is it?  You need
something?”

My voice wobbles a little. “You. I need you, Austin Yates.”



He looks into my eyes, and I swear the man gets me. He’s
always doing things for me.  All I have to do is say the word,
and he gives me what I want or need.  Sometimes he even
knows what I need before I know what it is.

He pulls the bassinet-type bed closer to us and lays Jacob
in it.  He’s swaddled so tightly he doesn’t even notice that he’s
no longer in someone’s arms.  We watch him sleep and relish
in the fact that we did this… he’s our miracle.

When Austin turns to me, his eyes have a fresh sheen of
tears. He gathers me into his arms. “You have me, Millie. You
will always have me. Thank you for giving me this life. You
and the girls and now our son, you’re my everything. I love
you, baby.”

I sigh against his chest. “I love you, too.”



Captivated



Whiskey Run





Chapter 1



T

Heather

he bus hits a pothole, and I jerk awake. I can’t believe I fell
asleep on a two-hour bus ride, but I’d been exhausted. The

sign says Whiskey Run, and I smile at the quaint looking
town. It looks like the bus is going to drop us off right in the
middle of downtown.

The driver stops, and I get up, waiting for the others to get
up too, but then discover that I’m the only one getting off at
this stop. Maybe I should have picked Jasper. It was the same
amount of money, but I liked the name of this town better.
Obviously, my instincts are not very good if a busload of
around forty people are going to Jasper instead of Whiskey
Run. I grab my bag, thank the bus driver, and take a step off
the bus. There’s another sign in front of me, and I almost get
right back on the bus. It says Whiskey Run, Home of Blaze
Whiskey. Picking the town that makes my father’s favorite
whiskey is definitely a bad omen. But before I can change my
mind, the doors shut behind me, and the bus takes off.

I don’t have any money and don’t know what I’m going to
do. I’ve never had a cell phone, and I left most of my things
behind except grabbing a few changes of clothes and my
toothbrush. All I know is I need a shower and would love
some food, but the first item of business is to find a job.

I walk toward the center of town and stop to stare up at the
Sugar Glaze Bakery sign. I do know how to bake so maybe,
just maybe, they could be hiring.

I inhale deeply as I walk in, and my stomach grumbles at
the same time. The woman behind the counter smiles real big



at me, and I automatically smile back. “Hi. Uh, my name is uh,
Heather. Can you tell me if you’re hiring?” The fake name sort
of just comes out. I may have the police looking for me and if
I use my real name, they’re going to find me fast. I obviously
didn’t think this through though. How the heck am I going to
get a job with a fake name?

“I’m sorry, sweetie. We’re not hiring.”

I smile and thank her. I turn to walk out the door and she
stops me. “Try over at Red’s Diner. They may be hiring. Ask
for Violet.”

“Great. Thank you so much.”

I walk down the sidewalk and spot the diner. It’s a decent
size restaurant and looks to be busy. All I can do is hope and
pray they’re hiring.

I swing open the door, and the bells above the door ring. It
seems like everyone in the restaurant turns to look, and I
barely stop myself from running back out the door.

“Have a seat anywhere you can find one,” a woman at the
counter hollers at me.

I walk up to her. “Excuse me, are you Violet?”

She looks at me as if she’s trying to place me. I could tell
her to give up, there’s no way she knows me. I’ve never been
out of Mutton Hollow before. I’ve definitely never been to
Whiskey Run. “Yeah, I’m Violet.”

“Hi. I’m Heather Bates. I went to the Sugar Glaze Bakery
to apply for a job but they weren’t hiring. They suggested I
come here.”

She’s about to tell me no. I can feel it, heck, I can see it in
the downturn of her face. “Well, Heather, it’s nice to meet you.
Have a seat. What can I get you to eat?”

I look at a woman’s plate down the counter from me. I can
almost feel my mouth watering. It pains me to say it, but I do
it anyway. “Oh, I’m not going to eat.”

But Violet doesn’t seem to like my answer. “I’ll be running
around, and it will actually make me feel less guilty during our



talk if you are eating than just sitting here waiting on me.
What about a burger and fries?” Before I can even answer her,
she asks another question. “You want everything on it?”

I stare back at her, unsure of what to do, but my goodness
a hamburger sounds good right now. “Uh, no onion.”

“I got it. And a milkshake too? You like strawberry?” she
asks as she writes it all down on the pad in her hand.

I nod, and she walks away to put the order in. “I’ll be right
back,” she says over her shoulder.

I look around the restaurant. I haven’t been in one since I
was sixteen, and it doesn’t seem like things have changed a
lot. I look around at the people all laughing and talking.
Scanning the room, I stop on a man that is eating by himself
just a few booths away. He’s handsome. Probably the most
handsome man I’ve ever seen. Mid-thirties and I’m assuming
a cowboy by the hat he’s got on the seat next to him. I raise
my eyes from the brown Stetson, wanting to get just another
look and my eyes find that the owner of the Stetson is staring
back at me. His eyes are a light blue, but they seem to darken
as he stares back at me. I slam my mouth shut when I realize
it’s hanging open and turn real quick to stare at the plastic mat
in front of me. I pick up the napkin and start tearing it into tiny
pieces—anything to keep myself from looking at him again.

Eventually, Violet joins me. “So what are you doing in
Whiskey Run?”

Honest. I need to be honest with her, well as much as I can
be. “I’m looking for somewhere… to live. I needed to move,
and I ended up here.”

“What kind of experience do you have?”

I shake my head. “Not any. I wasn’t allowed… I never had
a job before, but I’m a fast learner and a hard worker.”

The man from the booth gets up and puts the hat on his
head. I can see him without even turning my head, but I try to
keep my eyes trained on Violet. I can’t help but wonder if he’s
heard our conversation. I chance a look at him and right then, I



know he has. There’s definitely pity on his face. And I hate
pity.



Chapter 2



I

Brett

came into town because I’m sick of my own cooking. I burn
toast and everything else. Well, I am over it. I needed

something besides butter noodles, especially since the last time
I made those I burned them. I swear I can still smell them in
my house.

I’m eating the apple cinnamon Blaze cake that Red’s Diner
is famous for when the woman comes in. She’s definitely not
from around here. I’ve never seen her, but how I know for sure
she’s new is that everyone in their booths turn to look at her
and not one person says hi. In Whiskey Run, everyone sort of
knows everyone, so she’s definitely an outsider.

She’s nervous, and even though she looks clean, she’s still
rumpled. Her jeans are short, like maybe at one time they fit
her, but not really now. She’s beautiful in a sweet kind of way.
She’s small, probably doesn’t even come up to my chest. And
she’s young. Really young from the looks of her. But of
everything, it’s her eyes that capture me. She has the most
defeated look on her face. I want to look away, but I can’t. I
listen to what she and Violet are talking about and find out
she’s needing a job. I’m not worried. I know Violet Jennings.
She takes in everyone and everything and does anything for
this town. There’s no way she’ll turn down the woman, not
when it’s so obvious how much she needs the help. I walk up
to the counter and I’m captivated by the woman. It’s like I
can’t take my eyes off her. She’s pretty, and just one look at
her brings out every protective bone in my body.



I do my best to ignore the woman sitting at the counter. I
hand my card to Violet. She’s looking between me and the
woman, and I know I should be worried by the look she’s
giving me. “How you doing tonight, Brett?”

“Good,” I grunt, thinking the faster I get out of here, the
better off I’ll be. But when I make the rough sound, the
woman jerks and wraps her arms around her middle.

I frown as I look at her. Oh hell no. She’s scared too.

“Hey, Brett,” Violet starts. I drag my gaze from the woman
and look at her. “Are you still hiring for a housekeeper and a
cook out at the ranch?”

I shake my head side to side quickly. I know exactly where
she’s going with this, and I don’t want any part of it. “I never
was hiring.”

But in true Violet nature, my negative response doesn’t
even stop her. “Well, I can just imagine how long it’s been
since it’s been cleaned.”

“I clean it.” I shrug.

“You’re a rancher. You don’t have time for that. Well, my
friend here is new in town and she needs a job. Unfortunately,
I don’t have any openings, but I talked to her and I think she
would be perfect for what you’re needing.”

I’m about to tell her no, just as the woman in question
jumps up. “I can’t… I can’t go to his ranch.”

I watch her closely. She really is scared. I clench my fists
at my side, wondering who in the world has hurt her and
where the asshole may be right now. “What’s wrong with my
ranch?”

The woman blushes prettily. “Nothing. I’m sure it’s a fine
ranch.”

I snort. “It’s not. It’s falling down around me. But you’d
have food and shelter. You would just have to cook for me and
two other guys. Maybe clean a little bit. I won’t be able to pay
you a lot, but you’ll get room and board too. And you’ll be
safe. No one will bother you there.”



The woman was shaking her head, ready to say no the
whole time I was talking—until I said the word safe. It’s then
she stopped shaking her head.

“But I don’t know you,” she half whispers.

Violet jumps in, and it’s almost like I forgot she was even
standing there. “I can vouch for him. He’s sort of grumpy, but
he’s a good guy. He wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

She seems to be weighing her options. She pulls her
shoulders back and lifts her chin. “I don’t know how else to
say it, but I have to ask. Have you ever hit a woman?”

I jerk back, this time fully offended. “Fuck no. I’d never
raise my hand to a woman, and I’d never let it happen around
me either. I promise if you come work for me, you won’t have
to worry about that.”

Eddie the cook walks up beside Violet and hands her a to-
go bag and a Styrofoam cup. She hands them both to Heather.
“Here you go, honey. Have Brett bring you to come see me the
next time he’s in town.”

The woman looks at the food in her hands, up at me, and
then at Violet. “How’d you know I’d need it to go?”

Violet just shrugs her shoulders, but I catch her knowing
look. “I wasn’t positive, but I was pretty sure.”

She thinks she’s matchmaking again. She’s been known
around these parts to set a couple up before, but she’s
definitely lost on this one. I’ll help the woman out and give her
a job, but that’s it.

“All right, you ready… I don’t even know your name.”

She looks up at me. “My name is Emma… Uh, Heather.”

I’m confused, but I just nod. “All right, let’s go grab your
stuff. See you, Violet.”

“Thanks, Violet,” Heather says.

“Is your car here?” I ask her as I open the door for her to
walk through.



She doesn’t even have to duck to fit under my arm. “No, I
don’t have a car.”

I’m sure there’s a story here, but the way she’s clammed
up since we left Violet, I don’t think I’ll get it tonight. I point
to my truck and follow behind her. When we get to the
passenger door, I open it for her and offer to hold her things
while she climbs in. She struggles a little bit, but once she’s
seated, I hand her her food and drink. “Go ahead and eat.”

“I don’t want to eat in your truck,” she says, as she eyes
the bag in her hand.

“You’re fine. I do it all the time. I’m going to put your bag
in the back.”

I walk around to the driver’s side and put the bag in the
backseat as I climb in. Already, she has the bag open and is
eating her food. I don’t comment, because I don’t want her to
stop. She’s obviously hungry.



Chapter 3



I

Heather

don’t know what I’m thinking. I can’t believe I went off
with some strange man in his truck. And I’m going to his

house. Of all the stupid things, this one takes the cake. “So
who all lives at your ranch?” I ask him.

“Me, Raymond and Peter. Raymond and Peter live in the
bunkhouse.”

“So it’s just you in your house?”

He pauses for just a second. “Yes – well, you and me
now.”

I suck in a deep breath and start to panic. “Let me out.
Please, let me out,” I beg him. I need to go, I need out. I start
to jerk on the car door, and he pulls to the side of the road in a
fast stop that no doubt leaves skid marks on the road. I open
the door and jump out, my hands over my head, pacing back
and forth. No doubt he thinks I’m a lunatic, but I don’t care.
How could I be so stupid?

A warm hand on my back has me spinning around and
backing up at the same time. I trip over my feet and Brett
catches me before I fall. He has concern in his eyes. “Are you
okay?”

I nod, frozen.

He notices the way my body tenses, and he pulls me up
and lets go of me.

“What is it? What’s wrong?”



I shake my head side to side. “I shouldn’t have come to
your ranch.”

He’s gruff and probably offended as he tells me in a thick
voice, “It didn’t look like you had a lot of options.”

I get mad because he’s right. I hate not having options. It’s
like I’ve never had them my whole life and now look at me – I
still don’t. I’m away from my father and still can’t make my
own choices.

I wait for Brett to get in his truck and drive away. I can’t
blame him if he does. This is definitely more than what he
thought he’d be dealing with tonight. But he surprises me by
standing right next to me. No pressure, just letting me breathe.

“Why do you not want to go to my ranch?”

I mean, hello. Isn’t it obvious? “Because I thought there
would be people there. I didn’t know I’d be there with you and
just you,” I ramble.

He shakes his head and laughs. “Is that all you’re worried
about? Look, Heather, you seem nice enough, but really I just
need someone to clean my house and cook something edible.
You don’t have to worry about me coming on to you or
anything like that. You can even lock your door at night.”

I still don’t know what to think. He’s right. I don’t have a
lot of options, but that doesn’t mean I want to take the wrong
one.

He holds his hands out to me, palms up. “Look, I’ll be
honest with you. I used to be in the rodeo. I broke a few bones,
doctor told me I shouldn’t compete anymore, so I took the
money I won from all the competitions and bought the ranch. I
was engaged to be married and she left me at the altar. I wasn’t
good enough for her, she wanted out. So see, I have no interest
in getting with another woman. Plus, you’re not really my
type.”

He’s saying exactly what I need to hear, so I don’t know
why his words hurt me, but they do.

“I didn’t think I was. I’m sorry. About your fiancée and
well, for causing problems. I’ll work hard, and I know how to



cook and clean.”

He shakes his head. “You’re already hired, Heather.”

“Right. Gosh, I’m sorry. You must think I’m a lunatic.”

He walks over to the truck and opens my door. “So what
do you say – you coming? I can’t just leave you here. You can
go to the ranch or I’ll take you back to town – it’s your
choice.”

And it’s like he said the magic word. Choice. It’s my
choice. Town or ranch. I haven’t had a choice in a long, long
time.

I don’t know if he realizes how much his words affect me,
but just the fact that he’s giving me a choice is a big deal to
me.

“Ranch… if that’s okay.”



Chapter 4



“S

Brett

ounds good,” I tell her.

She gets into the truck, and even though I want to
reach for her and help her in – I don’t. She’s small and has to
pull herself up, but I just wait until she does and then I shut the
door.

I jog around to the driver’s side and get in. “You good?” I
ask her because I don’t want a repeat of her trying to get out of
a moving vehicle.

She nods, and I put it into drive and take off. It’s in my
nature to mind my own business, but today I want to know it
all. There’s obviously something or someone that she’s
running from. But I can’t ask her about it. I have a feeling that
she’s on edge right now, and what if she doesn’t wait until I
stop the next time she decides she wants out of my truck?

Neither one of us speaks.

I feel a little guilty. I lied to her. I am attracted to her, but
there’s no way I’ll ever do anything about it. I’ve learned my
lesson on that front.

We get to the ranch, and when we pull in, she sits up in her
seat, peering out the window. It’s dark except for the floodlight
that comes on, lighting up the small house and barn.

“I warned you that it’s not much to look at,” I remind her.

She swallows, and I grab her bag and meet her at the front
of the truck. She’s looking all around, her eyes wide as she
follows me.



Walking in, I see the odd pieces of furniture that don’t
match and the drab walls that need paint, and I wince looking
at it. I clear my throat. “That’s the doors to the bedrooms.
Yours is on the left. Here’s the bathroom.” I point to the door
between the two bedrooms and then around us. “Kitchen and
living room…. I know it’s small, but like I said…”

She interrupts. “You warned me.”

I nod and walk toward the bedroom she’s going to be
staying in. I flip on the light and jiggle on the door that we just
walked through. Then I walk to the connecting bathroom door
and point out the lock. “See, two locks. I won’t bother you.”

“I’m not your type,” she says softly. The way she says it, I
wonder if that comment bothered her, but already I know it’s
probably just my mind playing tricks on me.

I clear my throat again. “Yeah, uh, you need anything? I
usually go to bed early, but if you need anything tomorrow,
you can come to the barn. Usually one of us is close by. Until
you’re more familiar with the place, I’d rather you stick close
to the house or the barn.”

She looks defiant and upset that I’m trying to give her
rules. I hold my hands up. “I’m not trying to keep you chained
up. I just want to give you a tour before you go exploring,
that’s all. You can come and go as you please.”

“Where are your neighbors?” she asks.

Of all the questions I thought she’d ask, I didn’t expect
that one. She definitely isn’t from a ranch family. “I don’t have
neighbors. Well, Mr. and Mrs. Jamison live around a quarter
mile down the road. They’re the closest neighbors.”

“So technically, nobody even needs to know I’m here,
then, do they?”



Chapter 5



A

Heather

s soon as I say it, I realize I’m giving up more information
than I should be. I know he’s already suspicious of me. He

looks at me curiously. “So about that, what are you running
from?”

“I’m not running from anything.”

He tilts his head to the side. “Okay – who are you running
from then?”

I stutter for just a second. “I’m not running from anyone.”
I can barely meet his eyes.

I never was a good liar. It could have something to do with
the fact that I was beat a time or two for it.

He takes a step toward me, and I freeze. “Look, I’m not
trying to get into your business. I just need to know if trouble
is going to show up.”

I look at him worriedly. I tried to cover my tracks, but who
knows? I only had enough money to get two hours away on a
bus. It’s probably less in a car. But surely, the cops won’t find
me. I paid for the ticket with cash. “I don’t think…”

He shakes his head and comes another step toward me.
“You don’t think the problem will find you.”

I almost argue with him and say no, but instead I shrug my
shoulders. “I don’t know.”

He laughs. He may be handsome, but he sure is irritating
with his snarky, know-it-all smiles. “It’s going to catch up with
you. You think you can run, but whatever or whoever is going



to catch up with you. It would be a lot easier for the both of us
if you just tell me what it is.”

I know he’s right. But I don’t know what I should tell him
– or if anything. I jut my chin out. “I can just leave, and you
won’t have to worry about it.”

He stares back at me, and when he can see that I’m serious
he backs off. “I understand you don’t trust me. You just met
me, I get it. We can talk about it later. Just know that I got
you.”

When he says ‘I got you’ I can feel it all the way to my
toes, but I can’t let him see how it makes me feel. I’m tougher
than that. “What do you mean I got you?”

“I mean, if someone or something comes, I’m taking care
of it.”

I cross my arms over my chest. I have to or else I’m going
to run the few feet and grab on to him and make him promise
me to keep me safe. “I don’t need someone to take care of
me.”

“That’s all well and good. But you are now an employee of
the Barrett Ranch. We look out for our own. So as long as
you’re here, I’m going to look out for you.”

He’s staring at me as if he’s daring me to argue with him
on this. I’ve never in my life seen a man like him. I have no
doubt in my mind that he will keep his word on this. He will
protect me. But I’m not used to this. I’m not used to someone
caring about me, no less protecting me. “You don’t have to…”

He holds his hands up and interrupts me. “No one is going
to hurt you ever again.”

He says it with finality and walks off into his bedroom and
shuts the door.

Stunned, I stare after him. I can’t imagine it… I can barely
imagine not being hurt in one day.

Instantly, I start to think about a future where I don’t have
to worry about what’s happening. Overwhelmed, my eyes start
to well up. It’s been forever since I cried, and now here I am,



in a stranger’s house and he’s just a little bit nice to me and I
start blubbering.

I’m wiping my eyes as fast as the tears fall when his
bedroom door suddenly opens again.

His mouth drops in shock before he rushes to me. Instead
of retreating, I let him take me in his arms. His hug is tight and
soothing.

And I melt into him. I’ve never in my life felt safe before,
but right now, I feel safe.

It’s a foreign feeling that completely catches me off guard.

And I cry harder.

He’s rubbing my back with one hand and holding me with
the other. “Go ahead, let it all out.”

My sobs get bigger, and my whole body shakes from them.

He pulls back, and I’m afraid he’s letting me go, so I hold
him tighter.

In an awkward move, he bends down and puts one arm
behind my knees and picks me up. I hold on to him as he
carries me toward the couch and sits down with me in his lap.

He doesn’t say a word, just holds me and lets me cry.



Chapter 6



I

Brett

came back out of my room because I hate that I just left her
like that. My innate yearning to take care of her is strong

inside me. I can’t imagine something happening to her. But as
soon as the door closed, I worried that she would just leave.
And I can’t have that. I panicked and was ready to apologize.
But when I opened the door, I never dreamed I’d find her
crying.

She’s killing me, and I don’t know what to do.

So I hold her. She’s so small compared to me and I am
afraid I’m holding her too tight, but if I loosen my grip, she
grabs on to me even tighter.

I bend down and hook one arm under her legs and pick her
up. She’s light as a feather.

She doesn’t fight me.

I walk over to the couch, and I’m about to set her down on
it, but quickly change my mind. Instead, I sit down with her in
my lap. She melts into my body, and I’m surprised by how it
makes me feel. I feel like I would do anything to protect her.
Anything at all.

I let her cry, the whole time rubbing her back and offering
her soothing words. I wait until it seems that she may be
calming. “I didn’t mean to upset you,” I whisper softly against
the top of her head.

She snorts and sniffles at the same time. No doubt all the
emotions tonight have her on edge. “You didn’t upset me.



Actually you being nice to me is well, everything. Thank you
for that.”

Confused, I ask her, “What, by saying I’d protect you?”

She nods. “Exactly that. I’ve never had anyone in my
corner, and whether you meant it or not, it means everything to
me.”

I cup her jaw and lift her chin, which is resting on my
chest. Even now more than ever I feel it all the way to my
bones. I can’t let anything happen to this woman. Nothing.
When her eyes are on mine, I tell her honestly, “No one is ever
going to hurt you again, Heather.”

She winces. “Emma. My name is Emma.”

A soft smile breaks on my face. I’d wondered if she had
lied to me or not. “Emma. Okay, so in order for me to help
you, I need to know what we’re facing here. Tell me and I’ll
help you.”

She shakes her head. “I won’t go back.”

I nod my head in agreement. She’s right: If I have a say in
it, she won’t go back. Ever. “You can stay here for as long as
you need to.”

“You say that, but you don’t know what I did.”

“Tell me,” I urge her.

She takes a deep breath, and I can feel her small body
rattle with it. She’s so tiny in my arms. “My father is was not
right. Ever since my mother died, he’s been crazy. He drinks
all the time. He never let me leave the house. Made me
homeschool. I wasn’t allowed to do anything. I told myself
when I graduated high school and was eighteen I would leave,
but it’s like he knew that. He had locks on all the windows and
doors, and I couldn’t get out. In the last two years, I haven’t
been out of the house at all. He came home drunk today. The
middle of the day and he was already so wasted. I knew what
was coming. It happens every time he’s like that. But before he
could get the first punch in, I was done. I hit him over the head
with a beer bottle. I don’t know if I killed him or what, but he
fell, and I got the keys and cash out of his pocket while he was



out and left. I have a bag of clothes and that’s it. I don’t have
anything else. I probably killed him. I’ll probably go to jail,
but right now, I’m free.”

She says it all in one long breath, and her body sags farther
into me the more she gets out. No doubt she’s relieved by
sharing this with someone else. But where she softens, I
harden. My whole body is tense just thinking about what she’s
been through. How could a man beat his own daughter? Lock
her up like that, hurt her day after day?

I try to reassure her. “You’re not going to jail. It was self-
defense.”

She shakes her head. “You don’t know that.”

I lean up to the coffee table and grab a pad of paper,
handing it to her. “Write it down. I want your address. Father’s
name.”

She doesn’t argue. She takes the paper and writes
something down, handing it back to me. Tyler Bates. The
address is in Mutton Hollow, TN, a town only a couple hours
from here.

She looks frightened. “What are you going to do?”

I shrug. “I’m going to take care of it.”

“I can’t have you do that. He’s mean… he’s…”

I shake my head. “You won’t have any peace just running
and not knowing what’s chasing you. Let me do this. I promise
no one is going to take you.” I almost say no one is going to
take you from me but I stop before I get the words out.

She’s so lost in thought she lays her head against my chest.
I stare off at the wall, the feel of her in my arms going to my
head. I want to make everything right with her. I want to make
her feel safe. But in the end, I know I won’t be able to force
her to stay. All I can do is make sure she’s safe and hopefully
fix it so she doesn’t have to keep running.

It isn’t long before she falls asleep, and I keep holding her
just waiting for the morning light to come.



Chapter 7



I

Emma

burrow deeper into the warmth. At the groan I hear, I jerk
awake and almost fall to the floor. I’m sure I would have if

arms didn’t go around me to save me.

Wide eyed, I stare at Brett. He looks tired, and it’s then I
realize that he’s held me all night long, sitting up on the couch.
I’ve been with him less than 24 hours and already I’ve
completely turned his life upside down.

“You okay?” he asks.

I pull away, and he seems as if he’s not going to let me go,
but eventually his arms loosen. “Yeah, I’m okay. I’m going to
go back home and face the consequences. It’s the right thing to
do.”

He shakes his head. “No you’re not. I’m going to go and
see what’s happening. You’re going to stay right here and not
let anyone in until I get back.”

“I can’t have you do that.”

I’m doing it, Emma,” he says.

He gets up from the couch and wipes his hand across his
face. “Can you just promise me you won’t go anywhere until I
get back? Please.”

I’ve already put more of a burden on this man than I’ve
ever done in my life. I wouldn’t be surprised if he asked me to
just leave and never come back. I mean, that’s what any
normal person would do.



I cross my arms over my chest. “Fine, as long as you
promise me you’ll come back in one piece.”

He stares at me, his nostrils flaring. I don’t know why it’s
important to me, but it is. I want him to be okay. “Yeah, I’ll
come back in one piece.”

I pace the room while he goes and showers. A shower
would be great right now, but I’ll take one later. I want to see
him before he leaves. The thought of running crosses my
mind, but I have no doubt he’d find me. Another part of me is
scared to run. I can’t imagine walking away right now.

When he comes from his bedroom dressed and ready for
the day, he watches me closely. “I have Peter and Raymond
working the ranch. I sent them both a text, and I’ll be sure to
talk to them before I go. They know you’re in here and won’t
bother you. I’m going to go to Mutton Hollow, but I’ll be
back. Don’t leave.”

“I won’t. I promised I won’t and I won’t.” Because I’m
crazy, I don’t want him to just leave. I don’t know him well,
but I know he’s a good man.

I walk to him and stop suddenly. He’s holding completely
still, no doubt waiting to see if I’m going to freak out – start
crying or whatever.

When we’re toe to toe, he hasn’t moved. His hands are
down at his sides, and because I can’t resist, I put my arms
around his waist and rest my head on his chest. His breathing
picks up, and he finally, finally puts his arms around me.

First, his hand wraps around my hair, and he brushes it
over my shoulder. Then he rests his chin on the top of my
head. “Thank you,” I whisper against his chest.

He pulls back but only enough to see my face. I turn my
head, resting my chin on his chest, looking up at him. I’ve
never, ever been held by a man before. I’ve never had a man’s
arms around me in a hug and now, after last night, it’s like I
can’t get close enough to Brett. A man I just met but who is
willing to take on my problems.

He stares into my eyes. “You don’t have to thank me.”



I blink and tell myself I need to pull away, but I can’t. I
stare up at him and more than anything I want to kiss him right
now.

“Brett,” I whisper.

“Yeah, honey?”

“Can I kiss you?”

He lets out a little grunt, and I expect him to say no the
way his forehead creases, but he surprises me by nodding his
head.

I reach one arm around his neck, pulling him to me as I go
on my tiptoes. I don’t know what I’m doing, but I know
without a doubt it’s going to be good.

His arms stay on my back, and I know it’s because he’s
letting me take the lead. I feel conflicted. I want to take this
slow and learn my way, but a part of me wants him to show
me what I should be doing.

I press my lips to his. It’s a soft, tender kiss, and that’s all I
planned for. But it’s like his lips are magnetic, and I press
again. This time, his lips open a bit, and I can’t resist tasting
him. In no time, the innocent kiss has become more. His hand
goes to cup my jaw, and he angles my head to the side. His
lips possess me, his tongue mating with mine. Every one of
my senses are on high alert, but I couldn’t stop now even if I
wanted to. Kissing Brett Barrett is something I will never
forget.

He pulls back suddenly, his chest heaving, his eyes dark
and accusing.

I’m so delirious I don’t know if I should be upset or what,
but I do know that I am really turned on. There’s a pull in my
lower belly that is so strong and unlike anything I’ve ever felt
before.

His hand tightens around the base of my neck. “I’m going
to take care of the business with your father. Stay in the house.
And when I get back, we’re going to talk about that kiss.”

All I can do is nod my head. My lips are still tingling.



He turns to leave and stops suddenly. “You better be here
when I get back. But know this, Emma: I will find you if
you’re not.”

I shake my head. “I’m not leaving.”

He stares at me, as if he’s wondering if I’m telling the truth
when finally he nods his head and turns on his heel and walks
out the door.

I walk to the couch and fall into it, putting my hand over
my pounding heart.



Chapter 8



I

Brett

drive over to Emma’s hometown, and the whole way I’m
thinking of that kiss. I don’t want to put my faith into

another woman. My ex that decided small town life wasn’t for
her and left me at the altar. That should have taught me
something. But without even really knowing her, I see that
Emma is different. And regardless of what or how I feel, I
can’t desert her. I can’t just walk out on her or push her away.
Not until I know she’s safe.

I drive straight to the address that Emma gave me. It takes
me almost two hours to get there and I’m able to think the
whole way. Can I let her in? Unguard my heart to see how this
goes? Just from one night with her, I know she needs someone
to be on her side. Can I be that man? Already, I know there’s
no way I’m going to let her go to jail. Knowing I may have to
lie to keep her with me, I’ll do it. I won’t have a choice. I can’t
let anything happen to her. Fuck, I don’t understand why I’m
even going on about it. Obviously I’ve already come to think
of her as mine.

My GPS takes me straight to the house. The closest
neighbors are around a hundred feet on each side. I walk
straight to the door and knock. I wait to see if there’s any
sound from inside, but I hear nothing. When no one answers
the door, I walk around the house and see that Emma was
right: It’s sealed up like Fort Knox. Maybe from the street it
looks like a normal house, but looking in the windows up
close, there’s some kind of covering on the inside and wiring
everywhere.



I walk back around to the front porch. I know it’s probably
a waste of time, but I try the door and am surprised when it
opens. I walk through the house, stopping in the living room
where the broken glass is still lying on the floor. Quietly, I
walk room to room, and no one is home. I breathe a sigh of
relief. I thought I would be walking in on a dead man, and
even though he probably deserves it, I don’t want Emma living
with that kind of guilt for the rest of her life.

I walk through the house and find what I assume is her
room. She has some books on her nightstand that look like
they came from the library and a few clothes in her closet, but
that is it. It’s obvious that she has been living with the barest
of essentials. The kitchen is bare, only a few condiments and
packs of cheese.

Sick of this house already, I pace on the porch and use my
phone to search hospitals. There’s one close by, and I call it
asking if a Mr. Tyler Bates has been admitted. They say no.

Unsure what the next move should be, but knowing I can’t
go back and wonder, I decide to stop at the police station in
town. I walk in, and if I didn’t already realize it, it’s definitely
a small town. All three of the men in the precinct stare at me
and drop what they’re doing to talk to me.

I decide the best way is to just get straight to the point.
“Hi. I’m here to see if a Tyler Bates is here.”

“Who are you?” one of them asks.

I shrug my shoulders, not wanting to give away a lot.
“Someone that wants Tyler Bates behind bars.”

“He’s in holding, but you can’t see him. Plus he’s still
drunk. He seems to have gone on a bender yesterday.”

Holding my hat in my hands, I ask, “So what’s he in for?”

Another officer steps forward, looking at me curiously.
“Why do you want to know?”

I just shrug my shoulders. I know eventually I’m going to
have to give them more information, but first I want to see
what type of men these guys are. “Like I said, I want to make
sure he stays in if he is here.”



The man in the far corner of the room turns to the other
men. “Get to work.” He walks toward me until we’re toe to
toe. “What’s it to you? You’re not from these parts, and I don’t
like the idea that strangers are here nosying around my town.”
It’s then I see the badge on his shirt that says Sheriff.

I nod, already aware of what kind of man I’m dealing with
here. “Trust me, once I know that Tyler Bates is going to be in
jail for a long time, I’ll leave, Sheriff.”

He squints his eyes. “If you know something, you need to
tell us.”

I pause, and the sheriff continues. “Look, he killed a
pedestrian yesterday after getting drunk and driving, so yeah,
he’s going to be behind bars for a long time. What’s it to you?”

“Uh, I’m friends with his daughter…”

“Daughter! Tyler Bate’s daughter moved to Nebraska
around three or four years ago. Shortly after her mother passed
away.”

The men that were supposed to “go back to work” are all
nodding in agreement. And it’s then I realize that none of them
are aware of Emma, and it makes me sick to think that a whole
town was here and they knew nothing about her.

“Emma Bates has been locked in that house for the last
three years. She left yesterday when he came home drunk last
night and was about to beat her… again.”

One of the policemen speaks up. “That explains the broken
beer bottle he was obviously hit in the head with.”

“We need to see the girl,” the sheriff says.

“Woman. She’s a woman. She’s twenty years old now and
doesn’t want to come back. She’s scared of her father.” And it
will be over my dead body before I bring her back here right
now. She won’t step foot in this town until I know she’s safe
from her father and there’s not any charges against her.

“Look I need to know she’s okay and get a statement from
her. Mr. Bates is already going to do time, but something like
this, well, it will just add more.”



I cross my arms over my chest and decide to just put it all
out there. “She’s worried because she hit him over the head
with the bottle. She thought she had killed him. I’ll bring her
in… sometime next week. She’s dealing with a lot right now,
and I won’t make her go through even more. Not until she’s
ready.”

The sheriff puffs out his chest. “Sir, this is a police matter.”

“Yeah, I’d say it is a police matter. A seventeen-year-old
girl was trapped in her house for three years. The school didn’t
follow up with her, no welfare checks were done on her. Yeah,
it’s definitely a police matter.” I know I’m threatening him, but
everything I’m saying is true.

The sheriff sighs. “Fine. Next week.”

I agree and walk out the door, a little lighter than when I
came in.

I drive the two hours back to the ranch, partly relieved and
partly worried. I’m glad that she won’t have this hanging on
her head, but I’m also worried that now she won’t have a
reason to stay. She doesn’t have to worry about her dad
coming for her.

I get back to the ranch in record time. When I pull in, I see
her standing next to the barn with Raymond and Peter. I get
out of the truck and stride to her as she’s slowly walking
toward me. She looks nervous and upset. “I thought I told you
to stay in…”

But I don’t get to finish.

Raymond comes up to me and puts a hand out to stop me.
“We thought she’d be better off out here. You have a visitor.”

Confused, I look around, and I don’t see how I didn’t
notice the fancy car parked next to my house. I was so
centered on Emma, I didn’t even think about anything else.

“Who is that?”

Raymond about spits out the name. “Sophia.”

“Well, fuck.” My ex. Of all the things to have to deal with,
this wasn’t what I wanted added to my day. A year since she’s



been in Whiskey Run and now all of a sudden she’s back.

At that moment, Sophia comes to stand on the porch. The
thought that she’s been inside, no doubt giving Emma
problems and is only here to cause issues really pisses me off.

“Thanks, Raymond. You’re right. She’s probably better off
outside. I’ll take it from here.”

Raymond pats Emma on the back reassuringly. “You got it,
boss.”

He and Peter walk away, leaving Emma and me standing
next to each other. I hate the look on her face. The insecurity is
there, and it’s glaring at me.

Emma’s staring wide eyed at me, and I know I have a lot
to tell her. “Look, I know I have a lot to explain, but I’m going
to do it quick. Your father was arrested. It seems when he was
on his way home yesterday he hit a person and killed them
while he was drunk. The police searched for him and found
him passed out on your living room floor. No one even knew
about you and thought you left town when you were
seventeen. The sheriff wants to meet with you…”

She freezes up, and I grip her by the shoulders. “Only to
know you’re okay. I told him I’d bring you there in next
week.”

When she’s still frozen in my arms, I force her to look at
me. “I’ll be with you the whole time.”

She nods.

She looks up at the porch at Sophia and back at me.
There’s so much sadness on her face, I would give anything to
make her smile.

She lets her hand drop from my arm. “I guess since your
fiancée is back, I should probably get going…”

I interrupt her. I haven’t thought about this or anything, but
the thought of her leaving has me about to go off the rails. “I
need you to do me a favor.’

She nods. “Sure, I owe you one. There’s no doubt about
that.”



I don’t give her an explanation. I pull her to my side,
backtracking toward the house, with her hand threaded
through mine. We get a few feet from the house, and I mumble
to her, “Just go with it, okay?”

She is no doubt wondering what is going on, but she
doesn’t argue. She just puts her trust in me. She says okay, and
I stop with her on the bottom step. “Sophia, what are you
doing here?”

“I came home.” She smiles like she’s doing me some kind
of favor or something. She left when things got hard. I’m
definitely not letting her back now.

I shake my head. “This isn’t your home.”

She looks between Emma and me. “It was once.”

“Yeah, and then you decided you didn’t want to slum it
anymore. Why did you come back?”

“Because I now realize what a good man you are. It may
have taken me a year to figure it out, but I don’t care if we live
on this run-down ranch….”

“It’s not run-down. It’s beautiful…” Emma says at my
side.

My hand tightens on hers. “I’m sorry you came all the way
here. But as you can see, I’ve moved on.”

“Moved on?” she asks.

“Well, yeah,” I say, looking at Emma. “Emma and I are
getting married.”

Emma’s big green eyes get even bigger, but besides that
small movement, she doesn’t give anything away.

“Married!?!” Sophia exclaims.

“Yeah.” I wrap my arms around Emma and pull her against
my chest. “But I’m not going to let her leave me at the altar.”

Emma wraps her arms around my neck. She’s staring up at
me. “I wouldn’t. I couldn’t. I love you, Brett Barrett.”



She says it with such intensity, I almost believe her. I may
have asked her for a favor, but she’s going all out.

I know I’m pressing my luck, but I dip my head and
capture her lips. The kiss is just as explosive as the one this
morning.

Emma pulls away when Sophia makes a disgusted sound.
Sophia throws her hands up in frustration. “Well, that’s nice,
but I don’t have anywhere to go.”

I’m about to tell her that she can’t stay here when Emma’s
arm goes around my waist. “It’s going to be dark soon. She
can stay here for tonight, can’t she, Brett?”

But I’m already shaking my head. “I don’t think that’s…”

Sophia interrupts. “Just one night, so I can make a few
phone calls and get something else lined up.”

I know Emma’s heart is in the right place, but she doesn’t
know Sophia. Sophia doesn’t care if I’m supposedly engaged.
She’ll do whatever she has to tonight to try to get me alone
with her. But that could actually help me, because I’m not
going to let Emma out of my sight.

“Sure, if you’re okay with it, honey, I am too,” I tell
Emma. I turn to look at Sophia. “But tomorrow, you head out.”



Chapter 9



W

Emma

hat the hell was I thinking? The whole day all I could
think about was possibly staying here. I cleaned the house

top to bottom, put dinner in the crockpot, and daydreamed
about Brett all day long. I know he only wants a housekeeper
and someone that cooks, and I can do that. I’ll do the very best
at it. I’ve never felt so safe and looked out for in my life, and I
don’t want to lose that feeling now. That kiss from this
morning made me start to think about all the possibilities, but I
shove them all aside. He’s not interested in me that way. He
told me so last night. But no matter what I do, I still can’t stop
that tiny bit of hope from building inside me.

And then Sophia came knocking at the front door.

Then it’s like all of a sudden, everything I dreamed about
all day long was shot to hell.

I don’t have time to think about why Brett agreed to let
Sophia stay. I felt bad for her in a way. She’s not very smart
for doing what she did to him, and a part of me hates her for it.
But she acts like she’s in pain, and I hate to see anyone in pain.

“Go unlock your car. I’ll be out there in a second to get
your bag,” he tells Sophia.

As soon as she walks away, he turns to me. “Move your
stuff into my room.”

I swallow. “Your room?”

“Yeah, honey. You’re going to have to stay with me
tonight.” He smiles real big, and it’s then I realize why he gave



in to her staying here.

“Brett Barrett, did you agree to this…”

He interrupts me. “To hold you in my arms all night? Yeah,
honey. That’s the only reason I’d let that woman in my house
again.”

He then smiles and kisses me before walking off.

I could watch him all day, but I turn and go quickly to grab
my things. I have everything in one bag already, since I didn’t
want to unpack, so moving me to his room is just me carrying
my one bag in there.

I walk out of the bedroom just as they’re walking in.
“Wow, something smells good,” Brett says, inhaling deeply.

I blush. “Thanks. I made chicken tacos in the crockpot.”

He rubs his belly. “You know what I like, honey.”

Sophie starts to walk to Brett’s bedroom, but he stops her.
“You’re staying in the guest bedroom. That’s my and Emma’s
room.”

She stumbles a little on her feet and walks into the guest
bedroom.

The meal around the table is quiet, except for Brett talking
about how good everything is. “I took out Raymond and Peter
dinner earlier. They enjoyed it.”

Brett smiles. “Thanks, honey. I’m sure they really
appreciated it.”

Sophia keeps watching Brett. The further into dinner we
get, the more she flirts with him. She keeps trying to touch his
arm, but when she does, he always moves it.

The third time she tries, I decide to put a stop to it. It’s
obvious Brett doesn’t want her attention.

“Sophie, I said you could stay the night. That doesn’t mean
you can flirt or touch my fiancé. You had your chance and
blew it, but I’ll be damned if you’re going to come in here and
take what’s mine.”



I’m leaning across the table now. The more I say, the
louder I get.

Brett clears his throat. He reaches across the table and
squeezes my hand. “You have nothing to worry about there.
I’m yours.”

He looks at me with a hard stare. I know this is all fake. I
know that tomorrow when Sophia is gone, it’s all going to go
back to me being the housekeeper and him being my boss, but
I definitely got caught up in the moment. I don’t know if he’s
mad or what, but I’m wondering if I took it too far.

Brett pushes his chair back and stands up, grabbing his
plate and mine too.

He washes the plates and stacks them in the drainer and
comes back to the table, holding his hand out to me. “Sophia,
ya know how ranch life is. We’re going to hit the hay.”

I push my chair back and let him lead me into the
bedroom. As soon as the door closes, I slap my hands to my
face, mortified. I whisper to him, “I’m sorry. I went too far,
didn’t I? I just got caught up, and she kept touching you.”

He puts his hands at my waist. “You didn’t like her
touching me, did you?”

My head whips up to his, and I stutter, “I thought—” I
clear my throat and try to calm myself. “I thought you didn’t
want her to touch you. If that’s not the case, you can go back
out there.”

I put my hand on my hip and stare at him, waiting to see
what he’s going to do. I have no doubt that my heart will rip
into a thousand little pieces if he goes out there. Surely he
knows what kind of girl Sophia is, but if he doesn’t, that’s on
him at this point.

“I don’t want her to touch me, but that wasn’t the question.
You.” He points a finger and gently presses it to my chest.
“You didn’t like her touching me.”

“It doesn’t matter what I want.”



He laughs, and I start to walk away, but he stops me. “It
matters a lot to me. I know you didn’t mean what you said out
there, but fuck, Emma, after last night and today, there’s a part
of me that hopes one day you’ll say those words and mean
them.”

I shake my head in confusion. “What words?”

His hand goes to my jaw, and I couldn’t look away from
him if I tried. “You said I was yours.”

I huff out a breath. “Brett, you met me last night. I’m so
messed up, you don’t mean that. You’ll be tired of me by the
end of the week.”

He shakes his head. “I won’t be.”

So unsure, I don’t even know what to think. The first man
I meet, and I’m going to fall for him? Shouldn’t I date and live
a little before I commit to anything? But looking at Brett with
feelings already bursting inside me, I couldn’t imagine going
on a date with someone else.

He points at me. “That. What’s that look?”

I try to hide my face, and he catches my chin. “No, tell me.
You’re looking, I don’t know, whatever you’re thinking, it
wasn’t good. Talk to me about it.”

“You don’t want to know.”

“I do. I want to know everything about you.”

I lean closer to him. “I was thinking about how you’re the
first man that I’ve ever really been around. I was thinking I
should probably date or something.”

His hands tighten on my arms, but just as quickly, he
loosens his hold. His jaw tightens. “You want to date other
men?”

I shake my head side to side. “No, that’s why I looked that
way. I thought it would be what I should do, but just thinking
about it, well, honestly, I just don’t want to date someone
else.”



His chest deflates, as if he had been holding his breath.
“Good. I don’t think I could have handled that.”

This time I don’t pull from his arms. “So I’m sleeping in
here…”

He nods. “Sleeping. That’s all we’ll be doing. I’m not
going to take advantage of the situation, but I do plan on
holding you all night.”

A tremble goes through my body, and I know he notices.
He takes the back of his hand and goes up and down my arm,
feeling the goosebumps that are raised there.

“I’m going to shower. I’ll be right back,” he whispers
against my ear before he puts a kiss there.

He’s in the shower for less than 15 minutes when the door
opens. He’s naked except for the towel around his waist. He’s
all muscles and handsome. “Sorry, I forgot to take clothes in.
Bathroom’s yours.”

I grab my backpack and almost run and close the door. I
can hear him laughing behind me.

I don’t need to shower, because I did that after I cleaned
the house, so I change into my T-shirt that hangs to my knees
and brush my teeth and wash my face.

When I’ve stalled all I can stall, I walk out of the
bathroom. The overhead light is off, and there’s a small light
by the bed. Brett is already lying down, and he pulls the covers
back, and I walk stiffly to the edge and slide in, doing my best
to stay on my side.

His voice is husky and close next to me. “I promise you.
Nothing is going to happen.”

I let out a breath and relax a little.

We talk about his trip to my Mutton Hollow, and I talk
about Peter and Raymond. “They are really sweet guys,” I tell
him.

He laughs out loud. “Sweet? I’ve never heard anyone
describe Raymond and Peter as sweet.”



“But they are. They were really good to me – well – when
your girlfriend showed up.”

He grunts as if the thought even disgusts him. “She’s not
my girlfriend.”

“Well, Raymond and Peter seem to like it here and they
couldn’t say enough good things about you. They said they
were lifers. That they’d stay on this ranch as long as you had a
job for them.”

He runs his hand across the stubble of his chin. “Yeah,
they’re good workers and they’re loyal. I’d trust them here
with you, if I ever needed to.”

I nod. “Plus, I think I won them over with the tacos and
cookies.”

He raises his head. “Cookies. You made cookies? I didn’t
get a cookie.”

I cover my mouth and try to hide my giggle. I completely
forgot I wasn’t going to mention that. “They came out of the
oven just as she”—I point to the next room—“got here. Peter
wasn’t having it. He came in, dumped them all in a bowl, and
brought them out for us to eat. Before I knew it, we’d eaten all
dozen of them.”

He doesn’t say anything, and I bite my lip in worry. “Are
you mad at me?”

“Over the cookies? Honey, I’ll never get mad over
something like that. Plus, I’m sure you’ll make me some
cookies soon.”

I promise I will, and we talk about everything else that
happened today. Well, everything except his ex-fiancée. We
completely stay off the topic of Sophia.

When I can feel my eyes fluttering closed, he says,
“Tomorrow we’ll go into town and get you some clothes.”

I shake my head. “No. no. I don’t need any.”

“Yeah, you do. I’m paying,” he argues.

But I interrupt him. “You can’t.”



“I can and I will. If it bothers you, it can be an advance on
your check. But you need some clothes and other stuff.”

I finally give in, quickly learning that Brett is the type of
man that gets what he wants.



Chapter 10



W

Brett

hen I can see that her breaths are coming in soft, I’m
almost worried that I waited too long. “Emma…”

“Yeah?” she whispers.

“Can I hold you?… just hold you.”

Instead of answering, she slides across the bed toward me.
I lift the covers, and when she’s close, I pull her fully against
me. She rests her head against my chest, and I put one arm
over her waist and wrap one leg around her thigh. Instead of
freezing up like I expect her to, she melts into me.

I hold her just like that.

When I hear her tiny snore, I snuggle even closer to her.
She’s small against me, but she fits just right.

My cock hardens between my legs, but I take deep
soothing breaths to calm myself. That’s all I need is for her to
wake up and freak out, running from the room.

I’m so tired. I barely slept last night, and it was a busy and
eventful day, but I still can’t sleep. I doze off and on
throughout the night and become a little more satisfied
knowing that Emma is still in my arms.

Before I know it, the sun is up. Normally, I’m already out
of bed taking care of the animals and the ranch, but I’ve
already sent Raymond a text, telling him I’ll be out later.

I can hear Sophia rummaging around in the living room,
and I let a breath out, wishing that it was just Emma and me
here. That she was in my bed, in my arms, because that’s



where she wanted to be instead of me sort of conniving it to
happen.

I know I need to get up. If for no other reason than to get
rid of Sophia. I know her, and she’s not going to leave until
she’s had her say.

I kiss Emma softly on the head. “Stay right here. I’ll be
back.”

She moans but never opens her eyes.

I get out of bed and pull on my jeans and a T-shirt. With
one last look at Emma in my bed, I walk out to talk to Sophia.

She’s pissed. There’s no doubt about it.

I sigh deeply. “Sophia, it’s time for you to leave and go
home.”

“I don’t have a home. This was going to be my home,” she
says snarkily. She’s acting like I cheated on her or something.
She’s the one that chose to leave. Now I’m glad she did.

I walk to the kitchen and turn on the coffee pot. “Well,
that’s not an option.”

She walks up behind me, and as soon as her hand touches
my back, I move away. I don’t want to do anything to
jeopardize the trust I’ve already built with Emma. She’s not
going to catch me in any compromising positions. I’d die first.

“Don’t touch me, Sophia. We can talk, but we’re going to
do it from a safe distance.”

She sighs and takes a step back. “Brett, we were good
together.”

I cross my arms over my chest and lean back on the
counter. I see that her bag is by the front door, so at least she
does plan to leave, I’m just holding out hope it will be soon.

“At one time, I thought we were too. But now, I know we
weren’t. We are way too different. I don’t have any feelings
for you. We aren’t meant to be together.”

She laughs, a laugh that I used to find cute and now is just
irritating. “What? You think you and that trash in there is



meant to be?”

I go to the balls of my feet in defense instantly. “She’s not
trash. This is our home, Sophie. She invited you to be our
guest because she felt bad for you. She’s the best, most kind-
hearted woman I’ve ever known. I think it’s time for you to
leave.”

“She’s not going to make you happy,” Sophia claims.

I just smile at her. “She already does. Just in the short time
I’ve known her, I know she’s the one. She’s going to be my
wife, she’s going to have my babies, she’s going to be the one
that has my heart. I won’t let anyone or anything come
between us.”

“You just think you love her.”

At that moment, Emma opens the bedroom door, and her
eyes find me immediately. Her face is guarded but curious.

I look right at her, telling Emma instead of Sophie, “No, I
know I love her. I felt it the first time I met her.”

She smiles then, a huge smile, and Sophie grunts in
disgust.

Emma holds her hand out to me. “Sophie, I need to borrow
my fiancé. You can leave whenever you’re ready or stay and
listen. I don’t care.”

I freeze, my whole body hard in an instant.

Emma smiles at me as she backs into the bedroom. “You
coming, Brett?”

Fuck, I breathe deeply. I’m not a stupid man. I stride
heavily across the room. I don’t even look toward Sophie; I
get to the bedroom and shut the door behind me.

Emma’s eyes are huge in her face, and I don’t think she
thought this through. I’m a man on the edge. Just the hint she’s
going to give me something and I’m hard and almost ready to
pounce.

“I’m not going to ask you if you meant that out there,
because I’m pretty sure you did. I’ve already discovered you



don’t say things unless you mean them.” She’s rambling, and I
take a big step toward her.

“You’re right,” I grunt. My cock is stiffening in my jeans
almost uncomfortably.

She’s nodding her head. “So I don’t want to wait. I don’t
want to be scared anymore.”

“I’ll protect you,” I tell her.

She smiles, a soft smile. “I know you will.”

Still not sure exactly what this means, I ask her, “What are
you saying, Emma? Because I need to hear you say it.”

“You held me all night long…”

I nod my head, nostrils flared, remembering her against my
body. “I did.”

“I liked it,” she says softly.

“I liked it too.”

She’s nodding and takes a step toward me. She’s still in her
long shirt that kept riding up in the night and I kept pulling
down because temptation was about to be too much.

She juts her chin out. “I want you to hold me every night.
Until you’re sick of me or don’t want to anymore. I just know
that as long as you’re willing to, I want it.”

I take another giant step toward her. “It will be forever
then.”

She lets out a long, deep breath. “Brett, you don’t know
how badly I want that.”

Because I can’t stand it anymore, I reach out and put my
hands at her waist. “Whatever you want, I will do anything I
can to give it to you.”

Her hands slide up my chest, and she fists the material of
my shirt. “You. All I want is you.”



Chapter 11



T

Emma

he sound of Sophia slamming the front door lets me know
that we are completely alone in his house. He’s staring at

me and doesn’t even seem to acknowledge the door or his ex
leaving. I know exactly what he wants. And if I couldn’t tell
from his almost black eyes and the flared nostrils, then I
definitely could from the bulge in the front of his jeans. I know
he’s uncomfortable. Whether he knows it or not, he’s adjusted
himself three times since he came into the bedroom.

I may not know a lot, but I know some. My mom told me
about the birds and bees. I know how babies are made. Plus,
I’ve read the books that my dad would bring me from the
library. He never borrowed them, he would just grab some
from the free bin at the entrance, and usually there was a
romance or two in every pile. It’s sad to say, but I learned a lot
about the love of a man and a woman in those books.

“Are you sure about this, Emma?”

I nod, but he doesn’t like that because he’s shaking his
head. “Baby, I’m going to fill you up and make you mine. I
will make it to where you never want to look at another man;
you’ll only have eyes for me. But trust me when I say it, you
will be mine.”

“I know, Brett. I’m already yours.”

He reaches for the hem of my shirt and slowly starts to pull
it up my body. I can feel the chills cover me, whether it’s from
knowing what he’s about to do with me or the draft in the



house, I don’t know or care. I want this as much as I want my
next breath.

I raise my arms so he can pull the shirt off. The only thing
I have left on is my panties, and I don’t know what kind of
coverage they’re giving me because I can feel the wetness that
is pooling between my legs.

He’s staring at me, taking me all in. I’m probably too
skinny, I didn’t get to eat a lot at home. And I’m not big
chested like Sophia. All the doubts start to whirl in my head,
and I raise my hands to cover my chest.

I put a hand over each breast, and I swear he stops
breathing. “Don’t cover yourself. Not from me.”

“I know you’re probably used to big…”

But I don’t get the words out. “You’re the one, Emma.
Fuck, you’re so beautiful.” He grabs my hand and brings it to
his chest. In frustration, he pulls his shirt off and then puts my
hand on his naked chest right over his heart. He’s all lean
muscles, and I can’t resist running my fingers through his hair
roughened chest. He smiles but stops my hand over his heart.
“Do you feel that?”

I can feel his heart thumping, almost pounding out of his
chest. I nod.

“That’s not normal, Em. My heart is beating like that for
you. Only for you. I want you, just the way you are.”

I let go of the breast my one hand is on and put it on his
chest with my other one. I explore with my hands across his
shoulders, down his arms, back up and across his chest. When
I get low on his stomach, he sucks a deep breath in and stop.

“You don’t have to stop. I want your hands on me as much
as I want my hands on you.”

I lower my hands to the button on his jeans and undo it. I
lower the zipper, the sound of it loud in the room. I put a hand
on each side and pull down his pants, and he helps me kick
them off. Both of us are standing in only our underwear, and I
know what I need to do. “Can I take these off?” I ask him,
tugging on his shorts.



He hisses, “Yeah, honey, take them off.”

His hard manhood is making a tent in them, and I carefully
pull the band out and pull them down. I gasp when I see it,
letting his shorts fall to his feet. He kicks them off and takes
his right hand, wrapping it around himself, stroking it in one
long tug from root to tip. A dot of moisture comes out the end,
and I drop to my knees.

“Oh fuck,” he breathes and groans above me. “Lord, let me
last,” he pleads.

I stick my tongue out and touch it to the very tip of him,
letting the little bead of moisture swirl on my tongue. One
drop wasn’t enough. I look up at him. “I want to do this, but I
don’t know what to do,” I tell him, unsure.

He puts his hand on my shoulder. “You won’t do anything
wrong. Just do what you want and mind your teeth. That hurts
a little.”

I nod and open my mouth wide, wrapping my lips around
his girth. His hands go to my shoulders and tighten there. I
know I want to please him. My eyes water, and I feel like I
might gag, but I don’t want to mess this up. I relax my throat
and move back and forth. It’s unsteady and in no way any kind
of rhythm. I’m sure he’s wondering what I’m doing, but when
I raise my eyes to look at him, he looks as if he’s in pure
ecstasy.

He’s groaning, and his hips start to move back and forth. I
keep licking and sucking, and when he looks down, our eyes
meet, and he groans loudly, the sound echoing off the walls.
His hips jerk backward, and before I can fathom what’s going
on, he has my panties off, and I’m lying back on the bed, my
knees in the air.

“Did I do something wrong?”

“No, baby, you were doing everything right. Perfect. But I
need you on my tongue. I want you to come in my mouth and
then I’m going to come in this fine, tight pussy,” he says as his
hands feel like they’re everywhere on my body.



He drops between my legs, and there’s nothing in this
world that could prepare me for what I’m experiencing. He
takes his time, exploring me with his hands, and I can’t hold
back the little whimpers and cries as he pleases me. When I
feel his hot, wet tongue touch me down there, my hips come
off the bed, and I moan in pleasure. He puts a forearm over my
abdomen. “You taste so good, honey. Let me have some
more.”

I’m nodding my head because there’s no way I could
refuse him. I want this just as much as he does.



Chapter 12
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on’t come. Don’t come. I keep telling myself over and over
in my head. I cover her hood with my mouth and run my

tongue around her clit. She’s wiggling underneath me, and I
know it, but I don’t know if she knows it, but she’s close. I can
make her come in an instant. I want this to be good for her, but
if I don’t get inside her soon, none of this is going to be good
for anyone.

I lift my mouth just to tell her, “Come for me, baby. You
have to let go.”

She’s shaking her head side to side. She looks nervous, and
I know she’s never felt this before. Never had a man on her
pussy. “Let go, baby. You can let go.” I encourage her before
latching on again and stroking my tongue around her bundle of
nerves.

When her eyes meet mine, she listens to my command, and
her whole body flexes. I keep rubbing and touching her, taking
her climax into my mouth, licking and loving the taste of her.

When I’ve licked her until she’s fully sated, I stand up and
I feel as if I can do a 400lb bench press. I lick my lips staring
down at her perfection.

She was self-conscious earlier, but now I don’t even think
she’s worried about anything. Her chest is heaving, her breast
shaking.

“Fuck,” I say.

She raises up on her elbows. “What is it?”



“I’ll be right back.” I hate to walk away, but I don’t carry
any protection on me. I haven’t needed to. I walk into the
bathroom, praying that I have something there. In the very
back of the cabinet, I find the box and shake it, but it feels
empty. I open it, and there is one. One. It will have to do. I’ll
just have to go into town for more later because I’m definitely
going to need more than one.

I rip it open and slide it over my hard cock, all while
walking back to the bedroom. I’m sure I look like I don’t
know what I’m doing, with my cock bobbing between my legs
and me fighting to wrap on a condom.

She’s staring at me, and I’m amazed at just how beautiful
she is. Her eyes are dim, and I know what kind of life she’s
had. I’m going to do my best to make sure that things are
different for her from this point forward. I want her to smile…
always.

The closer I get, the bigger her eyes get. I can’t help but
smirk. “It’s okay,” I soothe her.

“I don’t think…”

“What is it, baby? If you want to wait, we’ll wait,” I tell
her, already having to pinch myself off. I can come in an
instant, there’s no doubt about it.

“I don’t want to wait,” she says, and I move so I’m lying
across her, my cock hard and pressing against her hip. “You
will be my first, Brett.”

My head falls to her shoulder, and I have to remind myself
to breathe. I knew, how could I not know? But hearing her say
the words is a whole other ballgame. “I’m not going to lie to
you. It might hurt. But I promise I’m going to make it good
after that.”

She’s nodding her head. “I trust you.”

Her words go straight to my heart. She trusts me. I vow
right then and there that I’ll never give her a reason to doubt
that trust she’s put into me.

I raise up on my knees and position myself between her
legs. I’m dying to thrust into her pink, pretty tight pussy. My



cock is weeping for it. But I restrain with every muscle in my
body pulled tight.

With one hand on my dick, I rub my cock along her wet
swollen lips. She moans, lifting her hips, and I almost face
plant as my body lurches. “Fuck baby.”

Her thighs tighten around me, and I push into her slowly. I
barely get the tip in and I have to stop and remind myself to
breathe. She’s too hot, too wet, and too tight. She’s too
everything right now.

“Kiss me,” I tell her.

She leans up willingly, and I press my lips to hers. Our kiss
deepens, and I force myself to take it slowly as I push inside
her. Inch by inch, I press into her. The moment I hit the tiny
piece of skin that is keeping me from taking her, I stop. I try to
end the kiss, and her hands dig into my shoulders as she
whimpers. She needs this. She needs it and wants me kissing
her when I take her. I bite her bottom lip softly, then a little
harder as I slide through her innocence. I don’t know which
one of us groans louder, but our kiss continues and I sink deep
into her softness.

When I’m completely inside her, she pulls back. “I’m fine.
I’m fine.”

I wipe a tear off her cheek. “You sure?”

She nods, and I start to move. Her insides are hugging me,
making friction with even the slightest of movements.

In and out I thrust. I reach between us because I want her
to come again too. I want to feel her milking my dick as we
come together. When she moans, I keep that same pace and
apply more pressure to her clit. She’s raw and sensitive, but
she’s urging me on with her whimpers and moans.

“I need to come, Emma,” I tell her in a guttural
declaration.

“Yes, please yes,” she says.

“I need you to come with me. Let it go, baby.”



I thrust once, twice, and the third time she’s writhing
underneath me, her body spasming uncontrollably. Her pussy
constricts, tight like a vise on my cock, and I shoot rope after
rope of cum into the condom.

Not wanting to hurt her, I fall to my elbows and rest my
head between her breasts. Her hand goes to my hair, and she
threads her fingers through my strands. I raise my head and let
my chin lie on her chest. I stare at her for the longest time
while she looks back at me.

Neither one of us talk, but I feel like we’re saying so
much.

“Thank you, Brett. I had no idea it could be like that.”

“It will get better when you’re not hurting.”

She blushes prettily, and I turn my head to suck her nipple
into my mouth. She’s super sensitive there and groans.

I pop it out of my mouth. “One day, Emma, after we’re
married, we’re going to do this without a condom because I
want to feel YOU wrapped around me. I want your skin on
mine.”

“Married?” she exclaims.

I scoot up to where I’m lying next to her and we’re face to
face.

“Yeah, baby. I’m going to want to do that with you a lot.
And I’m going to want our babies to have you for a mother, so
yeah, married.”

“You don’t marry someone just to have their babies.”

“That’s just one of the reasons. I may have just met you,
but already I know I want to spend the rest of my life waking
up next to you. I love you, Em.”

“Oh Bret, I love you too.”

We kiss, and already I can feel my cock lengthening
between my legs. I need to take care of the condom before we
have a mess.



I lift up and stand next to the bed. “Can we do that again?”
she asks.

“Yeah. When we go into town we’ll get more condoms,
then we can do it any time we want.”

“You’re marrying me, right - I mean eventually?” she asks.

“As soon as I can get you to say yes, we’re getting
married.”

“So if I say yes now, does that mean we can have sex now
- without a condom?”

I freeze after I drop the condom into the trash. Unsure of
what I’m hearing, I walk over to the bed and pull her up so
she’s sitting next to me. “Do you understand what you’re
saying, Em?”

She nods her head. “That I love you. That I want to have
sex with you, I want your babies and yes… I want to be your
wife.”

Unable to believe my luck, I feel like I need to press it.
“Ya know, earlier you were talking about dating other men.”

Her hand goes to my cheek, and she forces me to look at
her. “I’m not Sophia. I want to live on this ranch. I won’t be
leaving you at the altar or the courthouse… whichever is
quicker, because I want you forever, Brett Barrett.”

“Forever, Emma. You’re going to be mine forever,” I tell
her right before I push her down to the bed and show her
exactly how much I love her.



Chapter 13
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can’t seem to stop fidgeting. This week has flown by, and
the chaos and the rush, rush rush and hurry has now ended

and culminated in this moment. I’m standing at the front of the
church. Not because Emma chose this but because I wanted to
give it to her. I didn’t want to marry her at the justice of the
peace. I only assumed that she’s dreamed about her wedding
day before. Haven’t most women? Well, it’s been a pact I
made to myself that I was going to try and make all her dreams
come true. Even if that means taking off my cowboy hat,
shining my shoes, and standing at the front of a church waiting
for her. I look over at Raymond and Peter. Neither one of them
are any help. They’re not happy about getting dressed up, and
they look like they’re ready for this to be over.

Emma stayed in town at Violet’s last night so it’s been
almost twelve hours since I’ve seen her, and that’s twelve
hours too long. The ceremony doesn’t start for another twenty
minutes, but my mind is going crazy. I may not be able to see
her, but I can at least talk to her… make sure she’s okay and
she’s not having any second thoughts.

Fuck, I don’t know what I’ll do if she changes her mind.
Chances are I’ll just follow her around like a lost puppy until
she feels sorry for me and takes me back.

The door I was told she would be behind is cracked open. I
don’t have any couth when it comes to Emma so I push it the
rest of the way. “Emma,” I say into the quiet room. There’s no
one here. Her sweet, flowery smell isn’t even in the room, so I
know she hasn’t been here in a while.



I start to panic. My heart starts to race, and I bolt out the
door and jog down the hallway, pushing open doors. “Emma!
Emma!” I holler over and over. In one of the rooms, I knock
over a vase, but I don’t care. Nothing matters until I find
Emma.

Violet swings a door open. “What in the world are you
hollering about? You do know you’re in a church, right?”

“Where’s Emma?” I ask her instead of answering.

She points over her shoulder inside the room. “In here.
What’s wrong?”

I hear Emma from the room, but I can’t see her. Violet
starts to move back and forth as if she’s blocking Emma from
coming out the door. “Brett, what’s wrong? Are you okay?”

I can only now start to breathe again. Hearing her voice
calms me like nothing else. “I thought you left,” I mutter.

“Left!” she exclaims. She pushes around Violet, and my
heart lurches in my chest. She’s absolutely the most beautiful
woman I’ve ever seen in my life. She didn’t want to waste
money on a dress, but I convinced her, and I’m so glad I did.
She looks absolutely beautiful in the white fitted dress. Her
hair is up, hanging in tendrils down her back. Violet must have
put makeup on her, and already I know it’s not going to matter
because as soon as I get a hold of Emma, it’s all going to be
gone because I plan on kissing every inch of her.

She literally takes my breath away and instead of reaching
for her, I grab on to my chest. “Emma, my God, you’re
beautiful.”

She puts her hand on her hip. “You really think I would
have just left.”

I hold my hands up innocently. “You weren’t in the room
that Violet said you’d be in. What else should I think?”

Emma looks over her shoulder at Violet and the guilty look
on her face. “What? I knew he wouldn’t stay away, so I
thought it would buy some time if he started looking for you. I
didn’t think he was going to tear the church down to get to you
though.”



We both stare at Violet until she throws her hands up and
walks down the hall. “I’ll be waiting on you in the church. I
guess since you’re not where you’re supposed to be you’ll just
bring her with you when you come.”

I nod at her, but my eyes are trained on Emma. “I’m not
leaving you, Brett Barrett. You’re stuck with me.”

“Do you promise?” I ask her, but I already know the
answer.

She takes a step toward me, and I take a step back. She
turns her head to the side and looks at me curiously. “What are
you doing? Why are you backing up?”

I clear my throat. “Uh, because I want to get married.”

She smiles. “I know, but that doesn’t explain why you’re
backing away from me. What’s going on?”

“I don’t trust myself with you, Em. I know as soon as I get
my hands on you that I’m going to throw you over my
shoulder and take you somewhere that we can be alone.”

She does a little skip toward me and grabs on to my hand,
threading our fingers together. “It will probably be the car,
because Violet has something planned at her diner for us after
this.”

“Fu—dge,” I say, remembering that I’m in a church.

“So…” she starts.

“So what?” I ask.

“Are you going to take me to get married or what? The
sooner we do, the sooner I get to kiss you.”

I nod my head, and before she knows it, I have her up in
my arms striding through the door into the church where the
pastor, Violet, Raymond, and Peter are all waiting. Emma’s
probably embarrassed. I know this isn’t probably what she
expects, but now that we’re to this point, I’m not letting her
out of my sight until she has my ring on her finger. And even
then it’s a little iffy.



I put her down, right in front of the pastor. “Let’s go,” I tell
him, and then Emma does blush. It’s obvious that I’m wound
very tight right now and what I plan to do as soon as this is
over.

The pastor clears his throat and goes through the vows.
When we’re getting to the end, where the pastor asks me if I
take Emma to be my wife, instead of the easy I do, I tell him,
“Yes sir. She’s mine.”

The small crowd laughs, but I don’t think it’s funny. I want
the whole town of Whiskey Run to know that Emma is now
mine.

As soon as the pastor says, “You may kiss the bride,” I
don’t waste another minute. I pick her up into my arms and
stride from the room. The way I plan on kissing her, well, we
don’t need an audience, and there’s no guarantee I can stop
with a kiss.

“I love you, Mrs. Emma Barrett.”

“I love you, husband,” she says right before she kisses me.

She was right: I barely made it to the car, but I made it.
Then I showed her just how much she’s mine.



Epilogue



I

Violet

wipe the counter harder as I think about what I’m about to
do. I hope I’m not screwing this up. Surely, after all the

couples I’ve managed to help get together, I’m not completely
wrong on this. They haven’t seen each other in four years, and
heck, they really didn’t hang in the same circles then, but I just
know these two are meant to be together. Plus, it’s not like I’m
going to set them up on a date or anything. Nope, I’m just
arranging for them to be here at the same time. If fate takes
over, fate takes over. If not, I’ll leave it alone.

“Hey, Vi! I have those books you wanted,” Sierra Jensen
says as she walks toward the counter. Sierra is the town
librarian, and even though I’m older than her, we have a good
friendship with a lot in common - such as our love of books.

“Thank you. I didn’t think I would be able to make it over
there today, so I really appreciate you bringing them,” I tell
her.

She sets the books down with a smirk at the cover of one
of the books I requested. “Look, don’t judge me. You know
romance books are my guilty pleasure.”

Sierra laughs. “Oh, I know. That’s actually one of my
favorite books.”

We laugh conspiratorially. “So what do I get for bringing
you books? A piece of cake, a shake, what are you offering?”

“Whatever you want,” I tell her. That’s one thing I’ve
always loved about Sierra. She’s always been confident with
her curvy body. Well, I can’t say always. She says that in high



school she wasn’t. But who’s confident in high school except
for the popular crowd, which the way she tells it, she wasn’t.

She’s staring at the cakes on the counter. “Cinnamon Blaze
apple cake. You know I can’t pass it up. And a coffee.”

I grab her a slice and a cup of coffee and set it down in
front of her. “So how are things at the library?”

“Quiet,” she deadpans and then starts heartily laughing at
her own joke. Her smile, just as her laugh, is contagious, and
we’re both giggling to the point I don’t hear the bell go off
over the door.

“Hey, Violet.” A man interrupts us, and I sober up quickly.

Sierra’s head turns so fast, I’m almost afraid she’s going to
hurt herself. There’s no doubt she recognizes that voice. “Evan
McCarthy,” she breathes out low.

When he turns to look at her, she sucks in a breath like she
doesn’t realize she said his name out loud.

He shakes his head, his eyes scrunched up. “I’m sorry. Do
I know you?” he asks.

Even from here, I can see Sierra’s heart plummet in her
chest. She’s no doubt devastated. The man she has pretty much
been in love with almost half her life doesn’t even have a clue
who she is. “No.” She shakes her head side to side. “Look, I
have to get back to work, Violet. I’ll see you soon, okay?”

She leaves her cake and her coffee on the counter and
almost runs from the place before I can even pack it up and
send it with her.

Evan looks from Sierra running out the door and back at
me. “What did I do?” He looks worried, and I start to feel bad.
I never should have done this. It definitely didn’t go how I
pictured it in my head.

“You didn’t do anything,” I tell him. “So a new security
system. Can you help me out?”

He holds his hands up. “Wait. Who was that? She looks
familiar, but I swear I can’t place her.”



I take a deep breath, already trying to figure out how I’m
going to make this up to my friend. “That’s Sierra Jensen. She
went to…”

He interrupts me. “High school with me. That’s Sierra?
The skinny girl with glasses and braces and her face always in
a book?”

I wince at his description. He’s definitely not holding back.
“Yeah, that’s the one. My friend that’s smart and beautiful,” I
add.

As if just realizing what he said and how it sounded, he
starts to backtrack. “I didn’t mean…”

I wave him off. “I know you didn’t. It was a long time
ago.”

“She was always nice to me. Helped me in English. I
wouldn’t have passed Mrs. Rigsby’s class without her.”

“That’s Sierra for you. She’ll help anyone. So can you look
around and give me a quote on what I need?”

He looks lost in thought, and his eyes keep going to the
door, but he nods at me. “Yeah, give me a few minutes. I’ll
take a look around and get out of your hair.”

“No rush. It’s a while before we get busy.”

He walks away, and my spirits sink further. I pack up the
cake in a to-go box, knowing that I’m going to have to
apologize to Sierra as soon as I can get away. The hurt I saw
on her face about killed me.

Evan walks around the restaurant and into the back. I work
until he comes back out. “I’ll put together a quote later today
and drop it off to you.”

“Sounds good.” I smile at him, nodding my head.

“Hey, I never did thank you. While I was in the service, I
received all the food and treats from the Whiskey Run
Homecoming Committee. I know you had something to do
with that, and I just want you to know I really appreciate it. It
meant a lot to have a taste of home while I was gone.”



I shake my head. “That wasn’t me.”

He stutters, embarrassed. “Oh, I just thought….”

“No, that was Sierra that did that. She sent the care
packages out to you every week.”

“Sierra.” He says her name real slow.

I’m nodding my head as I pour coffee into a to-go mug.

He leans onto the counter. “Where did you say she
worked?”

A smile starts to form on my lips, but I try to hide it. “I
didn’t. She works at the library. That’s actually where I’m
going now. She left her cake, so I was going to take it to her.
I’ll be sure to tell her you enjoyed the packages she sent.”

I grab the bag and cup of coffee, but Evan steps out in
front of me. “Wait. I’ll take it. I need to thank her myself, I
think.”

I shrug like it’s no big deal, but my heart is yammering in
my chest. This may just work. I hand the cup and bag over to
him. “Sure. Thanks, Evan. It’s good to have you back.”

For the first time since he walked in, he smiles. “Yeah, it’s
good to be back.”



Epilogue 2



Emma

One Year Later
How do you go your whole life wondering if this is it? Is this
really all I’m meant to do? Then all of a sudden everything
changes, and you have a happiness that you never understood.
Never even fathomed could be possible. That’s exactly what I
got when I met Brett Barrett. He’s taken care of me in more
ways than one. He helped me settle up everything with my
dad’s property and talking to the police. It seems I was worried
for nothing. No one wanted to put me in jail. As a matter of
fact, half the force apologized to me for everything I’d been
through and said they wished they’d known I was there instead
of out of town out of town with a relative like they thought.
Lost in thought, I kick my toe against the hard wood of the
porch to get my swing moving.

“You doing okay, Mrs. Barrett?”

I smile at Brett as he walks up onto the porch. I’m rocking
back and forth in the porch swing, and I hold it steady so he
can sit down next to me. “I’m doing good, husband.”

I started calling him that shortly after we got married. I’m
sure some people find it strange and old-fashioned, but for
someone that never dreamed she would have a man to call her
own, it means a lot. And just like always, any time I say it, he
opens his arm, and I snuggle into his chest. “It sure is hot out
today.”

I look at the ranch that has come so far in a year. The new
barracks is up. The roof on the barn makes it look almost new,



and the renovations that Brett has done to the house have been
phenomenal. He works from sun up to sun down, and I try to
get him to stop, but now he says he has someone to share his
life with, he wants more than anything to make this ranch a
success.

“You work too hard,” I tell him, even though I know it’s
like talking to a wall. The man is not going to stop. “You know
all I need is you. That’s all that matters to me. None of this
other stuff means a thing to me. The house was perfect the
way it was.”

He laughs. “So you want me to take out the dishwasher?”

I laugh with him. “I’m not saying that. I’m just saying, you
keep doing all this, but it’s not going to mean anything if I
don’t have you to share it with.”

“I think I’m done with all the renovations, at least until the
spring. I think I’m going to be pretty busy soon.”

He reaches over and rubs his hand across my stomach. As
soon as he does, I feel a kick, and I can’t help but smile. Our
son is already giving his daddy a hard time.

“Oh, he’s active today, isn’t he?” Brett asks me.

I roll my eyes. “More like you rile him up. If this is any
indication of what it’s going to be like when you and Baby
Barrett are together, I’m going to have it rough.”

“Rough!” He nuzzles my neck and breathes me in. “I don’t
think you’re going to have it rough. You’re going to have two
Barrett men treating you like a queen then.”

And he’s not wrong. Brett treats me like a princess you
would read about in a book. He makes sure to tell me every
day how much he loves me and how much I mean to him. He
goes out of his way to do anything he can to help me and be
there for me. In the beginning, I thought it was something to
do with Sophia, but it wasn’t long before I realized that he
forgot completely all about her. She’s like a distant memory.
He does everything he does for me because he loves me.

“You do treat me well,” I tell him, leaning into him.



“Because I love you…” he says.

I already know the answer, but I still ask it. “Do you ever
regret…”

He’s already shaking his head. “Not for one second. I don’t
ever regret anything when it comes to you, Em. You are my
entire world, and I’m happy just spending the rest of my life
on this ranch with you and our children.”

“Me too. I’m so glad that Violet brought us together. That
was pretty sneaky of her.”

He harrumphs. “We were destined to be together, Em.”

“I know that. I just mean, you have to admit, she has a
knack for these things.” I turn in his arms and kiss him. “I was
thinking…”

“Oh yeah? Well, that’s a good thing because usually when
you’re thinking, you’re thinking about me.”

He may be a little cocky, but he’s not wrong. I’m always
thinking of him. “Yeah, well, I was thinking when Baby
Barrett comes, we won’t be able to have S-E-X for six weeks.”

He grunts. He understands and would never do anything to
hurt me, but it doesn’t mean he has to like it. “I know that. I’ll
take care of you, Em.”

I stand up from the swing slowly with a little help from his
pushing me from behind. I hold my hand out to him. “I know
you will. But right now, I want to take care of you.”

He stands up instantly. “Well, you know I’m not going to
say no to that.”

I start to pull him toward the house when he leans down
and picks me up in his arms. “Rest, Momma. At least until you
get to the bedroom.”

I lean my head into his chest. The same steady, pounding
rhythm from our first time together is there, pounding against
my ear. He says he was captivated by me the second he saw
me. He thinks I saved him, but the truth be told, he’s the one
that saved me.
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