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        A Conservative Cowboy Saves A Zany Journalist. Has Cupid Struck Again?

      

      

      
        
        In the heart of Cupid, Texas, where the clash between tradition and quirkiness is as fiery as love itself, an unlikely duo is about to rewrite the rules of romance.

      

        

      
        Meet Jim Lawrence, a rugged cowboy with a staunch disbelief in superstitions and a penchant for a black-and-white world. Forced into a bizarre bet that involves dancing around the Cupid Statue at midnight, he never imagined it would lead to saving a spirited journalist, Shadow Wilson.

      

        

      
        Shadow, on a mission to unravel the secrets of the fabled Cupid Statue, finds herself stranded when her car goes up in flames. Enter Jim, the unlikeliest of heroes, and the unexpected catalyst to her upcoming exposé.

      

        

      
        As these two worlds collide, will the sparks of superstition ignite a love as wild and unpredictable as the flames that brought them together? Or will the clash of eccentricity and rigidity push them apart? Join Jim and Shadow on a journey where love defies expectations, and Cupid, Texas, becomes the backdrop for a romance that transcends the ordinary.
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      Jim Lawrence stood shivering nude in the cold night air, calling himself ten times a fool. A man of his word, this ill-advised, careless gamble could cost him his reputation. All because he lost a bet with his best friend, soon to be brother-in-law, Cody Graham.

      And now he waited for midnight in the city of Cupid's town square, wearing nothing but his birthday suit, about to do what the sheriff called the Cupid Stupid dance.

      Many people believed a ludicrous superstition that if you danced naked around the Cupid statue chanting some ridiculous garbage that the first woman you met was your true love. At this time of night what good woman roamed the streets? Not any woman he wanted as his wife.

      "This is the craziest thing I remember ever doing," Kyle, his middle brother said as he tossed his pants over a bench. "Drew better not back out is all I've got to say."

      Drew, their youngest brother, was a lawyer in Dallas but he had to attend court today. Or at least, that's what he told them. He would do the Cupid Stupid dance another time.

      His future brother-in-law stood off to the side grinning. "One minute till midnight."

      "Our sister did this?" Jim said still not able to fathom that Kelsey danced without her clothes and how Cody rescued her when the law showed up. Pulling his one hand from his work hat that covered his privates, he rubbed his arm trying to stimulate some heat in his frozen limbs.

      "Best night of my life," Cody said. "Picked her up running naked down the road."

      This time Jim was giving their sister a pass. But if she'd been arrested or anything else, he would have given her hell for risking everything on the chance that a fable would find her love. Yet he couldn't argue that she and Cody were crazy about each other.

      Somehow the night brought Cody and Kelsey together and for that Jim was grateful. Right place, right time, was the logical explanation.

      There was no way the tale would work the same for him. First, you had to believe in the hocus pocus. If a piece of rock could bring him a wife, then give him an oil lamp and he'd rub it until a genie appeared. Nonsense, utterly unbelievable nonsense.

      "I still think you tricked us," Jim said. "You knew she would say yes."

      "No, I didn't. There were no guarantees she would agree to marry me and you guys almost screwed it up."

      The memory of barging in on Cody and Kelsey made Jim realize his little sister was a woman. They almost lost Kelsey when she’d finally had enough of her brothers trying to take care of her and interfering in her life once too often. And they deserved her anger.

      Letting go was hard when you promised your mother and father before they died to protect the family. In the end, it nearly damaged his relationship with Kelsey. Life made him head of the household before he was ready and he'd done his best to make certain they all became good, honest people.

      After all, the Lawrence name was well respected in these parts and he prayed he didn't muck that up tonight.

      "Bet or no bet, I'm not running down the road like this," Jim said. Fewer than two minutes to get this done and then he was heading home. What a crock of bullshit.

      The only reason for this act of stupidity was to keep his word to Cody. Two laps and his oath would be fulfilled. He only hoped that Ryan, the town sheriff, didn't choose the witching hour to patrol the square.

      Glancing at his watch, Cody grinned at the two of them. In their birthday suits, their hands placed protectively over their junk, they bounced up and down trying to stay warm.

      "Thirty seconds," he said.

      "Screw this, I'm going," Kyle said. "The sooner we do this, the sooner we can put our clothes back on and go home."

      Jogging around the God of Love, the church bells began to chime the start of a new day. Jim kept his hat over his privates as he ran.

      "Chant, you have to chant," Cody called out to them.

      "Oh, Cupid-statue-find-us-our-true-love," his brother said in a smart ass singsong that made Jim laugh. Kyle, the family clown always managed to do things his way.

      "Oh Cupid-statue-find-us-our-true-love," Jim said joining in, his fingers and toes going numb from the cold.

      No, it wasn't winter, but early spring still had a nip in the air and the temperatures could drop enough to give a person frostbite. Especially when they wore no clothes.

      With a quick glance up, he gazed at the full moon in awe. Water gurgled in the fountain and he wondered how many other idiots had done this stupid dance, believing they would find everlasting love.

      There was no such thing. People died. Love died, and yet he continued, alone with no prospects. At thirty-five, life seemed to have passed him by.

      "Last lap," Kyle said as they ran past Cody.

      "Soon you'll meet your true love" he called after them as the fountain came between them.

      True love his ass. That emotion had been elusive as a brick of gold. Things happened, loved ones left, leaving you behind to carry on without them. First his fiancée, then his father, and eventually his mother.

      A naive, silly superstition was not going to find someone to ease the loneliness. Someone to spend his life with, a family, children, but most of all companionship. Crap, he was so freaking lonely, he felt like his balls went to Alaska and left him at home.

      Coming around the God of Love, he noticed Cody nowhere in sight, and neither were their clothes. Stopping, he stared at the empty bench, disbelief making his stomach tighten with a combination of fear and disgust.

      "Cody," he yelled. "You son--"

      "Come on, man," Kyle said, throwing his hands up in the air. "Really? Cody left us bare ass naked?"

      Shaking his head, he groaned. "I'm going to kick his ass the next time I see him. We ponied up. Nothing was said about making us run through town nude."

      With a sigh, Kyle said, "I'm two blocks from the clinic."

      Shivering, Jim made the decision. "Come on, there's some coveralls and a spare key in the truck. All I have to do is punch in the lock code on the door. I'll drop you off."

      "Let's get out of here before the sheriff shows up," Kyle agreed.

      Jim had achieved his pledge. Filled with angst, he kept his word, but you wouldn't find him naked in the town square ever again.

      Running toward the vehicle, ready to put his clothes back on and look at this night in his rearview mirror. Jim glanced around the empty street before he stepped out of the park.

      When they reached the safety of his farm vehicle, he unlocked the doors and Kyle jumped in. Setting the work hat on the seat, Kyle picked it up.

      "I'm borrowing your hat," he said covering his privates while Jim grabbed the set of overalls in the back. Quickly, he pulled them up and over him.

      "Keep it. It's yours."

      With a chuckle, Kyle said, "Don't mind if I do."

      Once he had on the tacky overalls, he sighed as he crawled inside. "Glad that madness is over."

      Quivering with cold, sitting naked in the seat beside him, Kyle glared into the darkness. "That sculpture has nothing to do with finding love. No matter what Cody says about him and Kelsey, dancing naked around a chunk of granite is not going to find happiness. An arrest warrant maybe. Take me to the clinic. There is going to be hell to pay when I find Cody Graham."

      As he started up the truck, Jim gave a nervous chuckle, knowing this little escapade could have ended so much worse. Suddenly, the sheriff's car drove down the street behind them and they turned and stared at each other. Another five minutes and they would’ve been singing from jail.

      Being hauled down to the courthouse without your clothes, would be disastrous to a man who drove the speed limit, paid his taxes on time, who didn't even remove the tag from his mattress. A rules follower, he didn't believe in breaking the law for any reason - but his word was platinum and from now on, he wouldn't be a betting man.
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        * * *

      

      Driving down the darkened, lonely highway, smoke billowed from beneath the hood of Shadow Heart Wilson's clunker car. All her mother's warnings of serial murderers stalking the highways at night looking for stranded women echoed like a slasher movie through her brain.

      What the crap did she do now? So close to town, she pushed the pedal even harder, hoping the vehicle would limp into Cupid, Texas.

      Flames licked the edges and the car glowed zipping down the highway. A loud pop sounded the speedometer began to drop.

      "Oh craptastic," she said, knowing she was at least two miles out of the town.

      Springtime in Texas, the rattlers were crawling, skunks foraging, and tarantulas roaming. Soon she would be stranded on a lonely stretch of road with no help in sight. Few cars passed in this desolate country this time of night.

      Smoke trickled through the vents filling the car and she choked. Fear clutched her chest, spiraling down her spine and she pressed on the gas - no response. The car was dying and if she didn't get out of here, she could be dying along with it.

      Maybe she could put the fire out. Save the vehicle that had taken her to college, been with her when she found her first job, gone with her when she left home for her boyfriend and driven her away from family.

      "Not now," she cried as it came to a stop on the side of the road. "No, not now. I need you."

      Coughing, she kept trying to fill her lungs, but couldn't draw enough oxygen. Putting the car in park, she glanced around, unsure what to do - hesitant to step outside. Turning the engine completely off, she hoped the blaze would die. It didn't.

      The gas tank is full...what if it blows?

      With sudden clarity, she knew she should get out of the car and put distance between her and the burning vehicle. Opening the door, she grabbed her purse, her keys and hopped out, praying no rattlesnakes slithered along the highway tonight.

      Running a short ways from the fire, she realized her suitcase, her laptop, everything she needed for the job sat in the backseat of her now fully engulfed car.

      The hood blew up into the air.

      "Oh my God," she screamed, wanting to get her things out of the blaze, but fearful of going back after them.

      The cold night breeze wrapped around her and she shivered from nerves and the chilly temperature. Her coat along with her things, all in the backseat. Lights shined on her and a big white truck approached. Oh no, here came the ax murderer.

      Grabbing her phone, she dialed 911. No wireless connection.

      What the crap? What kind of place had no cell service? A remote place. One where her body would never be found.

      The ranch vehicle pulled over and a muscular hunk of a cowboy jumped out, wearing a Stetson and overalls...and no shirt. Oh great, a freaking redneck serial killer who would slaughter her and leave her to die along with her car.

      "Ma'am, you all right?" he asked, pulling a fire extinguisher out of the back of his white truck.

      Scared shitless is what she wanted to say. "I'm all right."

      Walking toward her, she noticed his bare muscular arms exposed to the cold night air. Clean shaven, dark hair, with a strong jaw and a long straight nose and full mouth.

      With a deliberate scrutinizing stare, she memorized his features in case she needed to describe him to the police.

      Inside, she began to chant a mantra praying to a higher power to protect her from this handsome rescuer if he was a maniac on the loose. At this moment, prayer was all she had to keep her safe.

      Quickly, he started spraying the foam at the base of the fire.

      "Can you save it?" she said, knowing instinctively her request sounded ridiculous, but she loved her car.

      Glancing at her, his brows raised, his eyes confirming her craziness. "Ma'am, I'm just trying to keep it from blowing up. This car is history."

      With a dejected sigh, she watched him, pointing the flame retardant at the base of the engine.

      A few minutes later, his fire extinguisher sputtered out of juice, but the flames were gone, leaving only a smoldering shell of a car. Smoke eerily rose from the funeral pyre. The interior once tan, now smoldered a deep charcoal black. An ache in the pit of her stomach gave way to a moan of despair. Her car. Old, tarnished with plenty of miles on it, now was nothing but a shell.

      Striding toward her, she ogled how strong and muscular he appeared, the strut of his gait and the way his dark hair trailed along his forehead. A blackened smudge streaked across his cheek. If she had to die, at least the redneck was handsome as sin.

      "What happened?"

      All she could think: that was good question. There had been so little warning. And yet here she was stranded in the middle of nowhere with nothing but her purse.

      "One moment I was driving the highway, trying to reach Cupid, and suddenly the engine started making funny noises. Then smoke began to billow from beneath the hood," she said, staring at the car she adored for eight years.

      At one hundred fifty thousand miles, the vehicle had more than repaid her, but still she didn't want to purchase a new car. Earning enough money to live independently as a journalist was hard enough without adding on payments.

      "Did you pull over?"

      Shaking her head, her gaze darted back to him and she swallowed. "No, I kept going, hoping I'd make it into town before it broke down."

      With a little snort, he wiped his hands on his overalls and gazed back at the vehicle. "That car is going nowhere now. Would you accept a ride into town?"

      Trembling, she wanted to tell him no, but walking two miles into Cupid in the darkness, with rattlesnakes crawling...no way. The only acceptable thing to do was to accept his offer of help and pray he truly meant it.

      "Yes," she said, wondering if she would disappear forever. What were her options? Walk or ride with this stranger?

      He held out his hand. "Jim Lawrence. My ranch is not far up the road."

      "Shadow Wilson," she said, shaking his hand. "Thanks for stopping to help me."

      Doing her best to play nice, she thought his handshake firm, his grip steady. Wouldn't a murderer be anxious? A sweaty palm? Maybe she should text someone quickly and tell everyone goodbye. What if he saw her? She didn't want to make him angry.

      "Wasn't much I could do," he said, staring at her.

      Pointing at the vehicle, he asked, "Do you need anything out of there?"

      How about a pistol? Laughter verging on hysteria rose inside her. Never before had she considered a firearm, until now. Now the peace-loving girl inside her longed for security. "Yeah, my clothes and my laptop."

      "Are they in the trunk?"

      The enormity of what happened overwhelmed her, causing her stomach to clench in a painful knot. On her way to Cupid to write a magazine article about the fabled statue, which she’d heard about in college, when her car decided to have a fiery end.

      "The backseat," she said with a sigh knowing they were gone. "The computer is a couple of years old and I've been wanting to go shopping for a new one. But I hadn't planned on purchasing a computer while I'm here."

      A nervous giggle slipped from between her lips sending a tear sliding down her cheek. "Everything was in the backseat."

      His eyes grew large, lit only by his still running truck headlights. "The inside of the car is hot."

      Hysteria threatened to overpower her, but she took a deep breath and said her mantra over and over in her mind. "Lost my car, my suitcase, my makeup, and my computer. Nothing like starting over."

      "Where do you want me to take you in town," he said, taking her by the arm and leading her to his truck.

      "The Cupid Inn."

      Holding onto her elbow, she felt him tense as he helped her inside the massive ranch truck. The touch of his hand was warm and comforting. The fire must have unnerved her more than she thought for her to have this reaction to a possible serial killer.

      As he walked around the truck, she stared at the neat and tidy inside of his vehicle. Everything was organized. Everything had a place.

      The driver door opened and he climbed inside turning toward her. Watching him, she sensed he had something he didn't want to say. Pressing his lips together, he sighed.

      "The Cupid Inn was hit by a tornado last week and they're closed for reconstruction. The only other place in town is The Cupid Love Nest Bed and Breakfast, and last I heard, she's booked up solid. Besides, at this time in the morning, the owner would probably shoot us if we showed up."

      Shadow gazed at the man unable to comprehend her reality. There was no place for her to stay in Cupid? What kind of place only had one hotel?

      "Look, it's almost two in the morning. Why don't you come out to the ranch with me? You can sleep in the guest room. Tomorrow things will look better and you'll be rested. Then you can start dealing with the headaches of insurance."

      Staring at him, she took in his rakishly redneck attire. How many men wore overalls without a shirt underneath? Something about this picture seemed off, like she was missing a vital piece of the puzzle.

      And yet, he stopped to help her and had been nothing but friendly. She couldn't sleep in the car; the hotel was damaged and the only other lodging was full.

      Licking her lips, she came to the conclusion she had no choice. The next town was fifty miles up the road and she was tired. How could she expect after everything he'd done to drive her another hour to a city and back?

      Before they went anywhere, she would ask him the question that bothered her the most. Even if he lied, at least she would have tried to learn the truth.

      "Are you a serial killer?" she asked, her eyes solid on him.
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        * * *

      

      Unlocking the door to his family home, he watched the woman who thought he was a serial killer walk through the door. Of all the things he'd ever been accused of, that topped them all. By the book, straight as an arrow, no gray only black and white, Jim Lawrence a serial killer? Hardly.

      Lady, his yellow Lab dog bounded up to the front door. Shadow jumped startled.

      "It's okay," he said. "She's just checking us out."

      Reaching down, she petted her on the head. "Hi, puppy."

      "That's Lady," he said and realized he'd rescued her as well. Pushing open the door, he waited on Shadow before he followed her in, leaving the dog to trot back to the barn.

      Shadow walked through the door, gazing around at the large two-story home, her mouth gaping, her green eyes wide in her heart shaped face. A short petite little thing, the urge to run his hands in her long auburn hair, struck him and he pushed the thought from his mind.

      If he tried to touch her, the gesture would set off her nerves like an alarm clock and she just might go running from his house like the hounds of hell were chasing her. He didn't want to frighten her.

      Besides right, now he was tired. Tomorrow morning would be here before he knew and he didn't want to deal with any more drama.

      "Those cows we passed do very well for you," she said, standing in the foyer staring in amazement at his home.

      "My family has lived on this land for almost a hundred years. First my great-grandfather, then my grandfather, father and now me."

      The way things were going, it didn't seem like marriage and his own children played a part in his future. Sure, he dated, but had never found another woman he couldn't live without. Not like Chrissy, his fiancée. Maybe a person was supposed to have one great love in their life and his was over before it ever had a chance.

      With a glance, he watched Shadow staring at the inside of the Lawrence home like it was a castle and wondered about her. What kind of background did she come from?

      Silky red hair glinted in the light drawing him to her. Her hair appeared soft and tempting him to reach out and touch the auburn tresses. The woman seemed to be filled with incongruences that didn't go with the name Shadow. But where in the hell did the name come from? Who would name their child Shadow - a cat's name? What were the names of her brothers and sisters? Moon, Sunlight, and Milky Way?

      "There's a guest bedroom downstairs where you'll be sleeping. My room is upstairs," he said. "Let me show you your room."

      She followed him into the hallway off the kitchen, where he opened the door and stood back. "My sister was living here, but she's spending a lot of time at her fiancé’s house now."

      As she walked through the doorway, she gazed around the room, her eyes large, her mouth gaped wide with awe, her body rigid and tense. Uneasiness vibrated off her and somehow he couldn't blame her.

      Though he realized he was a good guy, she put herself in a dangerous situation, having to rely on the kindness of strangers. For all she knew, she was spending the night with a man who could prey on her vulnerabilities as a woman. While she didn't have to worry about him, he knew she must feel defenseless.

      "Thanks, your place is very nice," she said walking inside the room.

      "A bathroom is behind that door," he said, pointing to a corner door.

      She glanced around and he couldn't read if she felt uncomfortable or what was going through that pretty head. "Why don't you sleep late in the morning? Maria, my housekeeper shows up about seven. I'll do what I have to get done by ten and then we can go back and see if anything salvageable is left in your car."

      "That would be great. Tomorrow I'll rent a car and try to find someplace else to stay."

      "What are you doing in Cupid?" he asked, wondering what would bring a woman like her to their little piece of paradise. She didn't seem to be the right fit for a small country community.

      "I'm a writer," she said, her large emerald eyes gazing at him shyly. Timid, yet there seemed to be a strength about her. How many other women would have been standing outside watching their car burn without crying in hysterics?

      "Are you writing an article on the town?" he asked.

      With a shrug, she picked up a photo. "I'm doing some research. If I find something, I'll write a story, if not, I'll be on my way."

      A sense of relief filled him. The town of Cupid was not highly advertised for a reason. The people who lived here wanted their quiet little village to remain a bedroom community without a lot of industrial complexes or tourist.

      They were a ranching community. Hopefully soon, Shadow would have a rental set of wheels and be on her way. He could go back to his boring life, this momentary blip over.

      "I'll let you get some rest," he said, backing out of the room. "You need anything, I'm the first door after you come up the stairs."

      "Thanks, I'll be okay."

      At the door, it suddenly dawned on him. She had no clothes. Nothing but the outfit on her back. Whirling around, he glanced at her. "Would you like a T-shirt to sleep in? There are extra toothbrushes in the cabinet, but I could give you one of my T-shirts for pajamas."

      A smile crossed her face. "That would be wonderful."

      As he ran up the stairs to his room, a little spurt of anxiety rode his chest as awareness gripped his stomach making it tight. A beautiful stranger slept under his roof tonight. Yet he invited her when he learned she had nowhere else to go.

      Maria, would be here early in the morning and would make Shadow feel welcome. Until he trusted the woman, he wanted someone here to make sure she wasn't stealing them blind. From the looks of the poor woman's car, her writing was not exactly bringing her a lot of wealth.

      Grabbing one of his clean cotton T-shirts, he hurried back down. The memory of dancing naked around the Cupid statue came to mind and he refused to consider meeting Shadow had something to do with the God of Love.

      Tomorrow, when he saw Cody, there would be hell to pay for running off and leaving him with nothing to wear but a pair of overalls.

      Forced to help this beautiful woman, looking like a hick convinced her he must be a criminal. And she'd had the nerve to ask him, Jim Lawrence, cattle rancher, if he was a serial killer. A freaking bloody murderer. One more sin to lay at Cody's feet.

      A damn serial killer. Gut-twisting pain wrenched through law-abiding, Jim. Never before had anyone accused him of such a heinous crime.
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      Shadow awoke surprised as she gazed at the room she'd slept in. Rolling over, she felt the soft cotton of the T-shirt against her body and the memories of the night before came flooding back making her cringe inside. How Jim came to her aid and provided her a room to sleep in. This morning she was grateful to still be alive.

      Sitting up, she said a morning mantra giving thanks and gratitude. Yesterday, her karma had taken a Hawaiian vacation and left her stranded on the highway. Life interfered with her plans and when she finally got on the road, the sun had set hours before. And then the car fire, which could have ended much worse.

      Now her clothes were in a suitcase that last night smoldered, with no makeup, no curling iron, but worst of all, no computer. Her lifeline. The laptop a charred box of melted wiring, but her files all safely backed up off-site.

      Jumping out of bed, she took a quick shower hoping the smell of smoke would disappear, but was forced to put back on her dirty clothes. Today, she would have to find something else to wear.

      As she went to walk out the door, she saw the note lying on the floor. Reaching down, she picked it up and scanned the brief message.

      Shadow,

      I'll be back no later than eleven. We'll go check on your car and find out about getting it towed into town.

      Jim

      The man was a dichotomy. Who ran around in boots, overalls, and no shirt on? Especially when the night air was still cold enough to cause frostbite. Last night when he first drove up, she believed all her nightmares were about to come true. Even one of his pant legs were tucked down inside his boot. A real sign of a redneck.

      Shock gripped her, when the truck turned down the dirt road. Staring at the impressive ranch house, she wondered, did the redneck work or live here? At first, she thought he worked for the cattle farm and she wondered where she would be sleeping and then he'd shown her to a guest room.

      Opening the door, she walked out into the hallway. After the nerve wracking event, falling asleep had not come easy, but eventually she slept soundly.

      Stepping into the kitchen area, a dark haired woman sat at the table drinking coffee and her stomach clenched. With a sudden realization, she knew she never asked Jim about his marital status.

      Oh no, he was married. She'd poached on another woman's territory without meaning to.

      "Hi," the woman said with a welcoming smile. "Kelsey Lawrence. Who are you?"

      Stretching out her hand, she shook the girl's hand, worried a punch was coming her way for staying here.

      "Shadow Wilson," she said, feeling a bit awkward. "Your husband was so nice to pick me up last night."

      The girl started laughing. "Jim? He's not my husband, he's my brother. Wow, I didn't think the superstition would work this fast on him. It did for me, but Jim?"

      Confusion trickled like a river through Shadow, causing her to shiver. What she'd been told by her college roommate was dancing naked around the statue, brought you your true love. But redneck Jim? She pushed back her auburn hair. "What are you talking about?"

      "You and my brother," she said, raising her eyebrows.

      Suddenly it dawned on Shadow what the woman hinted at. Laughter spewed from her lips. "Oh no, after he rescued me, I spent the night in the guest room. My car caught fire and he stopped alongside the road and helped me."

      Kelsey grinned at her. "What time?"

      Why was she asking the time? What did it matter?

      "Close to one in the morning when he pulled up and used a fire extinguisher on the flames."

      The girl gleefully clapped her hands almost joyous, leaving Shadow uncomfortable that she would be so excited at her misfortune. Not wanting to attract any more bad karma, Shadow took a deep breath and released it to dispel the anger gathering in her center.

      "What's so funny? My car caught fire. There were no hotel rooms available, so your brother brought me back to his place and let me stay the night."

      Shaking her head, the girl smiled. "I'm sorry. I'm not laughing at what happened to you. That's tragic, but last night Jim and my other brother Kyle did the Cupid dance."

      "The what?" Shadow said, remembering what her friend in school revealed about the town of Cupid's God of Love dance, but confirmation of the tale would be fabulous. "What does that mean."

      Kelsey got up and poured them each a cup of coffee before she sat at the counter. Shadow took the seat across from her, wishing she could take notes. Certain this was the story she was pursuing. The article she wanted to sell.

      "Well, the superstition says that if you dance naked around the fountain in the town square at midnight you'll meet your true love. Cody, my fiancé made a bet with Jim that when he asked me to marry him, if I said yes my three brothers would dance around the Cupid fountain without their clothes."

      Shadow, who believed in all kinds of goofy karma stuff, had a hard time buying this superstition. How could a statue of the god bring the right man into her life?

      "Is that why when he stopped, he wore overalls without a shirt," Shadow asked, realizing he had no clothes on underneath those overalls. Naked as the day he came into this world. Which sent tingles spiraling through her like a swarm of ants.

      "Yes, you see Cody stole Kyle’s and Jim's clothes while they were doing their Cupid run. Leaving them high and dry with the hope they would each find someone to love." Kelsey smiled. "Jim met you."

      If this woman thought that meeting Jim alongside the highway meant she was his true love, she was crazy. For one thing, Shadow's luck with the opposite sex was dicey to say the least.

      "Yes, but it was under difficult circumstances. If he hadn't come along, I would have had to walk to town to get help. And he told me the hotel in Cupid had been damaged by a tornado. I had no place to stay."

      Taking a sip of her coffee, Kelsey's lips turned up in a knowing smile that made Shadow uneasy.

      Shadow's purpose for coming to Cupid was to write about the small town and the superstition, but she didn't expect to become part of the story. In fact, she avoided love or anything like it.

      Her momma, God love her, had revealed the dark side of emotion and men. Even her own experience had never been earth moving, stars exploding with declarations of passion. When she tested her crystals on men, many of them ran in the opposite direction, instead of embracing the cleansing ritual.

      "You know I truly believe there are things that happen to us that are directed by forces we cannot see. People or God wants the best for us, but I hardly think Jim picking me up on the road after my car burned is because of that Cupid statue."

      A smile crossed Kelsey's face. "Give it time. Things have a way of working out. If you're meant for my brother, he'll soon realize it and so will you."

      "Me?" she said, surprised. "I've got a story to deliver. Another novel due in two weeks, and well, now a new car to buy," she sighed. "Love isn't high on the priority list."

      Though seeing Jim step out of that truck, his dark hair glinting in the moonlight, his muscular body lifting the fire extinguisher like it weighed nothing had been both titillating and scary. Scary, because at the time, she feared he was a serial killer.

      Standing, Kelsey reached over and gave her an impulsive hug. "Come by the boutique later and we'll find you some new clothes. Right now, things look bleak, but I think you're going to be exactly what Jim needs."

      Shadow watched as she walked out the door waving as she went.

      "Oh, one more thing," she said whipping around. "My brother is as rigid as they come. He needs someone to loosen him up and live a little. Give Cupid a chance."

      The image of Jim came into her mind. Now, she understood why those terrible looking overalls didn't seem to fit him. All those naked muscles, hidden. Shame she didn't get a peek, but she would have probably run into the night thinking the worst.
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        * * *

      

      Not knowing when Jim would get back or who else would walk through that door, she retreated to her bedroom and pulled out her cell phone hitting the number for her editor.

      Todd answered the phone, and she couldn't contain the squeal. "I've landed in clover," she said laughing.

      "Shadow, you're supposed to be going to Cupid, not someplace called Clover."

      "No, no. Last night on the way, my car caught fire. The man who rescued me had just danced naked around the fountain. I'm here at his house and I'm going to find out as much as I can about the superstition."

      When the car died and Jim pulled up in his big ole truck, her heart almost beat its way out of her chest. Only this morning she realized what a lucky break she received. Maybe her karma hadn't gone on vacation after all. Maybe her luck had returned, changing for the better.

      "What time were you driving into Cupid?"

      "Almost one o'clock in the morning when the car decided it was time to check into the junkyard."

      "Driving alone that time of night is not safe for a woman. Are you all right?"

      Looking back, leaving Austin the next morning made more sense, but she wanted to get started. The plan to begin her research today and return home no later than Saturday, now didn't seem possible.

      But if she waited, she would never have run into Jim, who had such a close connection to the story.

      "Oh, believe me, I was praying the man coming to my rescue had no serial killer tendencies. Jim, seems like a decent man. He took me to his house to spend the night," she said, regretting the words as soon as they spilled out.

      "Shadow. You could have disappeared and no one would have been the wiser," he said. "Taking unnecessary chances to write this story is only going to get you killed. It doesn't pay enough for the risks."

      Odd, the man who fought her at every turn suddenly appeared concerned about her wellbeing. Todd cared about the magazine, and nine times out of ten, he rejected what she sent him. Strange he now worried about her safety and agreed the magazine was cheap.

      "Please say that again. Especially now that I need to buy a new car, a new computer, even new clothes. Everything burned up in the fire."

      Sadness gripped her chest at the thought of everything she lost. She loved her laptop and her car. Though her auto was only an object, a means of transportation, it was still her no payments vehicle.

      "Are you certain you’re all right?"

      What if she wasn't? What would he do, leave the magazine and come find her. No, his concern reflected his anxiety because she made him money.

      "Of course, or I wouldn't be calling you. About the story, I'm going to need more time to order another computer. There are insurance people to contact. And I must find a place to stay. Plus, I want to make this a two parter, at least."

      Silence filled the phone and she could feel his hesitation. Business Todd had control once again and the caring human being had left the call. "Before I decide on how many parts, I'll need to read what you've written to verify there is enough meat to this story. Only then will I determine whether to make it into a serial."

      "Oh, come on, Todd, you publish once a week. We could make this a three- or four-part serial and put out each installment in the next four weeks."

      He'd given her an opportunity like this once before and she'd botched it up royally. All she wanted was a chance to make things right between them. Get her footing back at the magazine.

      "You'll need to send me the entire article at once. Until the piece is in my hands, I'm not putting out anything."

      Now it was her turn to be silent as she thought about what he said. No story, no pay. This would delay her getting paid and right now with the expense of needing a car, she needed the cash.

      "Todd, my car is toast."

      "Understandable, but you missed deadlines before. You're not doing that to me again."

      "One time, I missed my deadline when I came down with the flu."

      "That wasn't the problem. The problem was you never finished the story, making our readers angry and upset that you didn't complete something you started. In the process of saving your butt, I almost got my own ass canned. When I have the article, then I'll see about publishing it."

      Sighing, she knew he was right. Yes, she never turned in the completed article. After complaining for months she was always gone researching a new article, she came home to an empty, stripped apartment. The boyfriend left for greener pastures, disappearing with the rent due.

      The stress had caught up with her and taken her down. Trapping her in that lonely rental unit with her mother hovering, bringing her soup every day. Thank God, her mom never moved in, only dropped by.

      Listening to tales of her mother's glamorized dating life was not something she wanted to hear at the time. Being forced to endure the stories while her mother took care of her, tested their love for one another.

      "Any possibility of an advance," she asked, knowing they didn't do them, but hoping just the same.

      Todd laughed. "No advance. Write me a good story. One the subscribers will love."

      "Anything for you, Todd," she said sarcastically and hung up.

      Picking up a pen and paper she started jotting down notes about what she learned this morning about dancing around the fountain. The Cupid Stupid dance...
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        * * *

      

      Jim stood looking at the blackened vehicle on the side of the road with Shadow by his side. Staring at the scorched ground around the car, he realized she was lucky to be alive.

      A visible shudder went through her. "I loved that car. Why did it die now?"

      "Something broke, probably a gas line from the looks of the fire," he said glancing at her. A petite little thing, the top of Shadow's head only reached his chin. And she must weigh next to nothing.

      "Do you want to try to salvage anything inside?"

      Shaking her head, she stared up at him, her large emerald eyes framed in her heart-shaped face, her full lips trembling. In the darkness, she seemed strong, but today, seeing the wreckage, she teared up. The urge to take her in his arms and kiss her overcame him and he had to give himself a mental shake.

      Shadow was different. She was not his type of woman.

      "All I want are my clothes," she sighed. "If they're salvageable."

      Opening the passenger door on the burned sedan, he pulled out her suitcase, squatted down on the ground and tried to open what was left of the bag while she watched. The zipper still worked, but most of the cloth had not survived. Inside, her clothes were nothing but ashes, her toiletries melted. Tears rolled down her cheeks. "Let's go. I've seen enough."

      Standing, he gazed at her. Last night, her eyes had become glassy, but she never really cried. This morning the reality of what happened had slapped her and now staring at the charred shell of her car, upset her.

      A little sob escaped her and he reached out and pulled her into his arms, holding her. The warmth of her feminine body fit against him and he rubbed her back as she sobbed in his arms. Her breasts were smashed against his chest, the smell of her enveloping him, causing his insides to warm, his blood to heat. After her shower, her hair smelled of sweetness, though her blouse and jeans still reeked of smoke.

      "Yes, I know it's just a car, but it was my first."

      "Hey, it's time for another one. My first car was my grandfather's rusted out 1985 Ford truck. The paint was peeling, but it got me back and forth to school. It didn't impress the girls too much."

      Leaning back, she stared at him and the most incredible need came over him to taste her. Full, ripe lips beckoned to him, and he almost groaned when her tongue flicked across her mouth in a tempting little gesture. A big rig sped down the road, the gust of air rocking them. The desire to protect her fired inside like a cylinder, causing his chest to clench, stunning him.

      Surprised, he knew they had to get busy or he would make a fool of himself. They still had many things to accomplish today. "We better go. We'll need to hire a tow truck to move the car to the impound lot. Your insurance adjuster can inspect what's left."

      With a dejected sound, she said, "That tornado, hail storm has them backed up for weeks. The adjustor told me it would be close to a month before he can work the claim."

      "What are you supposed to do until then," he said, stepping out of her arms and walking towards his truck.

      "I'll manage," she said.

      How, was what he wanted to ask her. Instead, he kept his mouth shut.

      "I'll call them again tomorrow to see if she has some answers for me."

      Reaching his truck, he assisted her inside and then hurried around to his side. Stepping on the running board, he lifted himself into the driver's seat.

      In fewer than ten minutes, they arrived in the bustling city of Cupid. As they drove through the town square, she gasped. "There is a statue of Cupid."

      "Well, it is the name of the town," he replied, recalling the memory of how he spent his evening dancing around said fountain the night before. A shiver of embarrassment and disgust rattled through him.

      His luck had held and somehow the sheriff didn't catch them and take him to jail. How long before someone stopped to help her if he'd been in jail? While anyone in Cupid would have helped, there were predators who roamed the highway.

      "Yes, but I had never seen it before," she said, staring out the window in awe at the God of Love.

      The growl of her stomach reminded Jim it was past noon and breakfast was early this morning. "Are you hungry?"

      "A little."

      "Let's grab a bite to eat at Braxton's restaurant," he said, pulling into a parking spot in front of the restaurant.

      "Sure."

      "Afterwards we'll hire a company to bring your car into town and we can visit my sister's boutique."

      "Kelsey came by while you were gone," she told him. "Said she would call you later."

      If not for Shadow needing some clothes, he would have avoided his sister's boutique. Because he knew she would be filled with questions, unless she grilled Shadow this morning.

      Oh yeah, Jim knew exactly why she wanted to talk to him. Curious to learn how his Cupid Stupid dance went. Except for the fact that her boyfriend was going to catch hell the next time he saw Cody, it was none of Kelsey's business.

      Walking into the diner, he placed his hand at Shadow's back and a tingle of heat slid through him. Twice today he felt that awareness. Was he so lonely that just any woman would do?

      Shadow came across as a free spirit and Jim was so far from that kind of life, he had no use for people who didn't have a code of ethics and uphold traditional conservative values. With a name like Shadow, she hardly seemed a person who lived a conventional lifestyle.

      "Good to see you, Jim," Taylor Braxton said, rushing over to him. "Who is this?"

      "Hi, I'm Shadow Wilson," she said, taking Taylor's outstretched hand.

      Oh, his sister's gossip circle would be busy tonight. Between Taylor, Meghan, and Kelsey, those girls could stir up more trouble. The kind he didn't need.

      "Are you visiting?" Taylor asked.

      Shadow laughed. "Kind of. My car went up in flames on the highway last night and Jim rescued me."

      Nodding, Tayler smiled. "That's our good Samaritan Jim. Welcome to Cupid. Have a pleasant stay with us."

      "Thank you," Shadow said as Taylor led them to a table.

      "The special of the day is chicken picante," Taylor said, placing menus in front of them and then turning to walk away and greet the next patrons who strolled in the door.

      Before she opened the menu, Shadow gazed around the cafe and frowned. "Is it true what they say about small towns. Everyone knows everyone else's business and how to fix it."

      Chuckling to himself, he knew she had a valid point, but still he enjoyed living here. "You could say that. But we also look out for one another."

      Excluding when your best friend steals your clothes while you're doing the Cupid Stupid dance. He would never say that to Shadow. The woman had enough problems to deal with for the moment.

      Fifteen minutes later, just as they were finishing their meal, Jim jerked when a man slapped him on the back.

      "Jim, how are you feeling this morning?" Cody asked, standing beside his chair with a grin on his face the size of Texas.

      "Be glad a lady is present or I would be kicking your ass, right now. The bet was to run around the Cupid statue, that did not include stealing my damn clothes."

      Not only had Cody failed him as a friend, he'd not held up his part of the wager. Everything that Cody had done went against Jim's belief system of right and wrong. Putting your friends in a dangerous situation that left them open to arrest was out of line, even as a joke.

      "Because you stole my clothes I was forced to wear overalls. She thought I was a damn serial killer," Jim said, his voice rising in the small restaurant. "Me."

      Cody laughed so hard, he grabbed his sides. "That's priceless."

      "Maybe for you, but not for me," Shadow said frowning at Cody. "Jim appeared scary in those overalls without a shirt."

      It wasn't until they reached the ranch that he realized just how frightened she'd been. Of course, for a woman all alone in the middle of the night, he could understand why she'd been on edge. But he'd never been thought of as a serial killer.

      "Sure, I took your clothes, but look, there's a beautiful woman sitting next to you. Which is more than you had yesterday," Cody said with a smile. Sticking out his hand to Shadow. "Since my future brother-in-law is not going to introduce us - I will. I'm Cody Graham. How did the two of you meet?"

      "Shadow Wilson," she said, her brows drawn together over her eyes like she mistrusted him. "This man helped me last night. When he pulled up and stepped out of his truck in those overalls, his arms bare, his muscles rippling, he looked ominous. For a moment, I feared I heard banjos playing in the background."

      Laughing out loud, Cody shook his head. "Believe me, this guy is a well-respected man of the community. I'd trust him with the city coffers and know we'd have more money in there than when he took office. You're physically safe with him. Emotionally..." He turned to Jim. "Are you now a believer in the Cupid Stupid dance?"

      What could he say. The vital piece of information everyone wanted to know, he decided to keep under wrap for as long as possible, because people would jump to all kinds of conclusions about him and Shadow.

      A beautiful woman, she was kind, a little ditzy in what he liked to call the whoo-whoo area of life - but overall a pleasant person dealing with a disaster the best she could.

      "No, I do not believe in the Cupid superstition," he said, determined Cody would not draw any deduction as to what happened last night. A nice girl, Shadow had nothing in common with the women he normally dated. Besides, he didn't accept this nonsense of a rock finding you true love.

      Cody scolded him. "Stubborn to the very end. Until Cupid hits you upside the head, you refuse to believe."

      "Excuse me," Shadow said, her voice rising. "Tell me why you think this superstition is true. What happens after you dance around this God of Love?"

      With a sigh, Jim observed Cody shaking his head and then he turned to Shadow. "The first person you meet is your true love."

      "I was the first woman you met?"

      "Yes."

      Nodding, she smiled at him and threw up her hands. "It's a superstition. Throw some salt over your shoulder and keep going. Love only occurs when two people fall in love. Not before. No statue is going to convince me any differently."

      He didn't know whether to feel relief or disappointment. Obviously, she wasn't into him anymore than he was into her. But still staring at her full luscious lips, he wondered what they tasted like.
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      Mentally exhausted from the day, Jim couldn't wait until they finished shopping for Shadow and got back home. Besides the nightly chores, there were things he needed to be doing. The bank statements had piled up, quarterly taxes to do, plus two months of Farm and Ranch Living to catch up on, not to mention Lady's pups were due any day now.

      Pushing open the door to his sister's boutique, he smiled at the ladies shopping. Since the opening, her clientele had been flocking to the store and profits continued to climb. For Kelsey’s sake, he hoped it continued.

      "Jim, Shadow, so glad you came by," Kelsey said. "Excuse me," she said to a client she was helping. "Let me, congratulate my brother and then I'll return."

      "Congratulate me?" Jim said. "For what?"

      "For a successful Cupid dance," she said with a grin.

      At least he was bringing enjoyment to his sister and Cody, since they were having fun laughing at him. "All I'm saying is, I honored the bet," he said with a growl, his stomach tightening.

      She ignored his comment.

      What did Shadow think now that she knew she was the supposed one he would fall in love with? "I brought Shadow here, thinking you could help her find new clothes."

      "Already started her a dressing room and put several items in there that I thought she would look lovely in," Kelsey said grinning. "Don't mind him. He gets cross sometimes."

      "No, I am not cross," he said, raising his voice, realizing he sure sounded that way. "My siblings like to get on my last nerve."

      All this Cupid nonsense made him nervous. Every time he gave his heart to someone, they died or left, and though he was lonely, he couldn't face another painful separation.

      Shadow laid her hand on his arm and gazed at him with those mesmerizing emerald eyes and he felt like the room temperature climbed over one hundred. "Don't worry," she said quietly, her voice almost soothing. A calming presence seemed to overcome him. "You rescued me. You'll always be my hero."

      That she thought so much of him filled his heart with warmth. No one had ever called him a hero before.

      "Does this mean you no longer think I'm a serial killer?"

      A deep, resonate throaty laughter sent a tingle of awareness trickling down his spine like a waterfall of sensuality.

      "What woman wouldn't have reason to be worried. Broken down on a highway in the dead of night, a man dressed like a redneck. No, I don't think you're a serial killer. In fact, I'm quickly learning you're a man with a big heart."

      The words filled him with pride and his chest swelled. She was right. If he truly did not believe in the Cupid superstition, then he should stop worrying that she was the first woman he saw after that silly dance.

      Concentrate instead on what mattered to him. The sound of her voice lowered his blood pressure, causing a relaxing effect on him, smoothing his ruffled edges and leaving him oddly content.

      Gazing into eyes the color of a Texas spring, an invisible cord connected him to Shadow. "I'm going to sit in Kelsey's office. Take all the time you need."

      Kelsey glanced at her brother, her mouth open, staring at him.

      Shadow gave his arm a squeeze and he turned and walked to the back of the store. As he passed the naughty closet, two women stood inside, giggling. Good grief, he couldn't believe his sister was peddling sexual toys.

      An hour later, he went out into the boutique to see how much longer Shadow would be.

      "Where's Shadow," he asked Kelsey.

      A giggle came from her lips and then she pointed in the direction of the closet.

      "Crap," he said, walking toward the room he wanted to close. Maybe he shouldn't go after her, maybe he should leave her in there, but he wanted to see her, find her.

      Sticking his head in the door he didn't want to enter, taking a deep breath, he stepped into the small room, and glanced around at the different lotions, vibrators, books and toys available for a couple.

      In order to use these, you needed a partner. Three long years had passed since Jim experienced the pleasure of a woman.

      "Jim, look at this. This is my favorite massage lotion. I've been looking everywhere for this brand. Smell this," she removed the lid and squirted the liquid in her palm. Rubbing her hands together, she took his arm and rubbed the oil on it. Warmth and a musky scent of mandarin orange and basil assaulted his tightly secured sexuality.

      No, he refused to get excited.

      "Isn't that delightful. They use jojoba, coconut, and almond oil. Don't you love the way it heats up when it's spread over your body."

      Soft satiny fingertips, rubbed the silky liquid into his arm. The image of them naked, slathering the warm oil over each other's body, her giving him a massage, filled his brain.

      With a sigh, he bit the inside of his lip to keep from groaning. Oh, please, no, he refused to get excited. Picking up a bottle, she added it to her growing pile of things she was purchasing.

      "I think I'll buy a bottle while I'm here and take home."

      Walking through the small closet, she picked up a vibrator, turned it on and held the wand against her neck. A moan sounded from her and he thought he would die right there on the spot. The image of her naked and using that vibrator on both of them, left beads of sweat forming on his forehead.

      Oh yeah, there was no denying it any longer, he was excited.

      Never one to believe these kinds of toys were necessary, he scoffed to himself. After all, if you knew what you were doing, who needed vibrators.

      A giggle escaped her. "Oh my, look at the erotic novels. I wonder if she has any of mine."

      His eyes grew large and he choked.

      Turning toward him, she gave him a quizzical glance. "Are you all right?"

      "Fine. Books you own?" he asked, his chest tightening, instinctively knowing, realizing before she even said the words.

      Chuckling, she stared into his eyes and said proudly, "No, I'm an erotica author. Writing women's fantasies. Imagining what would turn women on and hoping it sells."

      Oh my God, the woman wrote porn. She was sleeping over and...

      "Diego, welcome to my shop. How can I help you?"

      Maria's husband stood right outside the room talking to Kelsey. Jim didn't want him to know he was here with Shadow, hiding in the naughty closet.

      "Try this," Shadow said and a pulsating vibrator touched his arm.

      All he could think about was where that vibrator would be put to use. Yet, he never felt the need to share that experience with any of his lovers. At this moment, he wanted to experience using that piece of machinery on the woman standing next to him.

      "Shh..." he said pointing outside the door. If Diego walked in here and found him with Shadow, his employees would razz him mercilessly.

      As if sensing his tenseness, her brows drew together in a frown. "Jim, what's wrong? Here, let me try this one on you."

      Oh my God, the woman was running a male looking vibrator along his neck. Like he wanted a fake rubber dick on his body.

      "What do you think of that one? Do you like the one with the knob on the wand better than this one?"

      Why was she asking him? Was she planning an orgy tonight?

      "A man has no use for a vibrating rubber penis," he said, his voice quiet and stern.

      Mesmerized, he watched her emerald eyes grow larger and then narrowed. "Never hurts to ask which one you preferred."

      Like he cared which dildo she purchased. A real man didn't need no vibrating body part.

      In a lower voice, he said, "It's your decision."

      "Have you considered some lotions?" he heard Kelsey say. Fear catapulted through him, causing his heart to beat faster. What if they walked into the closet?

      "No, I would rather buy her lingerie," he said and relief surged through Jim as he released a pent up sigh. For one of his employees to find him in Kelsey's naughty room checking out sexual toys would be an embarrassment from which he’d ever recover.

      "Sexy lingerie is nice, but I'd prefer the lotions or creams or toys, you know something you can use together," Shadow said, picking up different objects and laying them back down.

      Why was she including him on this part of the shopping trip? Did she have any idea her rubbing and talking about vibrators caused his jeans to squeeze the life out of him. At the first opportunity, he was out of this hell hole and would sit in the truck.

      "Oh, try this one. There's a flicker on the end."

      Oh goodness, this was getting harder and harder along with his dick. The image of her naked using the lotion or vibrator on herself or him, had him almost exploding.

      Holding the vibrating penis up against his neck, somewhere inside he snapped. A growl escaped him.

      Pulling her to him, his lips crushed hers, his mouth consuming her as an explosion of need burst through him. Twisting her around, he pushed her against the door, pressing his hardened body against her, letting her feel all of him. All one hundred percent solid male, not rubber, and how she affected him.

      To be sexually aroused by her, he didn't require lotion or vibrators or anything else. Just the scent of her body, the touch of her hand made him hard as granite. And she'd teased him all afternoon until he reacted.

      The voice of his employee faded and in the background a door open and closed to the boutique. But he didn't stop. Oh no, he could go on and on kissing Shadow.

      "Jim, where did you go?" Kelsey called.

      For once, he didn't want to answer his sister. In fact, he wanted to ignore her calls, but feared Kelsey would walk in and find them in the midst of the hottest kiss ever. The urge to avoid Kelsey and continue experiencing Shadow's lips was strong until he realized he wanted to do something even naughtier than kiss Shadow Wilson.

      Shocked, he stepped back, released her lips and stared in surprise at the woman. His intent had been to keep her quiet, not kiss her savagely. He'd only meant to shut her up so they wouldn't be discovered. Damn that kiss had been explosive and way hotter than anything he could remember experiencing in years.

      "I'm sorry," he said, pulling her away from the door needing to escape before he said something really foolish. "I don't know why I did that."

      "Stop," she said, staring at him with her emerald eyes wide. "Don't ruin what happened by saying something stupid."

      She pulled his lips to hers and kissed him hard.

      What the hell was happening? Somehow, she had wrested control and was kissing him instead of him kissing her. This was not supposed to happen, but damn the touch of her mouth, set off an eruption of need.

      Leaning back, he broke the kiss. He stared into her eyes shocked. "I'll wait for you in the truck."

      Stepping away, he yanked open the door and strolled out at odds with what happened in there. All he meant to do was kiss her, but some kind of explosion just rocked his world.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, Shadow sat outside on the patio looking at the stars. Living in the city, it was hard to stargaze. Here there was no light pollution and it was such a pleasure sitting by a fire blazing in the outdoor fireplace, a blanket warming her legs, dreaming of where and what she would do once she left Jim's ranch.

      Music streamed from the playlist on her phone and occasionally she would hum along with the melody.

      "Mind if I join you," he asked, his deep, rich baritone voice sending shivers rippling like a waterfall down her spine.

      "Of course not," she said with a laugh. "It's your home."

      Glancing at him, she couldn't help but think about the kiss they shared at Kelsey's boutique. She'd been totally unprepared for the hunger that had rocked her when he slammed her against the door and devoured her mouth. Frankly, she'd been surprised. That kiss had been aggressive, searing hot, and she was stunned at her reaction.

      "Yes, but seldom do I come out here alone. Only when the gang comes over and we sit around the fire, drink a few beers and talk," he said.

      How neat to have a place where your friends gathered to suck down a beer and enjoy a rip-roaring blaze.

      "Look, a shooting star," she said excitedly. "Make a wish."

      Closing her eyes, she said a quick mantra for her article to be successful and for secrets to be revealed regarding the statue. Opening her eyes, she noticed Jim staring at her.

      "Did you make a wish?"

      "Hardly. I don't believe in wishes. Hard work gets you what you want."

      "Maybe," she said. "Everyone needs a little luck."

      "Perspiration and hard work create good luck," he said.

      "Agreed. 'But I, being poor, have only my dreams. I have
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