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            Chapter One

         

         Sam Callahan stood on the front porch of Meadow Valley Ranch’s registration cabin, the one where he, his brother Ben, or their buddy Colt greeted each new guest. They were only in their second month of full operation, though, which meant new guests weren’t exactly pouring through the doors. Not yet, anyway. What was that saying from the baseball movie he loved—Field of Dreams? Something about once you build the thing, people will come.

         Well, come on, people. We’re ready and waiting—and really need you to spend your money.

         He and his brother Ben sold their family’s horse boarding business and sank every penny they owned—and a few they didn’t—into building the thing. The ranch. Their dream. They’d even let Colt invest as a third partner. Now it was just a matter of getting the people to come.

         Right now he watched as Ben gave a riding lesson to a young couple celebrating their first anniversary. Colt was leading a trail ride for the Tanners, a family of four with a pair of identical twin boys he still couldn’t tell apart even after they’d been at the ranch for three days. And Pearl called from the inn to let him know she was sending a handful of folks his way now that she was booked solid. 

         It was a start, but a slow one to say the least.

         Today, though, something felt…off. The guests all seemed happy at breakfast, and everyone headed out to their various activities just fine. But sometimes Sam got an inkling, and for a guy who liked to keep things simple and logical, inklings didn’t sit well.

         His phone vibrated in his pocket, and he pulled it out to see KITCHEN EMERGENCY in all caps from Luis, Meadow Valley’s head chef.

         “Shit,” he hissed. It was only ten o’clock in the morning. He was hoping to make it until at least noon before any all-caps texts came through. No such luck.

         He stepped out from under the protection of the covered porch and was hit head-on by the hottest morning sun they’d had in months. The transition from September to October had brought along mild days and cool nights, but today the temperature was nearing a record high of ninety degrees.

         He swore under his breath and swiped his arm across his forehead, where sweat had already started to bead along his hairline. He kept his hair cropped short for this very reason, but on days like today, it didn’t matter. Hot was hot.

         He silently berated himself for insisting that whoever worked the desk in the main cabin wore a collared shirt. Didn’t matter that his plaid button-up was paper thin or that his sleeves were rolled to his elbows. There was no relief. It was going to be one heck of a fall festival if these temps held out for the entire week. He had planned to wait until spring to clear the new trail to the swimming hole, but maybe he would add that to his already growing list for this weekend.

         But first—kitchen emergency.

         He entered the dining cabin to the sound of raised voices, a man’s and a woman’s, arguing about—apples?

         “My apple and spinach salad needs a Granny Smith! I always use a Granny Smith!” Luis bellowed, his arms raised and his round belly straining against his white apron.

         “Never trust a cook who looks like he doesn’t enjoy his own food,” Luis had said when he’d come to interview for the job. “Cuanto más grande sea la barriga, mejor será la comida. The bigger the belly, the better the food.” It didn’t take much more than that—and a tasting menu that had put Sam, Ben, and Colt into a major food coma—to know that Luis was right for the job. He was one of the best chefs Sam knew, running the ranch’s kitchen like a well-oiled machine. But when things went wrong—no matter how tiny—it was an all-caps kitchen emergency.

         “For the eleventh time,” a tall, short-haired brunette yelled, hands gesturing wildly, “the Granny Smith crop was destroyed by a pack of squirrels. But my Honeycrisp are the best you’ll ever taste. I charge more for the Honeycrisps and am willing to give you the same price for a better apple!” It was Anna, their produce supplier.

         She plucked a piece of fruit from the white box sitting on the kitchen’s prep island and shoved it in Sam’s face. “Here,” she said. “Taste. Tell this man he’d be crazy not to use this apple in his precious salad.”

         The apple was practically touching Sam’s lips, and he’d once again forgotten to eat breakfast, so he grabbed the fruit in question and tore off a bite with a satisfying crunch.

         Apple juice dribbled onto his chin as his taste buds exploded with the perfect mix of sweet and tangy. Maybe this inkling he was having about the day wasn’t such a bad thing after all.

         “That’s one fine apple, Luis,” Sam said around his mouthful. “I’m not much for salads, but I’m thinking this is the fruit you’re looking for. And it is less than two hours until we open for lunch.” He raised his brows.

         Luis narrowed his eyes—a standoff of sorts.

         Luis was a few years older than Sam, early thirties. He’d been a sous chef at a resort restaurant on Lake Tahoe. Sam and Ben had a chance meeting with him when they’d made the drive down to Carson City to visit their mom and her husband, Ted. He asked to interview for the job on the spot—while the Callahans were eating at his resort. There was no way Sam could match what Luis was being paid—not yet, at least—but he could offer him his own kitchen and the promise that he, Ben, and Colt would never step on his toes. But it was hotter than Hades out there already, and he guessed the Meadow Valley patrons would be less than happy if they showed up for their second paid meal of the day only to find the kitchen had come to a halt over apples. Sam and Luis were dealing with a ticking clock.

         Luis opened his mouth—likely to protest—but Anna shoved an apple between his teeth.

         “One bite,” she said calmly. “One little bite, and if it’s not one of the best apples you’ve ever tasted, I’ll drive across town to that awful touristy orchard that charges an arm and a leg for a bushel of what I could pick from my own trees if those pesky squirrels hadn’t broken through my fence, and I will buy you your stupid Granny Smiths.”

         Sam shrugged and bit off another chunk of his own apple.

         Luis sighed through his nose and sank his teeth into the forbidden fruit. His eyes fluttered shut, and he groaned.

         Anna tossed the apple in the air, caught it bite side up, and grinned, triumphant. “Stubborn man.”

         Luis swallowed and opened his eyes, reaching for his apple.

         “Oh no,” Anna said. “Apology first. Then you get your fruit.”

         Luis’s jaw tightened.

         Sam hopped onto the counter and continued to enjoy his apple. “Don’t mind me, folks,” he said. “I’m just here for the show.”

         Anna slid the box of apples farther from Luis’s reach, then brandished the one he’d tasted like she was the evil queen tempting Snow White. “Come on, Luis,” she taunted. “All you have to do is say, ‘I’m sorry, Anna. You were right. You’re always right.’”

         Sam choked back a laugh.

         Anna tapped her foot on the tiled floor.

         Luis emitted a low growl. “I’m…sorry, Anna. You…were…” He sighed and threw his hands in the air. “Just…give me the apples. I paid for them.”

         Sam cleared his throat. “Technically, I paid for them, and I’d kind of like to see you say the thing she wants you to say.”

         Luis mumbled something under his breath, which meant he’d likely have some words for Sam when they kicked back with a few beers around the firepit later that evening. In the short time they’d worked together, the two men had become friends. Sam wasn’t the type to pull the boss card, but in this case it was worth it.

         Veins pulsed in Luis’s neck, and Anna beamed.

         “I’m sorry, Anna. You were right. You’re always right. Give me my apples.” Luis spouted the words in rapid succession, snatched the apple he’d tasted from Anna’s outstretched hand, and then stormed through the dining hall and out the cabin’s front door, likely to finish his apple and cool off—emotionally, at least. Because the temperature was still rising.

         Sam laughed and hopped off the counter, tossing his apple core into a nearby composting bin.

         “Can I tell you a secret?” Anna said.

         “Sure.”

         “There were no squirrels. The Granny Smiths are fine. But I knew he’d like these better.”

         Sam shook his head. “Why do you torture him like that?”

         Anna shrugged. “Because it’s so easy. And fun. I can’t help myself.” She patted the box of Honeycrisp apples. “I’ll email you the invoice. Always a pleasure doing business with you, Sam Callahan.”

         She held out her hand, and he shook it and grinned. Then she bounded out the back door to her truck. She’d be back the same time next week, likely to mess with Luis again.

         “Is there no one else?”

         Sam turned to see Luis standing in the doorway that separated the kitchen from the dining hall.

         “No one else to what?” Sam asked.

         Luis crossed his arms and stared toward the back door. “No one else who can be our produce supplier.”

         “And dairy supplier.” Sam laughed. “Where? Anna’s farm is the best in the county, and she’s ten minutes away. If you actually ever had a kitchen emergency, she could be here in a matter of minutes, most likely with whatever you needed.”

         Luis lifted his Chicago Cubs baseball cap—still a fan of his hometown team—and ran a hand through his overgrown brown hair. “Then we’ve got a big problem.”

         “Oh yeah?” Sam said. “What’s that?”

         Luis shook his head and sighed deeply. “I think I’m in love with her.”

         Sam rubbed his temples and blew out a breath. “We have a great thing going with Anna,” he said. “Affordable prices. On-time delivery. And she even knows what goes better in your salad than you do. Please, Luis. I’m begging you. Don’t mess this up.”

         Luis held a hand over his heart and wistfully stared at the place where Anna once stood. “That’s your problem, Sam. You only see the logic. When it comes to Anna, I don’t think with my head. I think with my—”

         “All right. All right,” Sam interrupted. “I don’t need to hear about your—”

         “Heart,” Luis said before Sam could finish. He whacked his friend on the shoulder with his baseball cap. “The heart doesn’t care about logic or what’s best for business. Do you think I cook with logic?” Luis slapped his knee and howled with laughter. “If you don’t start using that rusty old—and I might remind you, vital—organ soon, you’re going to miss out on the best of all of it.”

         “All of what?” Sam asked.

         Luis simply shook his head. “One of these days, my friend, you’ll get it.”

         Sam shook his head and left Luis to his pining. He had a ranch to run.

         “Logic,” he mumbled as he strode back toward the main cabin. That was how you ran a business. With logic. Not heart. Luis could fall for whomever he wanted. But their produce supplier? Maybe Anna didn’t exactly work for the ranch, but she worked with them. Daily. If things ever truly went south between her and Luis, then Sam, Ben, and Colt would be up one hell of a creek.

         Ben was standing against the arena fence while his riders braved a few laps on their own.

         “Who’s got your panties in a wad?” he called to Sam as he passed.

         Sam flipped his brother a good-natured bird and kept on toward his destination.

         Didn’t Luis get that Sam had to be the logical one? Or Ben or Colt for that matter? Of course they didn’t. They all had lives outside the day-to-day running of the ranch. Sam was the one who signed the checks, who balanced the books, and who knew how much they needed to pay the next bill. His life was the business. He knew they’d be in the red for a while after getting things off the ground, but he also knew that doing anything to remotely jeopardize the ranch could sink them.

         They’d moved north to Meadow Valley, California, from their hometown of Oak Bluff not just because they got the land for a steal but also because it had an exceptional memory care facility where his and Ben’s father now lived. So it wasn’t just their livelihoods on the line. It was their father’s life as well.

         “Panties in a wad,” he said to himself as he strode back into the main cabin, where his silver pit bull, Scout, was sleeping on the sunny part of the rug where he’d last left her. He’d woken in a pretty good mood this morning, but now he’d gone from enjoying a really good apple—and watching Anna make Luis eat his words—to wondering when the next shoe would drop.

         He stepped over his still-lounging pup but stopped short before he could make it to his office. A woman stood at the reception desk, her back to him as she peered over the top so that all he could see were her fitted jeans, her tennis shoes, and the tanned skin at the small of her back where her red tank top rose up.

         He cleared his throat, and the woman straightened with a gasp.

         “Sorry!” she said, turning to face him so that he now saw the messy strawberry-blond bun on top of her head and the smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks. Clear hazel eyes stared him down as if she were privy to the biggest secret in the world while he was lost in the dark. Pretty—for a snoop.

         “Can I help you with something?” he asked. He planted his feet firmly on the ground and crossed his arms. He didn’t take kindly to anyone, pretty or not, looking through his stuff, especially if said stuff belonged to the ranch.

         She raised her brows. “That depends. Are you the owner of this place?”

         He nodded once, already getting a sinking feeling in his gut. “Sam Callahan. One of three.”

         She extended her hand, and he shook it without thinking because that was what you did.

         “Delaney Harper,” she said. “And you mean one of four. My ex-husband sold you this place by forging my name on the quitclaim deed, so the way I see it, this place is half mine.”

         Sam pulled his hand away and laughed. “Ben put you up to this, right?” His brother had been giving him shit all week about loosening up. He’d always been the jokester—spraying Sam with the hose when he was bathing the horses, pushing him off the pond bridge fully clothed. Come to think of it, Ben’s pranks usually occurred only when water was around. This was his most sophisticated one yet.

         “Who’s Ben?” Delaney asked.

         “It was Colt?” he said.

         But even as he tried to rationalize that it could have been his buddy, her name replayed in his head, and he knew it wasn’t a coincidence. The last name was all over the paperwork for the sale of the property—the land, the ramshackle little cottage, and the barn that was in disrepair. Neither structure had been good for anything other than tearing down and rebuilding.

         “Delaney Harper,” he said, emphasizing her last name.

         “That’s me,” she said with a wince. Then she cleared her throat and squared her shoulders. “All I took was the man’s name, and he went and took everything from me in return. That changes today.”

         “You’re either kin or you’re Wade Harper’s wife,” he said simply. Wade was the property’s former owner. “Either way, still not sure what you’re talking about.”

         “Ex-wife,” she explained. Her expression turned wistful as her green-eyed gaze traveled to the window that looked out on the stable. “You took down my barn. I know it wasn’t much, but I had a hand in building it. Wade and I were underwater when I left him, which was why we didn’t unload the property then. It’s spelled out in the divorce that when the place was fit to sell, we’d split any profit equally. Guess I shouldn’t be surprised he found a way to sell it out from under me before the divorce was even final, but here I am.” She sighed. “Glad you kept the English maple on the outskirts. Always did love that tree.”

         He followed her gaze. Either she was putting on one hell of an act, or she was who she said she was, because the first thing he and his crew did when they started work out here was tear down that barn and replace it with the stable. And no way was he tearing down any trees. The whole point of this place was to appreciate the outdoors. Not destroy it.

         “I had a real estate attorney go over everything,” he said, more to himself than to her.

         She turned her attention back to him, her expression hardening, and shrugged.

         “Yeah, well, I’d fire that lawyer, because either they didn’t spot the forgery, or they helped push it through. I’ll just need to get a copy of the quitclaim deed, give it to my lawyer, and then—I don’t know—see you in court to figure out which half of the land is mine.”

         “The quit what?” he asked. He knew a thing or two about buying and selling property, but she was speaking another language.

         She sighed. “Quit. Claim. Deed. When two people own a piece of land together, the only way one can sell it on their own is for the other to sign over ownership. Which I did not. Yet somehow Wade was able to sell you our property. I don’t suppose the forgery was included in your paperwork?”

         Sam laughed. He was never an asshole intentionally, but this woman sure had some nerve. “You waltz in here telling me what I own isn’t really mine, and now you want me to produce the paperwork to prove it?” He was certain her first name was nowhere to be found in his closing documents. Wade Harper was the only person listed as seller. “And why are you coming around now when I bought this place almost two years ago?”

         She crossed her arms. “So that’s a no to the paperwork?”

         He crossed his arms right back. “I’ll show you anything you want to see because I guarantee your name is nowhere to be found. Now it’s your turn to answer my question.”

         Her shoulders sagged. “I didn’t know he sold it,” she said, losing some of her steam. “Not until I couldn’t sleep last night and decided to google Meadow Valley.” She shrugged. “I do that every now and then. This was supposed to be my new home, you know? Guess I’m still not over it. And imagine my surprise when your ranch came up in my search—far, far down the page, by the way. You should work on your analytics.”

         “Ana—what?” he asked, but she waved him off.

         “I saw my maple tree in your website photo and figured out what Wade did. Hopped right in my car. Made the drive from Vegas in eight hours flat,” she added proudly. “No stopping.” She cleared her throat. “Who built your website, anyway? Could use some work if you want to get folks through the door.”

         Maybe he wasn’t a graphic design whiz, but he bought the domain and got some good pictures up there. What else did she expect? He wasn’t trying to sell the site. And why was he getting so defensive anyway? The ranch was what mattered, and he was proud of what he, his brother, and Colt had built.

         “You drove here in the middle of the night?” Sam’s brows drew together. “After you happened upon our website?”

         Delaney groaned. “You ever have your life all planned out and then have it ripped out from under you? As long as we still owned this land, there was a chance I could get back what I lost. Instead he sold that chance. And do you want to know the worst part?” She didn’t wait for him to answer. “He assumed I wouldn’t come back to fight for it because what does Delaney do when she can’t fix a problem? She runs as far from it as she can get.” She mumbled that last part, and he realized she was talking more to herself than to him.

         Sam gritted his teeth. “Look. I’m sure you want out of this mess as much as I do. If what you’re saying is true, can’t we figure out a fair price for me to buy you out?” He didn’t know yet where he’d get the money. Maybe the bank would give him an equity loan. He’d cross that bridge when the time came. Hell, he’d move heaven and earth to keep his land and his business intact, not just for himself but for Colt and Ben. For his father too.

         “Sorry,” she said. “But I want my land back. If you don’t have the paperwork for me, I guess that means I’ll be heading down to the county courthouse to grab a copy of the forged deed I plan to contest. Sorry to bother you, Mr. Callahan.”

         She turned on her heel and strode toward the cabin door.

         “Whole town’s shut down for the week. Autumn festival and all.”

         “Autumn festival?” she repeated, her brow furrowed.

         He nodded, then scratched the back of his neck. “Meadow Valley Harvest Fest. Gourds. Corn maze. Bounce house for the kids. Any of it ringing a bell? You did live here at one point, right?”

         Her throat bobbed as she swallowed. “Didn’t make it past six weeks before—before I left.”

         Her eyes flashed with something that looked like fear, but when he blinked, her gaze was nothing more than focused and intent. For a second, though, he saw. He saw that there was more to her story, and he found himself wanting to ask what it was or why she’d gone so soon after arriving.

         She spun to face him. “What kind of town closes down for an entire week for pumpkins and bounce houses?”

         “Don’t forget the corn maze and bobbing for apples,” he said with a wink. “We go all out.”

         She gritted her teeth and let out an exasperated groan. “Very well,” she said, chin held high. “Then I guess you’ll be hearing from my lawyer when the town is back in business.”

         He fought the urge to follow her to the door, some inexplicable need rising—a need to stop her from leaving, especially in her state of distress.

         “Why not just take this up with your ex-husband?” he asked. “Doesn’t that make the most sense?”

         Her shoulders sagged as he watched her bravado deflate. “Because I don’t know where he is. I tried calling the only number I had for him, but it rang and rang until it finally went to a generic voicemail. Not sure the phone is even still his.”

         “You leave a message?” Sam asked.

         She shook her head. “Didn’t see the point since I wasn’t sure who I was leaving it for.” She paused. “I thought if we fixed this place up together and made something out of it that I could somehow fix him. But I learned my lesson.”

         This mess wasn’t her fault. She was just as blindsided as he was, and it wasn’t fair to put the blame on her.

         “Let me get you a cold drink, maybe something to eat?” he said. “You have to be starving after driving all night and into the morning.”

         She pressed her full pink lips together, and he couldn’t tell if she was considering his offer or trying to keep herself from yelling at him. Wade Harper was the one to blame. Not either of them. But Wade wasn’t here, so it was up to the two of them to figure it out, which meant he had to ignore the lips he realized he’d been staring at.

         Logic. Not whatever it was that drove Luis’s decisions. Lo-gic. Yet he found himself gritting his teeth, waiting for her reply. Did he want her to say yes? No? Why couldn’t he reconcile the thoughts swirling around his head?

         “I can’t,” she finally said.

         And with that she stepped through the door, letting it slam behind her, the sound jolting him back to reality.

         He breathed a sigh of relief, yet every muscle in his body was still as tense as the day his mother walked out on their father.

         It was only then that Sam realized the white-knuckle grip he had on the reception desk’s wood trim—and that he had torn it free from its nails.

         Luis, Anna, and the so-called kitchen emergency were already a distant memory. His stupid inkling had nothing to do with them. No, sir. It was all about Delaney Harper—the woman who would be his undoing.

         This wasn’t the other shoe dropping. It was a steel-toed boot pummeling him into the dirt. He had to figure out how to fix this before Colt and Ben found out—before all three of them lost everything they’d given up to build their dream.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Delaney slammed the key into the ignition and peeled off of the ranch property in a matter of seconds, her heart thudding against her chest, her eyes burning with the threat of tears.

         Her lawyer—a.k.a. her aunt Debra—said she couldn’t promise anything without seeing the forged deed. What was she thinking waltzing onto someone else’s property and thinking he’d just hand it over? And what kind of town closed down for an entire week when the rest of the world kept on keeping on?

         Meadow Valley, California.

         It had been over two years since she left. She’d loved the small town when she and Wade were newlyweds—and when she’d been so close to getting the animal shelter up and running. Now, though, when she needed the town to behave for her, it left her in the dust.

         A stop sign loomed ahead, so she pressed her foot to the brake. Something popped. She yelped as the car lurched. Then instinct took over and she steered the vehicle into the grass before it came to a complete halt, smoke pouring up from the hood.

         “No, no, no, no, no!” she growled at the traitor of a vehicle.

         She sat there for several long minutes, half hoping that whatever happened to the car would right itself if she just waited it out. When that didn’t seem to fix it, she pulled out her phone and googled the number for the town’s auto repair shop. It rang four times before the voicemail picked up.

         “Welcome to Meadow Valley Motors. Just like the rest of the town, we’re closing shop until after the festival. Leave a message, and we’ll return your call in about a week.”

         She tossed the phone onto the passenger seat and groaned, whacking her head against her seat back.

         “A week? I’m stuck like this until Monday of the following week? That’s—that’s ten days!” Her voice rose both in volume and pitch.

         She looked down at her phone and saw the seconds still ticking by on the timer.

         Great, she hadn’t ended the call, which meant her building tantrum was recorded for posterity. She vigorously pressed her index finger again and again over the red icon on the screen, just in case the first try didn’t take.

         This wasn’t the plan. She was supposed to breeze into town, get a copy of Wade’s forged deed, and get the ball rolling on reclaiming her land. Now she was stuck in her busted-up car with a busted-up plan on an October morning that felt like the middle of July.

         A hand rapped against the driver’s side window, and Delaney yelped for the second time in ten minutes. She looked out to see Sam Callahan standing on the road next to her, his arms crossed and a cowboy hat casting a shadow over his eyes.

         He seemed to tower over the vehicle like a movie villain ready to take down his rival.

         She tried to open the window so she could talk to him from the relative safety of the car but realized that a car that wouldn’t move was also a car whose windows wouldn’t open. It was also growing hotter by the second. For all intents and purposes, Delaney was sitting inside a slowly heating oven, which meant she had no choice but to open the door and get out.

         She stood, brushing nonexistent dust off her jeans, then mirrored Sam Callahan’s stance, arms crossed and everything.

         “Ms. Harper,” he said with a nod.

         “Mr. Callahan,” she said coolly, nodding back. “How’d you know I was here?”

         He glanced back toward the guest quarters, which were easily visible from the road.

         “Heard your car give up on you. Heck, everyone did. All that sputtering spooked the horses. It’s lucky Ben was done giving his lesson or we mighta had an emergency on our hands.”

         Delaney threw her hands in the air. “Does this not look like an emergency? Not that it matters because Meadow Valley is not dealing with any emergencies until sometime by the end of the day a week from Monday. Monday!”

         Sam cleared his throat. “County sheriff and deputies are on call the whole time. So’s the fire department. All our firefighters are trained EMTs. You got an emergency that needs policing or medical attention?”

         She squinted into the sun, trying to gauge his shuttered expression. But it looked like he was biting back a grin.

         “I suppose you think this is funny? The big bad landowner comes back to claim what’s hers and gets stranded on the side of the road in an October heat wave.”

         He scratched the back of his neck. “It’s not unfunny.”

         She gritted her teeth and fought the urge to scream.

         “Look,” he said, “I got a towing hitch and trailer I can put on the back of my truck. I can take you and your car to Pearl’s inn—I’m assuming you have a reservation at the most popular and only place to stay in the center of town—and someone from the shop will come grab it next Monday morning.”

         Delaney winced. “Reservation?”

         Sam nodded. “Meadow Valley Harvest Festival, remember? It’s the biggest thing next to the Fourth of July. Lots of family reunions. Inn fills up real fast. We got a little bit of their overflow, but most people here for the festival like to stay in town. We’re a bit off the beaten path.”

         She glanced back at the car, then at Sam again. “It cools off at night, doesn’t it? I can just recline the seat and—”

         “You’re kidding, right?” he interrupted. “You’re not actually considering sleeping in your car.”

         She shrugged. “Look, I wasn’t planning on being in town overnight. So, no, I didn’t make any sort of reservation. Not like I can really afford it anyway, so if you don’t mind, the car will suit me just fine.”

         Sam rolled his eyes. “Will you just get in the truck?”

         “Where are you taking me?” She didn’t like being at this guy’s mercy. She didn’t like being at anyone’s mercy. All she wanted was to stand on her own two feet, and she’d been trying to do that for years now. She thought coming back to Meadow Valley was the answer, but it wasn’t that easy. Now here was this big bad cowboy who’d built his business on her land thinking he could swoop in and save the day.

         “I’ve got an empty room in the guest quarters,” he said. “You can stay there until next week when you either get this thing fixed or put it to rest for good.”

         She opened her mouth to protest, but he cut her off.

         “No charge, of course. Think what you want of me, Vegas, but I’m not leaving you stranded. Especially if that land is half yours like you say it is.”

         She narrowed her eyes. “It is.”

         He shrugged. “Well then, looks like I have some time to convince you to let me buy you out. Seeing as how you’re in financial straits, it seems to be a win-win for both of us.”

         Delaney jutted out her chin. “Thank you, but I don’t take handouts. I’ll stay at the ranch, but you’ll let me earn my keep. Whatever needs doing, I’ll do it. And my financial straits are none of your business. Once my land is officially my land again, I’ll get back on my feet. So there will be no need to convince me of anything. I’m sure your little business can survive on half the land.”

         She grabbed her phone, purse, and keys from the car and sauntered off toward his truck, not waiting for a response. Sam seemed like a nice enough guy. But they were on opposite sides of the property line, so to speak. She didn’t want to argue with him, especially since he wasn’t the one she was angry with.

         Only when she was sure he couldn’t see her face anymore did she blow out a long, shaky breath.

         She could do this. It wasn’t like she was looking to steal Sam’s business from him. She was just looking to get hers back.

         She yanked on the door handle and hopped inside the silver Ford truck. It was still running, and the air conditioner poured out from the vents in heavenly gusts. She couldn’t help the small moan that escaped her lips or the smile that spread across her face. Growing up in the desert, she was no stranger to the heat. But she’d always hated it. She’d begged her parents year after year to take her and her sister somewhere cold for a family vacation. But it was always the same excuse.

         “If we shut down the motel, we shut down our income, and you know we can’t afford to do that,” her father had said every time she asked. So vacations were relegated to an overnight stay at the Bellagio when they could scrape together enough money to check out the competition—a quick trip to the Grand Canyon or the Hoover Dam when they couldn’t. Wade had promised her a honeymoon in Colorado, replete with ski lessons, as soon as they had enough money. But she learned early on that “enough” meant poker funds or Wade’s next no-fail business venture that always failed, and soon, enough equaled in debt. So here she was, twenty-nine years old, and she’d still never seen snow.

         “You all right there, Vegas?” Sam asked, sliding into the driver’s seat.

         She pointed toward his door. “Close it. You’re letting all the beautiful cold air out.”

         He chuckled. “And you expect me to believe you were going to spend the night in your car? I doubt you’d have lasted five minutes, let alone more than a week out there. No air, no plumbing, no change of clothes?”

         She crossed her arms. “Just because I like cool air doesn’t mean I can’t rough it when necessary.”

         He threw his hat in the back seat of the cab, put on a pair of aviators, and set the truck into gear, pulling onto the road and around her stranded vehicle.

         “Wait!” she cried. “What about towing my car?”

         He shook his head. “I said I had the gear. Not that it was hitched and ready to go. Plus, it’s hot as hell right now. Figure I’ll wait until dusk and then come back.” He cleared his throat, but it sounded very much like a stifled laugh. “I don’t think you have to worry about anyone stealing it.”

         She blew out a breath. He had her there. Mildred—or Millie for short—was the affectionate name she’d given the red Honda Civic when she’d bought it used eleven years ago. She saved every tip she’d earned working nights and weekends all throughout high school and while she’d commuted to Pima Medical Institute, where she earned her associate degree as a veterinary technician. Millie—named for the mutt her family rescued from a kill shelter when Delaney and her sister Beth were kids—was the one thing she truly owned, and now she was just a heap of metal on the side of the road, left to bake in the blistering sun.

         “Fair enough,” she finally said. “But I don’t want to leave her—I mean it—too long.”

         The corner of his mouth twitched. “That old beater has a name, doesn’t it? Or should I say she?”

         “She might,” Delaney admitted. “It’s Millie.”

         He nodded and then gave his dashboard an affectionate pat. “Revolver here hasn’t let me down yet.” He paused, and when she didn’t say anything to the not-so-obvious Beatles reference, he added, “Your car’s in good hands—at the ranch and when the shop opens up after the festival.”

         Her shoulders relaxed. She and Sam were in opposition when it came to the piece of land they both wanted, but she guessed that didn’t mean they were enemies.

         He pulled back up the main drive of the guest ranch but passed the cabin where they’d first met, rolling to a stop in front of a stable instead.

         “Come on,” he said, pulling the key from the ignition. He grabbed his cattleman out of the back seat and set it on his head.

         Her brow furrowed. “Where are we going?”

         He took off his sunglasses. Finally, after all this time playing it straight, he grinned, and holy hell, was he that good looking when they’d met? His chocolate-brown eyes darkened with mischief, and his teeth—straight and white—had the tiniest gap between the front two. She liked perfect little imperfections like that. They gave a person character. It was what drew her to Wade—his crooked smile and asymmetrical nose. She should have seen the red flag when he’d told her his nose had been broken one too many times to be properly set. She’d eventually seen firsthand what a broken nose looked like when Wade couldn’t pay one of his “associates” back for the money he’d lost.

         The line of Sam’s nose was nice and straight. That alone told her he wasn’t the type of guy other men messed with.

         “Look,” he said. “I have empty rooms to spare. Rooms with thermostats that you can make as cold as you want. Why don’t you get situated, rest, do whatever needs doing after that overnight drive? It’s really no trouble.”

         She shook her head. She wasn’t going to take advantage of his hospitality or—or let him be so nice to her. She was on a mission, and she was going to show him that she was up to the task, even if the thought of diving headfirst onto a fluffy pillow in an air-conditioned room did sound heavenly.

         “Put me to work,” she insisted. Ugh. Why did she have to be so stubborn?

         He sighed. “Suit yourself, but don’t say I didn’t offer.”

         All the tension that had left her body on the short ride over came back as he led her into the stable and straight to a wall where a large pair of dirty overalls hung on a hook. He pulled them down and tossed them to her. She coughed as she caught them, a puff of dust invading her air space.

         “Huh,” he mused. “We should probably wash those sometime this month.”

         Delaney’s eyes widened. This month?

         “We’ve got five horses. They’re all outside enjoying the warm weather, so it’s the best time to muck out the stalls. Pitchfork is hanging against the side of the first stall. Gloves and wheelbarrow are over there.” He pointed over her shoulder. “Make sure you really scrape under the shavings to get rid of anything that’s wet. I’ll let one of our stable boys take care of the wheelbarrow and add fresh bedding after the stalls are dry. I’ll even send someone over with a thermos full of ice water. I hear mucking is thirsty work.”

         She stared at him for several long seconds, but he said nothing. He was serious. And she had no one to blame but herself. This was what she’d asked for.

         Fine. No big deal. When she did her clinical at a Vegas petting zoo, she did everything from grooming llamas to catheterizing a goat with a urinary obstruction. Hell, she grew up taking care of the family’s two dogs and three cats. This was nothing. A horse stall was nothing more than a giant litter box. A giant, foul-smelling, filled-with-larger-than-cat-sized-waste litter box.

         She dropped her bag on the ground, raised her brows, and wriggled into the overalls. She grabbed the gloves from where they hung and put those on too. She should have been exhausted, but she was riding on adrenaline now.

         “Anything else, Mr. Callahan?”

         He shrugged and was gentleman enough to hand her the pitchfork. It took everything in her not to growl in response, even if said growl would have been meant for her and not him. Instead she smiled pleasantly.

         “Thank you for your generous hospitality.”

         He winked. “You’re welcome, Vegas. Happy mucking.” He sauntered out the stable door. When Delaney heard the roar of his truck’s engine and was sure he was out of earshot, she gritted her teeth and finally let loose a guttural sound that would have raised a cat’s haunches or sent a pit bull to cower in a corner.

         Pitchfork in hand, she pushed open the first stall door and winced at the mess inside.

         What Sam Callahan didn’t realize was that Delaney’s spirit had already been broken by one man too many. He didn’t have that kind of power over her. She’d muck his stalls and take whatever else he threw at her, but she wasn’t backing down. She’d come for what was hers, and she wasn’t going anywhere until she got it back.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Sam spent the rest of the morning calling anyone in town who might know where Wade Harper had run off to. He didn’t get very far, especially because he didn’t need the whole town knowing that Wade’s ex was here trying to contest the sale of the land he, Ben, and Colt thought they owned. The last thing he wanted was his business partners finding out the ranch was at risk for more than just getting the books into the black.

         He’d never met Wade Harper and already disliked him not only for putting him in this precarious situation but also for leaving his ex-wife high and dry. No one deserved to be cheated out of what was rightfully theirs. But if he could convince her how hard they all worked to keep the ranch afloat, she’d give up her claim. Wouldn’t she?

         He drove over to the stable at half past one o’clock. Delaney was sitting on the bench outside the structure with the bib of her overalls hanging open onto her lap as she drank ferociously from the thermos he’d sneaked inside and set down by her bag when she was deep into mucking.

         Tendrils of hair had loosened from her bun, and they were dark with sweat. Her cheeks were pink.

         He stepped through the stable door, taking a peek inside.

         “Finished a half hour ago,” she called after him.

         He gave the first couple of stalls a quick glance, then headed back outside.

         He tilted the brim of his hat over his eyes, attempting to hide his surprise. The stable boy who lucked out with a morning off would have taken twice as long. Sam needed to start either paying him less or giving him more to do on the days he was here.

         “Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked, hoping he looked unfazed.

         She set the thermos down next to her and crossed her arms. “You sorta left me stranded. And it’s not like I knew where you were or how to get a hold of you. So I waited.”

         Damn. He wanted her to see what it took to run a ranch, but he hadn’t meant to abandon her.

         “You hungry?” he asked. Then he remembered she’d driven through the night. “Or tired? Guess I could have at least given you a room key before putting you to work—which you insisted I do, by the way.”

         She shrugged. “I’m a big girl. I can ask for what I need when I need it. When I want to sleep, I’ll sleep. Right now I’m starved,” she admitted. “And downright dirty. Speaking of things I need, I’d say a shower is top of the list.”

         He scratched the back of his neck. He had a room ready for her but sort of forgot she’d need to eat, and Luis was already cleaning up the kitchen since lunch only ran until one p.m. “I’ll take you to your room. Then, um, you can swing by the dining hall, and we’ll find you something to eat.” The truth was, he’d been so intent on finding information about Wade Harper’s whereabouts that he’d forgotten to eat too.

         She stood, slid the rest of the way out of the overalls, and then pressed both the overworn garment and the thermos against his chest. “Thanks, boss.”

         He clenched his teeth. Something about that word rankled. It brought back memories of his father’s long-winded speeches about being a self-made man, his own boss, someone who called all the shots. He’d worked his way through college and had gone on to study veterinary medicine. Soon he was one of the most sought-after equine vets and breeders in San Luis Obispo County, which often meant travel to other farms and ranches. But to Nolan Callahan, calling the shots had meant mistresses on business-related trips and his wife leaving to find a new man and a new life.

         For years now, ever since his father’s mental health had started to deteriorate, Sam had been his own boss. He answered to no one but himself—and his brother and Colt. But they were equals. Even when it came to his actual employees, he insisted they only ever call him by his first name. His brother was the only one at the ranch related by blood, but to Sam everyone here was his family, which meant no one took liberties that exploited anyone else.

         “You don’t need to call me that, you know,” he said coolly, wrapping an arm around the thermos and the denim that was much in need of a wash.

         Delaney shrugged. “And you don’t need to call me Vegas, but you do.”

         She had him there. “How about I just call you Harper?” he asked.

         Her brow furrowed. “How about Delaney?”

         First names were personal, and he wasn’t getting anywhere near personal with the woman who wanted half his land—half of what he’d built from the ground up with his bare hands.

         “Harper it is,” he said, and nodded toward his truck. “Shall we?”

         She rolled her eyes. “Lead the way…Callahan.”

         Satisfied, he strode to the driver’s side of the truck and she to the passenger door. They both climbed wordlessly into the cab of the truck. He traded the hat for his sunglasses again, then slid the key into the ignition and immediately lowered the windows.

         “I know you prefer the air-conditioning—” he started, but Delaney interrupted.

         “Yeah, no. I stink.” She snorted, then laughed—the sound so light and carefree that he couldn’t help but smile.

         “You really do,” he said as he pulled away from the stable and onto the small inner road that wound through the property. “But…you did a damn good job. So, thanks for that.”

         She gave him a self-satisfied grin and crossed her arms. “You’re welcome.” Then, after several moments of silence, she added, “And thank you. For giving me a place to stay until I can get my car fixed.”

         And until she could pull the rug out from under him. He had to remind himself that no matter how sexy he found her bare shoulders or her infectious laugh, she was here to take what he thought had been his since he signed away his life to the bank.

         He cleared his throat. “It’s just business, Harper.” He pulled to a stop in front of the guest quarters, where a bedroom had been cleaned and prepared for their business transaction. He’d purposely built the registration cabin separate from where the guests stayed so the main office was centrally located among the stable, arena, dining hall, and guest quarters. Now he sort of regretted leaving her here and heading back to the office, which made zero sense. She was going to shower. She certainly didn’t want him around for that.

         Sam handed her a key card from the center console. “Here you go. Room 210. Head up the stairs. Make a right, and it’s at the end of the hall. Dining cabin is the building next door. Head on over when you’re ready. I…um…had Ivy run you over something to wear.” He’d at least had the forethought to realize she would want nothing to do with her clothes after mucking out the stalls.

         She narrowed her eyes. “Ivy? Is she your—”

         “No,” he said, cutting her off. He and Ivy weren’t a thing. She was engaged to Carter Bowen, a lieutenant at the fire station who moonlighted at the ranch leading trail rides. Sam wasn’t a thing with anyone because serious relationships weren’t his thing. Not when his future was so uncertain. He didn’t see the point of getting close to someone he’d likely push away.

         “Ivy’s a friend. She owns a small boutique thingy in town. She dropped by with a few donations off her sale rack. But even her sale stuff is good. I mean that’s what I hear. I don’t have much occasion to go shopping for women’s clothing.” He rolled his eyes at himself, grateful for the mask of his sunglasses. I don’t have much occasion to go shopping for women’s clothing? Why was he fumbling for words around her?

         Delaney raised her brows. “You know, there’s nothing wrong if you wanted to trade your plaid or flannel for something that feels a little softer against the skin.” She snatched the key card from between his fingers. “Tell Ivy I said thanks. I’ll meet you for some food in about thirty minutes.”

         She hopped out of the truck and sauntered toward the guest cabin’s main entrance. His gaze followed her, trained on her like a magnet to the nearest piece of metal. He told himself it was because he was examining her motive—trying to figure her out. But even his silent thoughts knew he was full of shit. Every part of his being filled with an inexplicable heat as he watched her walk away, her hips swaying and that damned top riding up again to expose her lower back.

         He shook his head, then let out a mirthless laugh.

         Things weren’t any easier before he’d left Oak Bluff. Back then he and Ben were their father’s main caretakers while they worked to both sell the family business and start Callahan Contracting. Somehow, Ben had always found room for a social life. Maybe that was because Sam was there to hold down the fort whether he wanted to be or not.

         Some things never changed, which meant Sam had no business feeling any sort of physical stirrings for any woman, let alone Delaney Harper.

         He stopped back by his office where Scout was now taking her afternoon nap.

         “Hey, girl,” he whispered, and her ears perked up before she opened her eyes. “You want to go for a walk?”

         She was up on all fours, tail wagging and tongue hanging out of her mouth, before he could grab her leash and clip it to her collar. Once she was all hooked up, she tugged him toward the door.

         He laughed.

         This—him and his dog, a walk on the ranch, and fall festival underway—this was all he needed. And maybe a few more bookings in the guest quarters. What he didn’t need was for him, his brother, and his friend to be wrapped up in some sort of scandal that could cost them everything. And he certainly didn’t need Delaney Harper threatening to tear his livelihood in two, even if her ex-husband was the one to blame.

         “Just you, girl,” he said as Scout pulled him along. “You, a stable full of horses, and money in the bank so we can do it all again tomorrow.” A simple life with no complications.

         After their walk, he dropped Scout back at his office where she curled up in the sun once more. She certainly got what he meant about simple.

         He left her there and strode to the back of the dining cabin and entered the door that opened straight into the kitchen.

         Luis sat on a stool at the counter, pounding away at his laptop.

         “Are we breaking even yet?” Sam asked his chef, knowing the man was likely balancing the kitchen books like he did after every meal.

         Luis shook his head slowly before looking up. “It’s only been a couple of months. It’s still too early to tell. But maybe I should cut back next week. At the rate we’re going, I’ll have to toss more produce than I’ll use—though you know that’ll piss Anna off if we cut the order in half.”

         Sam felt the tension start in his shoulders and quickly move to the back of his neck. He was so sure that with the Meadow Valley Inn selling out for the festival, the ranch would get much of the overflow. The rooms were ready. He’d already committed to paying their two stable hands overtime for working during the festival, yet now it looked as if it’d be business as usual, which meant he, Ben, and Colt could have handled it on their own—even if Ben disappeared for an overnight rendezvous or two.

         “Half?” he said. “It’s that bad?”

         Luis winced. “I’m already going to have to freeze some of the meat and poultry, and you know how I like my kitchen to be fresh and never frozen.”

         Fresh versus frozen was the least of his worries right now.

         All the contracting work in Oak Bluff came via word-of-mouth. He’d never needed to advertise his services because everyone knew the Callahan brothers would get the job done. But he wasn’t catering to just the locals anymore, and he wasn’t sure how else to get customers through the door other than a fancy website—which had set them back a few grand—and hopefully some long-distance referrals. He hadn’t expected it to be easy, but he certainly hadn’t banked on it being this hard.

         “Skim a quarter off all your next orders, and we’ll take it from there,” Sam said.

         “Only a quarter?” Luis protested, but before he could get another word out of his mouth, he was cut off by the sound of a woman’s voice coming from the dining room.

         “Hello?” she called out. “Sam?”

         Luis’s brows rose, and his worried expression morphed into a grin.

         “You got a lady friend out there, boss man?” Luis teased.

         Sam groaned. “You know I hate that word.”

         “Lady friend?” Luis asked, his smile growing wider. “I don’t remember you saying anything about lady friend. Also don’t remember you having one, but that’s beside the point.”

         Sam started toward the swinging doors that led to the dining room, but Luis was off his stool, breaking into a near sprint before Sam had the chance to pick up his own pace.

         Luis didn’t push through the doors. Instead he peered through the slats, squinting. Seconds later he turned to Sam, his mouth hanging open.

         “She’s here to see you?” Luis asked.

         Sam rolled his eyes. “Why is that so hard to believe?” And why was he getting defensive? Delaney wasn’t here to see him in that capacity, but he didn’t think it would be so hard to fathom if she was.

         “Because no woman is ever here to see you,” Luis reminded him. “Not that I’m assuming your heterosexuality or anything, but no guy has ever come looking for you either.”

         Good lord. What was he thinking moving from one small town to an even smaller one? He’d thought living a few miles outside would give him some semblance of privacy, but that was obviously a crock.

         “She’s a business acquaintance,” Sam said. “Helping out at the ranch while she’s here.”

         Luis’s smile fell. “I need to cut one quarter off my produce order, but you got extra cash for this—acquaintance—of yours?”

         “I’m not paying her anything other than room and board, and right now I need to feed her, so tell me what I can use.”

         Luis narrowed his eyes. “Are you sure this is just business? Because in the food world, making a meal for someone is a very intimate gesture. It’s almost as sensual as sex.”

         “You make food for people three times a day,” Sam said. “Does that mean you’re having intimate relations with all our patrons?”

         Luis doubled over laughing, and Sam took that as an opportunity to nudge him out of the way of the swinging doors. “Just leave me something I can fix her and myself for lunch, okay?”

         Luis was still laughing when Sam pushed through the doors to find Delaney brushing her hand along the knotty pine of a rocking chair in front of the unlit fireplace.

         He strode up behind her. “A friend of mine from back home made that,” he said, and she spun to face him, hands behind her back as if she were a child who’d gotten caught with her hand in the cookie jar.

         “You snuck up on me,” she said. “Figured you were the one laughing his ass off back there.” Luis was still at it. “Guess I was wrong.”

         Her hair was damp, resting on the shoulders of a flowy white top that hung just below the button of a pair of frayed denim shorts that had flowers sewn into the material—Ivy’s design signature. A pink sheen covered her full lips, and where there had once been an old pair of tennis shoes, there was now a pair of honest-to-goodness cowboy boots, brown with white stitching.

         “You look…clean,” he said, immediately wanting to kick his own ass for his lack of complimentary vocabulary.

         She smoothed out her top even though he didn’t see any wrinkles. “Not too shabby when I don’t smell like the inside of a stable, huh?”

         From behind the doors, Luis—who’d gone quiet for several seconds—burst out laughing again.

         Sam’s jaw tightened, but he forced a smile. “Don’t mind him,” he said, loud enough for Luis to hear. “He was just leaving, because I’m sure as hell not paying him overtime to eavesdrop.”

         “I’m salaried!” Luis called back. Then the laughter faded into the distance, which Sam hoped meant he had the kitchen to himself.

         He scrubbed a hand across his jaw. “Sorry about that. Luis—our chef—has a hard time keeping his nose out of other people’s business. But he’s heading out for his own lunch break now.” He called out the last sentence toward the kitchen and got no response.

         “Wait a second,” Delaney said. “You had me meet you here for lunch but sent your chef home?”

         He raised a brow. “What’s the matter? You think I don’t know my way around a kitchen?”

         Delaney shrugged. “I guess we’re about to find out, aren’t we?”

         “After you,” Sam said, gesturing toward the swinging doors and hoping to hell Luis left him something easy enough to work with. He wasn’t at a complete loss when it came to food, but he was by no means a professional either.

         He followed her in and let out a sigh of relief when he saw a loaf of bread and a block of cheddar cheese sitting on the steel prep island next to a bowl of apples. He brushed past Delaney to survey the ingredients closer and found a sticky note atop the sourdough’s plastic bakery bag.

         
            Slice up a Honeycrisp nice and thin and layer between the extra-sharp cheddar. You’ll thank me! —Luis

         

         “What’s that?” Delaney asked over his shoulder.

         Startled, he snatched the note and crumpled it into his palm.

         “Nothing,” he said. “Just Luis letting me know he doesn’t need this stuff for dinner prep. It’s all ours.”

         He spun to face her, loaf of sourdough in hand.

         “You want to cut the bread, and I’ll do the apples and cheese?” he asked.

         She took the bread willingly. “Apples? Knows his way around a kitchen and is a bit of a gourmet with the grilled cheese, huh?”

         The corner of his mouth quirked up. “I haven’t fired up the griddle yet. There’s still time to burn the cheese.”

         “Mmm,” she said, her eyes fluttering shut. The sound was almost sensual, and Luis’s stupid words about cooking and intimacy flooded his brain, making it hard to think straight. “I love when the cheese burns against the crust.”

         He cleared his throat, and her eyes shot open. “Sorry,” she said. “I’m just really hungry, and grilled cheese is one of my favorites. My empty belly kind of got the better of me.”

         He pulled two cutting boards from the shelf under the island and two large knives from a drawer. Wordlessly the two stood side by side, slicing.

         It was quiet. Too quiet. He could hear the soft sound of her breath as she exhaled.

         “Music!” he blurted, pointing his knife at her, and Delaney practically threw hers across the island. Before he had time to say anything else, her hands clenched into fists. One slammed into his wrist while the other careened toward his face. Thanks to expert reflexes, though, he pivoted out of the way just in time so that her fist connected with nothing but air.

         “What the hell was that?” he asked.

         Her chest heaved as she inhaled and exhaled. “Me? What about you? Are you insane?” she asked. “You don’t yell at someone while they’re operating extremely sharp cutlery! And—and you don’t point extremely sharp cutlery at those who are operating said tools.”

         She lowered both of her hands, and he scanned them, making sure all fingers were present and accounted for. Then, feeling like an idiot, he slowly lowered his own knife.

         “I’m sorry,” he said. “I wasn’t thinking. Just thought we could cut the tension with a little music.”

         “What tension?” she asked, arms crossed. “We’re making lunch.”

         He nodded to where her knife lay across the island, the blade teetering over the edge.

         “That was a little intense, if you ask me. You almost clocked me in the jaw.” He raised his brows. “Almost.”

         Delaney exhaled. “How’d you know I was gonna hit you? Not that I wanted to, by the way. Knee-jerk reaction.”

         He chuckled. “The fist headed for my face was a pretty good clue.”

         This time she groaned. “I meant your reflexes. Why wasn’t I fast enough? Not that I’m sorry I missed—I mean, now that it’s clear I may have overreacted.”

         He shrugged. “Our firefighter-paramedics work long shifts, especially with no hospital in town. I think they spend more time providing ambulance services than they do putting out fires.”

         She nodded. “I know. I used to live here.” She let out a bitter laugh. “Ambulance had to come pick up Wade once when he couldn’t pay up on a friendly loan.” She made air quotes around the word friendly.

         “Does that have something to do with that knee-jerk reaction of yours?” he asked warily.

         “No,” she said. “Maybe. You’re changing the subject. I was asking about you, remember?”

         Yeah. He remembered. He also remembered using the same sort of evasion a time or two when he didn’t want to talk about himself. Funny how he didn’t feel the need to use it now.

         “Right. So the firehouse…They put together a little gym out back, even built a boxing ring.” He shrugged. “I never fought for sport but have trained for years for fun. Sometimes the guys let me spar with them.” It was only then that something clicked into place. His reflexes were good, but she almost had him. That was no amateur left hook she threw at him.

         “You’ve trained, too, haven’t you? Delaney, did Wade ever—”

         “No.” She cut him off. “He stole my money, but he never raised a hand to me. Some of the jerks who came after him, though…I learned real quick that the only person who was going to protect me was me.”

         He got that, but her determination didn’t hide the tremor in her voice. It didn’t stop him from finishing the thought in his head. Did Wade ever hurt you? Simply thinking the words brought on a fierce desire to be the one who

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
      
   

OPS/images/discover_forever_publisher_logo.png
O

FOREVER





OPS/images/myoneandonlycowboy_mmtext1p_7_online.png
MY ONE and ONLY

COWBOY

A Meadow Valley Novel

A.J. PINE
D

FOREVER

NEW YORK BOSTON





OPS/images/9781538749807_cover_epub.jpg
USA TODAY
BESTSELLING
AUTHOR

A.J.

Includes a bonus novel
by Carolyn Brown!

“This sexy, sweet romance is a heartwarming
must-read!” —JENNIFER RYAN, New York Times
bestselling author, on Second Chance Cowboy





