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            Dedication

         
         
            United States Army Lieutenant Colonel Monica Looney, badass sister of my heart, this one is for you. I infused some of your
               strength, beautiful heart, and sass into Sonya.
            

            I also borrowed that kickass saying about the 3 S’s you taught me.

            Told you it would end up in a book.

            Love you, sis.
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            Chapter One

         
         Austin stood in front of the small mirror he’d hung on the stable wall and drew the razor down his jaw, scraping away shaving
            cream and two days’ worth of whiskers. He rinsed the blade in a bowl of lukewarm water, ran it down the last section, then
            wiped his face clean with a damp towel. His hair could use a trim. A comb would do it a hell of a lot of good. Eyedrops would
            erase the red from his eyes. But not even the four ibuprofen he’d taken an hour ago could eradicate the headache raging through
            his skull.
         

         
         Until two weeks ago, his sleepless nights occurred courtesy of a bottle of whiskey. But he’d put the bottle down and was on
            the cusp of piecing his shattered life back together.
         

         
         One of those broken pieces from his past walked in through the barn door that hung off-kilter on one hinge like a drunk propped
            against a bar.
         

         
         He’d been that guy. But not anymore.

         
         “Lookin’ good, Austin honey.” Kelly’s voice evoked a lot of memories. Not all of them good.

         
         Her gaze swept over his chest, down his abs, and landed on the button on his jeans. “You are a sight to behold.” Her tongue
            swept over her red painted lips. For a split second he remembered how those lips used to wrap around his cock.
         

         
         But not anymore.

         
         Lust turned to resentment and set his back teeth to grinding.

         
         Wearing a pair of worn jeans barely hanging on his skinny hips and nothing else, he felt naked under her lascivious gaze.
            He’d lost some weight these last many months drinking and living hand to mouth, hoping he came up with enough money to pay
            for groceries.
         

         
         Yes, he’d been humbled, going from living large with money overflowing his bank account to scraping by. He’d taken any odd
            job he could find without his father finding out and retaliating against the person who’d graciously hired him. Most everyone
            in these parts wouldn’t dare cross Walter Hubbard. Not when most of them did business with Hubbard Ranch or worked for Blue
            Mining. Those few brave souls who hired him did so because they wanted to take Austin down a peg or two.
         

         
         After his grandfather died and left Austin this ranch, his father fired him from the family business and kicked him out of
            his home. His father wanted the ranch with a passion and vengeance Austin never saw coming.
         

         
         But he held on. The ranch was the one thing that was still his, though the money ran out and so did Kelly. This dump wasn’t
            the home Kelly imagined they’d live in after getting married. She expected the same kind of life he’d lived at his father’s
            place, Hubbard Ranch, where the good life and their future seemed so easy to imagine.
         

         
         Here at his grandfather’s dilapidated place, you needed a fantastical imagination to see its potential.

         
         He also needed an investor willing to take a chance on someone who’d hit rock bottom but dreamed big.

         
         He still had a few people who believed in him, like his best friend Noah’s girlfriend, Roxy, who thought he could make this
            place great again. She was an amazing woman with a huge heart and an even bigger bank account. He didn’t know what he’d done
            to deserve it, but Roxy wanted to partner with him and turn this pile of dirt and rotten wood back into a modern working ranch.
         

         
         Kelly had walked away because she didn’t believe in the dream or him.

         
         She never gave him a chance to turn this place into what she wanted. What he’d promised her. Abandoned by his girlfriend and
            disowned by his father in a matter of weeks, beaten down by his father sabotaging his chances for work, yeah, he’d given up
            and slowly drowned in a bottle and his going-nowhere life.
         

         
         “What are you doing here? Last time we spoke, you said you’d never step foot on this shit pile again.”

         
         Kelly pasted on a pretty pout, not an ounce of regret in her eyes about what she’d said to him. “I wanted to see how you’re
            doing. Can’t I come by to check on a friend?”
         

         
         “You think we’re friends?” When he lost everything, he found out just how many friends he truly had, and she wasn’t one of
            the few who stuck by him.
         

         
         “Don’t be like that. How can you still be angry at me? I wanted you. I wanted a ranch and family of our own. You refused to
            see that this place wasn’t going to be our place. All I wanted you to do was sell it and give your father what he wanted.
            Put a stop to your feud. We could have bought a new home, got married, and had the life we wanted. It was stupid to hold on
            to this place out of spite and nostalgia. It’s just a piece of land.”
         

         
         That last part struck him like a gut punch. “To you. Not to me.” They’d had this same argument dozens upon dozens of times.
            “My father took away everything from me because he wanted to take the one thing that actually belongs to me. This land belonged
            to my mother’s father, and his father before him. I won’t sell it.”
         

         
         “Everyone knows you don’t have the money to save it.” The pity look pissed him off.

         
         “He’s made sure of that.” Bitterness filled his words and every fiber of his being.

         
         “So you lose it to him anyway. It’s useless and stubborn to keep holding on to something when it’s already lost.”

         
         He didn’t want her or his father to know about his new partnership with Roxy. Let them find out when the work finally began
            and he had his operation up and running. He’d show Kelly, his father, everyone that he could rise from the ashes and rebuild
            this place. He had the skill, the drive, and the money if Roxy came through the way she’d promised.
         

         
         “Did you get dressed up and come all the way out here just to call me names and tell me how stupid I am again?”

         
         He appreciated her sexy legs sticking out the bottom of that flouncy white skirt and the way her breasts rose above the low-cut
            dark blue top. He’d bought her the brown boots with the embossed roses on the sides when he’d had money to burn. Her blond
            hair was curled into thick rings and was tousled to look like she’d just been tumbled good in bed.
         

         
         He’d messed up her perfectly styled hair and wrinkled her clothes in all sorts of ways when they were together. He wondered
            if she’d come here to rekindle the old fire. Before his brain had time to process what a bad idea that was, she stepped up
            close, wrapped her arms around his neck, pressed her soft breasts against his bare chest, and kissed him with a slow sexy
            sweep of her tongue along his bottom lip.
         

         
         She knew how to tempt him. He’d been living in a sexual drought for a good long while now. So he didn’t move and enjoyed the
            brief moment of feeling desirable and wanted.
         

         
         She’d burned him in the past, so had many others, and a subtle alert went off in his mind.

         
         She kept her body plastered to his and leaned back to look at him. “What’s wrong, honey? You never used to hesitate to take
            what you wanted.” She nudged her belly against his neglected, but eagerly growing dick.
         

         
         He was always ready to bed a beautiful woman, but something didn’t feel right.

         
         Kelly had never been this . . . calculated.

         
         Why come back now?

         
         Nothing had changed in his life or with his circumstances.

         
         Unless she’d found out about Roxy partnering with him. But he hadn’t told anyone, and Roxy wanted to keep things quiet. She
            didn’t need everyone else in town gossiping about how she used the money she earned from the notorious Wild Rose Ranch brothel
            she owned outside of Vegas.
         

         
         “Why are you here now? I’m still broke and you still don’t want to live here.”

         
         She leaned in and kissed him again. He tried not to get sucked in by her familiar scent and lush curves pressed against him.

         
         “This hasn’t changed. I want you. You want me.”

         
         His body wanted the release and relief, but the passion and need he once felt for her didn’t rise up and drive him to fill
            his hands with her soft breasts and thrust his aching cock into her welcoming heat.
         

         
         Her hand slid over his hard stomach, dipped into his jeans, and ran down the length of him. She gripped him in her hand and
            stroked up and down, her mouth planting hot, wet, openmouthed kisses down his neck and over his chest. “You know you want
            more.”
         

         
         She hooked her leg around his hip and used her free hand to take his and slide it up her thigh and under her skirt to her
            bare bottom. All that silky skin at his fingertips made him grab a handful of ass and press her closer.
         

         
         She undid his jeans and freed him. “That’s it. Give it to me.”

         
         His body wanted to give her a good hard fucking right here, standing up in the dusty barn. But his mind started adding things
            up. One and one still equaled two, but her and him doing this right here, right now didn’t add up to anything good happening
            after the deed was done.
         

         
         She never showed up to any of their dates with no panties and I-can-paint-your-dick-red lips. She flirted but never took an
            aggressive lead with him for sex. He’d had to talk her into making love on a picnic blanket under a tree on a secluded spot
            on the ranch. She’d been afraid someone would see them.
         

         
         All this shot through his mind and his hands went to her hips as one final thought blared in his brain. She always, always
            insisted on a condom because she didn’t want to have children until they were good and married. So a split second before she
            encased him in her slick core, he set her away and zipped his jeans.
         

         
         “What the hell is going on here?” His mind identified the clues, but he didn’t see the whole picture.

         
         “Why did you stop?” Her cheeks flushed pink. She took a step toward him, her hand reaching for his neck.

         
         He sidestepped before she backed him into the wall and faced her, standing just out of her reach.

         
         Her gaze dropped to his thick erection, then back up to his face. “You still want me.”

         
         “My dick’s not broke the way I am. I don’t have a dime to my name. Seems to me, you cared more about that than fucking me
            anymore, so why don’t you tell me why you’re all of a sudden all hot and bothered over me to the point you haven’t insisted
            I wear a condom.”
         

         
         “I’m on the pill.”

         
         “Bullshit. We had this talk a long time ago. You can’t use the pill because it messes up your system so bad. Try again.”

         
         She huffed out a breath and flipped her long blond hair over her shoulder with a careless flick of her hand. “I can’t believe
            you remember that.”
         

         
         “Important talks like that kind of stick with you, especially when you made it clear no kids before marriage.”
         

         
         She pressed her lips together and eyed him before the stiffness left her shoulders and they slumped. “I want to get pregnant.”
            Her lips tilted into a lopsided frown. “We want a baby.”
         

         
         “We.” For the first time, he saw the diamond ring on her finger. How he’d missed the dime-sized rock, he didn’t know. He’d been
            too stunned to see her and distracted by her attempted seduction to take in the details that had helped set off that alarm
            in his mind.
         

         
         “I’ve been seeing someone. He’s good to me. He loves me and wants to give me everything I ever wanted.” Her eyes pleaded with
            him to understand. Like it wasn’t personal she loved someone else now.
         

         
         Despite what happened between them, he wanted her to be happy. “If that’s the case, why the hell are you here cheating on
            your fiancé?” His stomach soured with the thought of touching someone else’s woman. He didn’t do those kinds of things. He
            believed in being faithful and telling the truth, even when it hurt and meant the end if you wanted out.
         

         
         “He wants another child but he had a vasectomy years ago. He had it reversed but the doctors told him his low sperm count
            would make it difficult to conceive a baby. We talked about alternative ways to get pregnant and he encouraged me to see you.”
         

         
         IVF. Surrogacy. Sperm donor. Adoption. Take your pick of available options. But send your fiancée to another man?

         
         No man who truly loved his woman would share her with another man.

         
         That alert he got earlier turned into a full-on alarm in his head. His chest tightened with a weight he didn’t want to carry
            because he suspected where this was going and he didn’t want to believe it. It couldn’t be true.
         

         
         “Why me?”

         
         “We have a history. I always thought we’d make beautiful babies. We’re not together, and things for you haven’t exactly worked
            out the way you wanted. I’m ovulating. I thought we’d have one last good time.”
         

         
         “And what? You’d never tell me about the baby?” Every breath made him ache more.

         
         “With the way your life is now, you can’t take on that responsibility or financial burden.”

         
         He didn’t know this callous, calculating woman.

         
         “My fiancé and I would love and care for the baby. He’d want for nothing.” She moved closer and put her hand on his chest.
            “Please, Austin. You know how much I want this.”
         

         
         He slapped her hand away. His heart thrashed in his chest and his mind screamed, No. This could not be happening. It couldn’t be as bad as it appeared. But he had to know the full truth and what she’d planned
            to keep from him as long as she could before it all came out. Because secrets like this always came out.
         

         
         “Who put that ring on your finger?” His mind screamed, You don’t want to know.
         

         
         Her gaze dropped to his boots. “We’ve kept our relationship quiet.”

         
         He pointed to her hand. “Astronauts can see that ring from space. You really think you’re being discreet?”

         
         “Austin, who I’m with doesn’t change the fact this is what I want. You don’t have to take responsibility for the child. Ten
            minutes and your work is done.” A plea filled her eyes. “I know that sounds insensitive, but men get women pregnant all the
            time and don’t have anything to do with the child.”
         

         
         She sounded like a lunatic.

         
         “And you think I’m that kind of man.” It hurt that someone would believe that about him.

         
         “I want a baby, Austin. This is the most expedient way to get one. You and I care about each other, which makes this easier.
            You’re a good guy. You want me to be happy. So please, help me have a baby.”
         

         
         Despite what she thought of him and the hurtful words, though she really had no idea how much they stung, he did want her
            to have everything. Maybe some guys would see the upside of having sex with a beautiful woman and walking away. But he would
            never turn his back on a child the way his father had turned his back on him. That she didn’t see that hurt more.
         

         
         “No.”

         
         Surprise filled her eyes, but his rejection didn’t squash her determination. “I’ll pay you.”

         
         The desperate words slammed into him with the force of a knife plunging into his chest. “Not only no, but fuck you. I’m not
            some stud for hire.” The thought sickened him.
         

         
         For the first time, he understood how Roxy felt when people accused her of being a prostitute.

         
         “Ten thousand dollars.” She clasped her hands in front of her like she prayed he’d accept. But her desperation spoke of more
            than her desire to have a child.
         

         
         She needed him to say yes.
         

         
         He wouldn’t play Kelly’s whore for any amount of money. And he wondered, like the ring, where she got that kind of cash. “Who
            is your fiancé?”
         

         
         She shook her head and backed up a step, too afraid to tell him.

         
         And that’s when the rage exploded inside him as fast as the truth lit up his mind.

         
         He shot forward, tilted her chin up with the tip of his finger, and made her look at him. “Who is it? Say it,” he dared her.

         
         Tears filled her eyes. Her gaze strayed over his shoulder and she whispered, “Your father.” Those two words blasted through
            his mind and constricted his chest. He couldn’t breathe for trying to contain the fury burning inside him.
         

         
         Before he lost his head, he released Kelly and turned his back on her.

         
         His own father had taken up with his ex-girlfriend and wanted Austin to sire a child that he’d raise. The thought turned his
            stomach and sent bile to the back of his throat.
         

         
         Over my dead body.

         
         “He wants my child.” He spit out the vile words.
         

         
         “You two are so stubborn. You won’t sell. He refuses to leave his estate or the companies to anyone but family.”

         
         “So long as that family isn’t me.”

         
         “Do you blame him?”

         
         Austin spun around to face her. “Yes! Why do I have to bend and give up what’s mine? Why do I have to do what he says because
            he demands it? Why can’t I have what’s mine and make something of it? I busted my ass working for him. I did everything he
            wanted from the time I was a child to running the operations. But this one thing he can’t let go of. Why?”
         

         
         Kelly held her hands out and let them drop to the sides of her thighs. “I don’t know. I tried to change his mind, but he won’t
            let it go.”
         

         
         “Instead, he doubles down on humiliating me by seducing my ex-girlfriend, then sends her here to fuck me for my baby. He hasn’t
            taken enough, he wants my child, too!” Anger stung his throat as those ridiculous words burst out his mouth.
         

         
         “The child would be his grandson. He’d get everything.”

         
         “And that’s all that matters. You get what you want. He gets what he wants. What about what I fucking want?” He yelled so
            loudly he was sure the rickety rafters overhead vibrated with his rage the way his whole body shook with it. “I would never—EVER!—give
            up my child. Anyone who thinks that of me doesn’t know the real me. And that includes you.” He took a menacing step toward
            her, his body rigid and begging for a fight it wouldn’t get. “How could you come here with his ring on your finger and think
            I’d ever want to touch you, let alone have a baby with you? I don’t even want to look at you. Get out.”
         

         
         She reached for him again, but he stepped back. The thought of her ever touching him again sent a shiver of revulsion through
            him.
         

         
         “Get out!”

         
         This time he was sure his fury would bring down the roof.

         
         She spun on the heels of the boots he’d bought her, her skirt flaring out, showing off a lot of thigh. She’d come here hoping
            he’d knock her up without a second thought and she’d walk out with his child and raise it with his father.
         

         
         He didn’t think Kelly or his father could hurt him more than they had when they abandoned him, but this twisted deception
            they’d tried to pull over on him hit hard and cut deep.
         

         
         He waited for the sound of her car to fade before he walked out of the barn and headed for his pathetic bed on the porch of
            the hoarder house he couldn’t stand to go in and the bottle he’d left under the cot and hadn’t touched in two weeks.
         

         
         He needed a drink.

         
         Or ten.

         
         There might not be enough whiskey in Montana to make him forget what just happened.

         
         His life couldn’t get any worse than this. Right?

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Kelly slammed the front door and threw her purse on the console table, knocking over a vase filled with giant white mums.
            Water spread across the table and dripped onto the marble floor, spreading toward the expensive rug. She cursed and stomped
            her foot, her hands fisted at her sides.
         

         
         Nothing went her way today.

         
         The office door to her right opened and she inwardly cringed. She hated to disappoint Walter. He’d blame her for not getting
            the job done.
         

         
         She didn’t like hurting Austin. It tore at her heart, because she still cared about him. She always would. But she wanted
            a baby to please Walter and earn his praise. She wanted to feel that light of appreciation and acceptance he’d made her feel
            when they started seeing each other. It had waned recently with the stress of trying to get pregnant.
         

         
         She hoped to change that today but she had failed miserably.

         
         “Kelly. You’re back.” Surprise filled his eyes and words. He held up his hand. “Look.”

         
         She stared at the golf ball–sized raw sapphire surrounded by several smaller ones in his palm. His eyes were alight with sheer
            elation. He didn’t look at her the way he did his coveted sapphires with that much enthusiasm.
         

         
         “They’re great.”

         
         “There’s more where this came from.” And he looked like he couldn’t wait to go back where he found them and dig for more.

         
         He finally focused on her and studied her face. “So that was quick.”

         
         She didn’t respond. She didn’t know what to say.

         
         “Well?”

         
         Embarrassment and humiliation swept through her once more, heating her face, but this time a wave of disappointment and defeat
            came with it. “He turned me down.”
         

         
         Walter looked her up and down, his displeasure evident in his cool gaze and tense jaw. “I hope not for lack of trying.”

         
         When they’d first discussed using Austin to get pregnant the plan seemed so easy. She got the baby and the man who could give
            her the home and life she wanted. Sleeping with Austin again intrigued her because they’d always been great together in bed.
            And she’d spent countless hours thinking about their life, future, and children. If she couldn’t have that life with Austin,
            having his child would give her at least part of that dream and make her memories of him even sweeter.
         

         
         But things hadn’t gone as planned and she left Austin feeling like someone she didn’t recognize. She didn’t use people. She
            didn’t lie to Austin. She didn’t cheat.
         

         
         And that Walter had asked her to lie, cheat, and steal left her shaken and disturbed, wondering how she’d allowed herself
            to be talked into treating Austin with callous calculation.
         

         
         Walter continued to eye her, staring hard and waiting for her to explain, like he couldn’t believe she’d failed, when failure
            was not an option. He expected her to get it done so they could move on and have their family.
         

         
         She tugged her skirt down an inch in a futile attempt to cover her legs. “I thought I had Austin right where I wanted him.”

         
         “And?”

         
         She didn’t want to go into detail, wanted to spare him—and her—the . . . uncomfortable play-by-play. “He stopped just before . . .
            you know.”
         

         
         “Why? What did you do that made him stop?”

         
         She brushed her hand against her thigh, feeling the echo of Austin’s hand on her. It washed away with the memory of the scorn
            she’d seen in his eyes. “I didn’t do anything. He just stopped and thought about what we were doing and why.” She touched
            her fingers to the diamond ring that seemed heavier to carry today. “He figured it out.”
         

         
         “Figured what out?”

         
         “That I wanted to get pregnant.”

         
         Walter tilted his head, but his intense gaze never wavered from her face. “How did he possibly arrive at that conclusion?”

         
         “I didn’t insist he use a condom.”

         
         Walter stared down at her clasped hands. “And you didn’t think to take off my ring.”

         
         She clasped her hands. “I guess I was too preoccupied with seducing your son.”

         
         Walter stuffed the gems in his pocket, then reached out and jerked one of her hands free. Shocked by the abrupt move, a wave
            of adrenaline shot through her system.
         

         
         He pulled her toward the stairs and she trudged after him, unsure of his intent. “Well, since neither of you got the job done,
            I suppose it’s up to me to do it right.”
         

         
         His attempt to make that sound seductive and not like an insult fell flat to her ears. Especially after what she’d done, his
            readiness to send her to Austin in the first place, and his reaction to the news she hadn’t slept with his son.
         

         
         At the foot of the stairs, he stopped and pulled her close. His hand slid down over her hip. His fingers gathered her skirt,
            pulled it up, then slipped beneath and brushed over her thigh. His soft kiss eased her fast-beating heart and drew her back
            into the connection they shared. He cupped her bottom, his fingers an inch from her warming core. “I will always give you
            everything you need, everything you want.”
         

         
         She settled into him and the hypnotic and seductive way his fingers traced circles on her soft skin, infinitesimally moving
            closer to her building heat.
         

         
         “With me, everything is possible.” He dipped his hand lower and thrust two fingers into her slick core. The intrusion shocked
            her and sent a wave of lust through her throbbing system. “I will never leave you wanting.”
         

         
         As he played her body to his tune, for the first time a niggling suspicion rose to the forefront of her mind. Did he want
            to please her and give her everything she wanted, or was he using her to get what he wanted?
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Sonya stood over the man she’d come here to help. She held a pitcher of water in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other.
            Austin snored like a snorting pig who’d wallowed in a bottle of whiskey. The putrid stench coming off him wasn’t much better
            than a team of swine, or the smell coming out of the packed-with-crap-to-the-rafters house. Lying on the cot, one booted foot
            on the ground next to the discarded food container, his dingy gray shirt stained with fried-chicken-grease streaks from his
            fingers wiping across it, Austin slept like the dead.
         

         
         The noisy dead.

         
         Her sister Roxy warned her Austin wouldn’t be an easy project, but Sonya didn’t expect she’d have to save a drowning man from
            the bottom of a bottle.
         

         
         Roxy thought Austin was on board with this crazy venture. She claimed he’d cleaned up his act and quit drinking.

         
         He should have been expecting Sonya.

         
         Well, he wasn’t expecting this.

         
         She dumped the cool water over his face and chest.

         
         “What the hell?” Austin sat up, sputtering. He wiped his hand over his drenched face and raked his fingers through his oily
            hair. He squinted his bloodshot eyes against the bright morning sunlight, twisted, and stared up at her. “What the hell?”
         

         
         “You said that already.” She stared into his striking blue eyes. The anger faded to pure male appreciation when his gaze dipped
            from her face and traveled down her body. She didn’t want to feel the warmth that look spread through her system. “Drink this.”
            She handed him the steaming paper coffee cup. “The trucks are here.”
         

         
         As if on cue, the Dumpster trucks turned into the drive, followed by the crew she’d hired to help clean out the house. Another
            truck would arrive later today to haul away anything worth donating.
         

         
         “Who the hell are you?”

         
         “Sonya. Roxy sent me. Remember?”

         
         Austin rubbed the heel of his hand into his eye socket. “Vaguely. She said Tuesday.”

         
         “It is Tuesday.”

         
         Austin gazed up at the sky, checked his watch, then patted his pockets looking for something. Probably his phone to confirm
            the date. “Seriously?”
         

         
         “Comes after Monday and right before Wednesday.”

         
         Austin glared up at her, but she didn’t miss the way he tried not to let the right corner of his mouth sneak up just a fraction
            of an inch.
         

         
         “Time to get to work.”

         
         “So much for getting to know you.”

         
         Sonya cocked her hip and glared down at him. “I quit my job and moved here to make all your dreams come true.”

         
         “I can think of a dozen ways you can do that, sweetheart.”

         
         Sonya fumed. “I’m not your sweetheart or honey. I’m not here for you.” She wasn’t quite sure why she agreed to do this for
            Roxy. She should have stuck it out at her accounting firm, made them take notice and give her the promotion she deserved.
            “While I’d like to toss a stick of dynamite into this dump and call it a day, Roxy says this place means something to you
            and we need to clean it out. So get your drunk ass up and get to work.”
         

         
         She walked down the steps and headed for the driver of the first Dumpster truck to instruct him where to unload the large
            bin. Feeling Austin’s gaze on her, she turned back. “Stop staring at my ass. You want off that cot and into a real bed”—she
            looked around the yard—“inside. Well, we’re going to have to be able to get through the front door.”
         

         
         Austin grinned and poured the last dribble of whiskey into his coffee. “By all means, sweetheart, if you want me in a bed,
            let’s get started.”
         

         
         Cocky son of a bitch.

         
         This time, she hid the smile tugging at her lips. “Roxy said I’d have my hands full with you. You will not have your hands full of me.”
         

         
         Austin raised one eyebrow and gave her a wolfish grin. “Challenge accepted.”

         
         “The only thing you need to accept is that one word from me and Roxy pulls out of this misadventure. As I see it right now,
            Roxy would be better off leveling this place and starting over.”
         

         
         Anger replaced the mischief in Austin’s eyes. “People always want to toss out the old and bring in the new. This place has
            a history. It’s solid. The fireplace is built from rock taken from this land. My grandfather hand hewed and carved the mantel.
            That barn was raised by good men, neighbors who helped out and didn’t ask for anything in return. While the house might smell
            like shit, it holds a lifetime of my grandfather’s memories. Somewhere in that mess is my mother’s childhood. She was happy
            here. My grandfather was happy here. With simple things and a good life. He left it to me, and I’ll be damned if you or anyone
            else is going to toss it in the trash or burn it to the ground. So move your ass, sweetheart. We’ve got work to do.” Austin
            walked down the bowed steps and headed for the truck backing in the Dumpster.
         

         
         Taken by surprise by his connection to this place, she accepted this wasn’t just a down and dirty clean-out job. Austin had
            a deep sentimental attachment she’d never felt for anything or anyplace she’d ever lived. To let him know she was on board
            for the job ahead, because they needed to work together, she said, “I’ve slept in worse places.”
         

         
         Austin stopped in his tracks and stared at her, the house, then back to her. His gaze filled with disbelief and sorrow that
            at one time her life had taken her to some scary, dark, disgusting places.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         Austin wiped his hand over his drenched shirt and shook his head, disgusted with himself. Not exactly the way he’d like to
            be woken up by a beautiful woman, but he didn’t blame her. He had a vague memory of someone tapping his shoulder and nudging
            his chest several times trying to get his attention. With as much as he’d drunk last night, he was surprised the near drowning
            actually worked.
         

         
         Not exactly the best way to meet his new partner.

         
         Disappointed in himself for drinking away his troubles instead of letting what happened with Kelly go, he swore now he’d get
            his act together. Nothing was more important than putting the past in the rearview mirror and starting his business.
         

         
         Roxy, his best friend Noah’s new—and probably forever—woman, had offered him the moon. A chance to rebuild the ranch from
            the ground up. She offered him the money and banked on him doing the hard work.
         

         
         He didn’t blame Roxy for sending her sister Sonya to oversee her investment. He’d made a mess of his life.

         
         The dilapidated house was filled to the rafters with everything his hoarder grandfather ever owned. Austin managed to make
            a path from the disgustingly gross kitchen to the mildewed and musty bathroom where he’d found a trash can overflowing with
            toothbrushes and disposable razors. The toilet worked but water trickled incessantly. He couldn’t get into the spare bedrooms.
            The doors had been blocked long ago by stacks of stuff that might be trash, or simply items his grandfather thought he might
            need again someday.
         

         
         He wouldn’t cook anything in the kitchen to save his life. His grandfather had long ago lost all the silverware, dishes, and
            glasses somewhere in the house. He’d found a fork sticking out of the sofa cushion where his grandfather spent his last days.
            He wondered how many times his grandfather poked his ass on the fork tines. It made him cringe to think his grandfather simply
            stored it there in between meals.
         

         
         Except for his grandfather’s spot, the rest of the couch overflowed with newspapers, discarded jackets and shirts, and plastic
            TV dinner trays that had crusted over and stank up the place.
         

         
         How his grandfather survived living in that house—with that smell—astounded Austin. Ten minutes inside and he’d give his left
            nut to get out, which was why he’d been living in the stables.
         

         
         He waved his hand and guided the truck driver into the spot where the Dumpster would be close to the house. The daunting task
            ahead made his already throbbing head pound even more. The bass drum tempo reverberated with his heartbeat.
         

         
         The pain served to remind him nothing good came from the bottom of a bottle. Drinking numbed his brain, but he only woke up
            with the same anger and resentments.
         

         
         It wasn’t simply cleaning out the house, but facing his past. How he’d been so self-centered while living with his own father
            that he’d allowed his grandfather to wallow and deteriorate in this place. Austin had offered no help. Anytime he’d even attempted
            to go inside, he’d backed down when his grandfather shouted, “This is my house. These are my things. Leave it be.” Desperation
            and fear had laced those words.
         

         
         Austin had let it go, but he’d carried the weight in his chest of the shame he saw in his grandfather’s eyes.

         
         After Austin lost everything, he’d seen that same humiliation in his own eyes in the mirror and felt the guilt he carried
            about his grandfather turn into shame.
         

         
         Pride kept his grandfather living in these terrible conditions instead of asking for help.

         
         Austin’s stubborn streak made him wallow in self-pity and hold on to his vow that he’d never sell this place no matter the
            cost.
         

         
         He’d held on longer than his father anticipated, but even Austin had grown tired of looking at this place, seeing what it
            could be and what it was, and holding on for no other reason than to spite his father. But every time he thought about giving
            up and selling, he thought about his deceased mother and grandfather and how much they’d loved what had been their home. He
            wanted to turn it back into the house they’d loved.
         

         
         Then, there’d been love and happiness here.

         
         He wanted that for himself.

         
         A hand settled on his shoulder. “You okay? You look like you’re about to puke up your lungs and you lost your best friend.”

         
         Austin stared at the four men pulling on coveralls, heavy-duty gloves, and respirator masks.

         
         “My grandfather never wanted anyone to see inside that house. I should have made him let me in. I shouldn’t have let it get
            this bad. I should have done something.”
         

         
         She squeezed his shoulder, her grip steady and strong. “He wouldn’t want you sleeping in the cold, holding on to his baggage.
            He couldn’t let it go. It’s time you did it for him.”
         

         
         Those words eased the band around his chest and renewed his sense of purpose.

         
         Sonya put him back on track. “So I’ve laid out two tarps. One is for items to donate. One is for items to keep. The truck
            with the slightly smaller recycle bin just pulled in. The large Dumpster is for garbage.
         

         
         “We’ll go room by room, sorting. Everything comes out of the house for now. You will oversee the men, directing them as to
            what category every item falls under. From what I’ve seen, there are bills and papers interspersed throughout the house. Let’s
            gather that all together. I’ll go through it and determine what we need and what can go. If you don’t mind, I’ll start in
            the kitchen. I’ll set up a couple tarps in back and keep things you’ll need and donate what you don’t. Sound good?”
         

         
         “Yeah. I’m not that great a cook. I imagine you’ll do a better job setting up the kitchen. The fridge needs to be replaced,
            but I did clean it out, so it’s not that bad. The microwave doesn’t work. I mostly use the toaster oven. I think my grandfather
            had a massive fire in the oven. Only one burner works on the ancient stove.”
         

         
         “Roxy and I spoke about some of the needed renovations. We’ll gut the kitchen. I’ve got cabinet and countertop guys scheduled
            for the day after next. Electricians and plumbers will be here with the kitchen guys. I’ve got a contractor lined up who will
            oversee the repairs and painting. We have two full days to empty the house before they get here, so I need you to sort quickly.
            If you’re not sure about an item, put it in the keep pile. We can go through it out here later.”
         

         
         Austin gulped his cooling coffee, needing the caffeine to get through this day. Hungover and feeling the weight of being on
            the cusp of a new and better life, he needed to finally step up and take charge. The daunting task ahead would take more than
            muscle. He needed to get past his sentimentality and do the job.
         

         
         He needed a safe, clean place to live. He’d wanted to tackle this project for months. Now was the time to get it done so he
            could move on to getting the stables, barn, and land ready for business.
         

         
         His skinny ass wouldn’t survive another winter in the barn. Even the thought of it made his body shiver.

         
         He didn’t like the idea of taking money from Roxy, but if he could get the place in shape, start working the ranch, he’d put
            all his blood, sweat, and tears into making it a success so he could pay her back every cent.
         

         
         Sonya held up the empty bottle of whiskey he’d left on the porch. “Ready to get started?”

         
         Austin took the bottle, walked over to the recycle bin, and pitched the bottle into the back corner, smashing it to bits of
            flying glass.
         

         
         Something inside him shifted. For the first time in a long time, he let himself believe everything would be different now.
            He didn’t need to drink away the pain because he had a purpose and a goal that he could actually achieve. He could make a
            go of this place. He could prove his father wrong.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Five

         
         Sonya left Austin staring at shattered glass. She hoped it symbolized the break of the hold booze had on him. She grabbed
            two garbage bins and headed to the back door that opened into the kitchen. Despite the worn and neglected look of the house,
            it reminded her of the cottage she shared with her sisters. The wide porch offered a view of the beautiful land and arching
            trees shading the house. Right now, the dusty yard offered up more weeds than wildflowers, but with some new plantings, it
            could be bright and welcoming. The perfect spot to sit after a long day on the ranch, enjoy a beer and quiet contemplation
            of all that had been accomplished and needed to be done the next day.
         

         
         She should order some rocking chairs and a small table.

         
         Maybe she could pot some pretty flowers and line the steps. Their sweet scent would drift on the wind through the screen door
            and into the house that would be a cozy retreat when she finished with it.
         

         
         She stopped just outside the back door and stared at the chipped and weathered siding on the wall. Enthusiasm turned to disappointment.
            This wasn’t her house. Not her home.
         

         
         She didn’t have a place of her own.

         
         She didn’t really belong anywhere.

         
         The loneliness she carried with her stopped up her throat and made it ache.

         
         Yes, she and her sisters had their cottage at the Wild Rose Ranch, but that had been more Roxy’s place. She’d taken Sonya,
            Adria, and Juliana into her home when their mothers started working at the Ranch. It had been a good place to finish growing
            up. Better than living with her mother’s pimps and boyfriends who promised her mother everything and gave her nothing but
            hell.
         

         
         Fear had been her constant companion.

         
         The Ranch had been the first place Sonya ever felt safe. The Madam, Big Mama, took care of Sonya’s mother, June. No one beat
            her anymore. No one used her. No one forced her to do things she didn’t want to do.
         

         
         Her mother lived a happy life at the Wild Rose Ranch. She didn’t have to think about the past anymore.

         
         As for Sonya, she thought about the past and future far too much. Analyzing things from every angle kept her stuck in a loop,
            anxious, and unsettled.
         

         
         When Roxy asked her to quit her job and work for her, Sonya had nearly given herself an ulcer weighing her options and fretting
            over giving up a steady salary and a career with a real future. She’d worked so hard to earn her degree and become a respected
            accountant.
         

         
         Numbers made sense to her. Everything lined up.

         
         People, the things they did, their capacity to hurt others and inflict such cruelties, boggled her mind.

         
         Doing the books for Roxy for the Wild Rose Ranch didn’t take much more than what she did at her job. But taking on this project
            with Austin, starting a business and running it, that had been outside her wheelhouse.
         

         
         Roxy begged her to help. Sonya balked, but then the accounting firm passed her up for a promotion that would have set her
            up to become a partner. They gave it to Dave, the guy who came to Sonya all the time for help. And stupid her, she’d done
            the nice thing and helped him—right into the position that should have been hers.
         

         
         Roxy always told her Sonya played things too safe. Coming from Roxy, who never did anything that might make people think she
            was like their prostitute mothers, that was saying something.
         

         
         After Roxy’s father died, she’d changed her whole life and moved here to Montana with only a hope and a prayer that things
            would turn out fine working on her father’s ranch and raising a teenage sister. When the town found out Roxy owned the Wild
            Rose Ranch, they hadn’t been kind or welcoming. But Roxy found her place, the home she always wanted, and a man who loved
            and accepted her.
         

         
         That took courage.

         
         Sonya agreed to the job, the move, accepted the challenge of getting this ranch up and running and working with a man she
            knew nothing about, except he’d fallen on hard times and into a bottle.
         

         
         Not very promising.

         
         But Sonya didn’t give up and she didn’t let obstacles get in her way.

         
         She had a job to do and she’d get it done even if Austin stayed drunk and stupid while she did it.

         
         This may not be her house, her business, or the future she wanted but couldn’t define anyway, but she’d get to it and figure
            out what came next when the job was done. Maybe it was time to step out of her safe world and take a chance on something new.
         

         
         She never expected to start with this project. She wrinkled her nose as the stench of rot and filth wafted out the back door.
            Ten feet away, it hit her in the face like a wave. She’d made the coffee this morning, but feared drinking any of it. Who
            knew what kind of germs and toxins were in the air in this place. She had no idea how Austin could stand it, but he’d been
            scraping by for months.
         

         
         No one should live like this.

         
         And with that depressing thought in mind, she pulled on her respirator, set the two trash bins side by side at the back door,
            and walked into the horror that should be the heart of the home. Looking around at the sheer volume of stuff, she vowed she’d
            restore this kitchen if it was the last thing she ever did.
         

         
         She started at the door, pulling newspapers, bottles, cans, and empty cereal and food boxes from the counter and tossing them
            into the recycle can. Trash, like the broken can opener, disgusting food containers, the dead mouse she found in a drawer
            of beer bottle caps, and the eight, nine, ten . . . no, eleven boxes of expired graham crackers stuffed into the pots and
            pans cupboard, went into the other bin.
         

         
         She filled them quickly, dragging them again and again around the house to the front and emptying them in the Dumpsters. Each
            trip gave her a glimpse into how things were going with Austin in the rest of the house. The Dumpsters filled quickly. The
            tarps held items in reasonably good shape to donate and keep. Surprisingly, the pile to donate grew faster than the keep.
         

         
         After dumping her last load in the recycle bin, she pulled off her mask and sucked in some much-needed cool clean air.

         
         “Why three new packs of glass Christmas ornaments? There’s no place to put a fucking tree in the house.” The anger and frustration
            laced with disbelief in Austin’s voice made her smile. He set the silver, green, and red balls on top of a laundry basket
            filled with plastic hangers. “There are six new photo frames and thirteen pairs of reader glasses so far. Why?”
         

         
         “Why the drawer filled with coupons he clipped but never used? The oldest one I found expired in 1971 for Folgers instant
            coffee.”
         

         
         “Who the hell drinks that stuff?”

         
         “Not him. Based on the progression from bottom to top of the piles, I’d say he started out a Maxwell House drinker, went through
            a Yuban phase, then recently started drinking Seattle’s Best. He started with the Portside Blend, but abandoned a third used
            bag inside one of the hundred rocky road containers I tossed and discovered he was a Very Vanilla kind of guy.”
         

         
         “Are you shitting me?”

         
         “Nope. Your grandfather turned in his manly black coffee for a sweet vanilla treat in the morning.”

         
         Austin planted his hands on his hips, hung his head, and laughed. Before it tinged with hysteria, he sucked in a ragged breath
            and stared up at the sky. “I really don’t understand.”
         

         
         “Stop trying to understand the crazy in that place and look at what that man really cared about.” She held her hand out to
            the keep pile. “Pictures of, I presume, your grandmother and mother. I’ll bet the frames were for that stack of photos. Empty
            hangers. A pile of men’s clothes, but not women’s. Maybe it hurt too much to see his dead wife’s clothes hanging in the closet.
            A pristine set of china is stashed in a cupboard in the kitchen with a million wadded-up paper towels. I guess to keep them
            safe. The family of mice I discovered living in them didn’t get the message that those dishes meant a lot to your grandfather.
            So much so, he tried to protect them from getting broken or damaged by what he’d done in the rest of the house. I found the
            silverware secure in a wood case stashed in the pullout drawer under the oven. All by itself.”
         

         
         “My grandmother used those dishes at every birthday, holiday, and special occasion.”

         
         “Look past the arbitrary stuff and you’ll see what really mattered to your grandfather.” She waved him to follow her around
            back.
         

         
         Like her, he stepped over the piles of dishes, kitchen utensils, cups, and glasses she’d sorted out of the mess to the piles
            of pictures she’d left on the steps. She picked up the colorful stack of construction papers and handed them to Austin.
         

         
         “I imagine he kept every drawing you ever doodled for him.”

         
         Austin sat on the step and sorted through the fifty or more crayon drawings of horses, cowboys, and houses with bright yellow
            suns and fat trees with stick figure people. Some just Austin and his grandpa. A few with Grandma included. Others Austin
            with his mom and dad. A plane with Austin waving out a window.
         

         
         “I wanted to be a fireman.” Austin held up the bright red fire truck on yellow construction paper.

         
         She smiled down at it. “I like the purple puppy and green kitten one the best.”

         
         He pulled it out of the stack. “My father wouldn’t let me have a pet. I loved coming here to Grandpa’s ranch. I played for
            hours with Rumble the cat and Copper, the German shepherd my grandfather adopted, just so I could play with him when I was
            here.” Austin shuffled to a picture of a white, brown, and black pony. “He taught me how to ride Bandit.” A grin tugged at
            Austin’s lips as he stared at the picture. “He used to get out of his stall and raid the grain bin. My grandfather said he
            was just as naughty and up to mischief as me.”
         

         
         “I believe it.” Something about the boyish glint in his eyes made her want to ruffle his hair. She held back. They didn’t
            know each other that well. They’d barely spoken today after she woke him up in a not-so-nice way. Still, she felt something
            for him and the memories of this place and his grandfather that meant so much to him.
         

         
         She had no such memories. From what her mother told her of her grandfather, she was better off never meeting him.

         
         She set aside her baggage about her fucked-up family and asked, “Uh, why Rumble for the cat?”

         
         “Purred as loud as thunder. He’d curl up with me at night and that purr would put me out like a light.” Austin glanced up
            at her. “Did you have any pets growing up?”
         

         
         “I fed the mouse who hid behind our refrigerator for a week when I was like four or five.”

         
         “Why only a week? Did he run away?”

         
         “No. My mother’s pimp threw his knife and stabbed him. He flicked the mouse off it out the door and into the gutter. No more
            pets.”
         

         
         Roxy had her horses at the ranch. Sonya was a proficient rider. She’d competed alongside her sisters and won. But she’d never
            forgotten the lesson about the mouse. The horses were Roxy’s, not hers. Loving them meant she’d have to leave them because
            where Roxy went, so did her beloved horses.
         

         
         Austin stared at her, stunned.

         
         Not exactly the happy memories he had of puppies, kittens, and ponies. He grew up with money, privilege, and possibility.

         
         She started her life in poverty, believing that nothing in her life would ever change because challenge was met by force to
            suppress and control. Thanks to a hand up by Big Mama and the Wild Rose Ranch, she learned that opportunity could change your
            life if you were willing to work hard. And she had, because no one handed her anything.
         

         
         Despite the state of the ranch, he’d been given a piece of land worth a lot of money. He wanted to keep it, but if he had
            to sell, he’d have the means to do anything he wanted.
         

         
         “Your life’s not that bad.” She walked up the steps and back into the kitchen.

         
         Sharing personal stories wasn’t really her strong suit. Better to stick to business. She wasn’t here to be Austin’s best friend.
            Her job was to keep her eye on the money and get this place up and running. Not that she knew all that much about buying horses
            and cattle. She’d leave the purchases to Austin so long as he stayed on budget.
         

         
         But that was for later. Right now, she needed to tackle the rest of the kitchen and the piles of stuff clogging the archway
            into the living room. The men she’d hired worked diligently trying to clear out the space. They’d made a good-sized dent from
            the front door into the room toward the hallway. Eventually, the small path leading into the kitchen would open up. And now,
            with doors and windows open, the overwhelming smell had dissipated.
         

         
         She stood in the 60 percent cleared kitchen, her feet sticking to the dingy cream-and-gold-plaid linoleum that cracked with
            every shift of her weight because it was so brittle, and tried to picture what it would look like all cleaned up.
         

         
         If they widened the casing into the living room, they could add an island and stools, open up the space and make it more practical.
            They could . . .
         

         
         Wait. Not they. As much as she loved the idea of turning this cesspool into a warm and welcoming home, the minute she finished
            the task she’d be out of here.
         

         
         Roxy offered to let her stay with her and Noah. No thanks. As happy as she was for her sister, she didn’t want to intrude
            on the lovebirds. Her short stay with them last month showed her how happy Roxy was and how empty Sonya’s life felt.
         

         
         She’d lived with Roxy, Adria, and Juliana since she was thirteen. When Roxy moved out, Sonya resented that she’d broken up
            their quartet, but that just masked the fact that Sonya wondered how long she’d cling to her sisters and the only safe place
            she’d ever had in her life before venturing out and finding the life she wanted for herself.
         

         
         She thought she needed the degree and the job, the stability they both offered, but deep down she wanted what she’d never
            had. A real family. A chance to make memories with someone special and a life for her children that she’d only dreamed about
            during her own lonely and sometimes ugly childhood.
         

         
         She didn’t understand how anyone, Austin’s father included, could turn their back on their child and not do everything in
            their power to give them a good life.
         

         
         “Hey, sweetheart, you okay?”

         
         Sonya snapped out of her head and focused on Austin standing in the narrow opening between the kitchen and living room still
            crammed with crap.
         

         
         “You’ve been standing in that spot for, like, three minutes.”

         
         She lifted one foot, then the other, showing Austin how her hiking boots stuck to the floor. “It’s easy to get stuck in this
            place.”
         

         
         Austin stared down at her feet. “I didn’t remember the color of the floor. Seeing it now, that funky yellow, I wish I could
            forget again.” At least he’d found some humor to help ease his frustration with the state of this
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