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        About The Rancher

      

      

      Laurel Montgomery wanted a new life, one that didn’t include a man. She’d had enough of their pretty lies and broken promises but one night of reckless abandon weeks before taking a job as the new schoolteacher in Willow Creek would come back to haunt her. The man she thought to never see again turns out to be the father of one of her new students. A man so handsome and rugged he takes her breath away. Too bad she’s sworn off men forever. If only the stubborn man would take no for an answer.

      Holden Avery was love-struck the moment he saw Laurel Montgomery and cursed himself for a fool every waking minute since letting her walk out of his life. When she turns up in Willow Creek he’s handed the second chance he didn’t think he’d ever get but thoughts of pursuing Laurel are cut short when a stranger shows up in town. A man who claims to be Laurel’s husband.

      The happily ever after Holden thought to finally have is plagued with obstacles but he sets off to prove he’s the man Laurel wants. Convincing her to give him a chance is nearly impossible but he’s waited too long to find her to give up now. One way or the other, Laurel Montgomery would be his wife.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Missoula, Montana Territory

      

      As visions went, she was by far the most alluring one he'd seen in years.

      Holden turned up his glass, swallowed what remained inside, and kept his gaze locked on the woman making her way to the bar. The hem of her brown sateen skirt swept the sawdust floor, the light from the lanterns catching in the shiny material of her dress and drawing his eye to places no decent man should look, but the soft curve of her breasts was too tempting to glance away from.

      He'd seen many beautiful women in his thirty-two years but something about this woman left him dazed. It was probably the amount of whiskey he'd drank, or the fact the light was so dim inside the saloon, but she looked ethereal, like some other-world being straight from one of those fairytale books his daughter Alex had stacked in her room.

      His gaze swept over her again. Her dark hair was left loose, long curls bouncing free over her shoulders and when she put her back to him, he traced the line of her spine to her narrow waist, the gentle flair of her hips to her rounded behind and he felt his throat go dry despite the amount of alcohol he'd consumed.

      He sat up straight in his seat and tore his gaze from her to sweep over the room again.

      His brother, Tristan, had told him this was the best gaming house in all of Missoula and from what he'd seen, Tristan had been right. It was clean, the whiskey was good and the whores were pretty and smelled like a woman should, but picking one to spend the evening with wasn't easy. The blondes reminded him of his late wife, God rest her soul, and the brunettes weren't as buxom as he liked. Of course, they all paled in comparison to the beauty who caught the attention of those not too drunk to notice.

      He turned his gaze back to the bar. She was still there, her face reflected in the mirror on the wall. She wasn't a whore, that much he knew. She was too refined looking, not to mention she'd entered from the street and was now ordering a drink from the looks of it. A lady who drank in public. That was new.

      Picking up his empty glass, he stood, waded through the crowd and approached the bar with one goal in mind. He had to get a closer look at this woman to see if it was the alcohol making her so breathtaking.

      He stopped beside her, ordered another drink, and glanced up at her in the mirror, then turned to where she stood. She was staring down into her glass, the amber liquid untouched. "As whiskey goes, it’s not bad," he said.

      She turned her head to him and he'd be damned if his heart didn't give a little kick in his chest. Her eyes were the oddest shade of brown he'd ever seen. They reminded him of the whiskey in her glass, a light, swirling amber. The rest of her face was remarkable too. Her complexion was smooth, her lips plump and pink. Small curls framed her face making her look soft and feminine. Beautiful.

      He blinked and nodded to her glass. "Do you always order whiskey then just stare at it?"

      She tilted her head a little to one side. "Why are you talking to me?"

      Holden opened his mouth to answer but closed it with a snap. Beautiful and rude. He smiled and leaned one arm on the bar. "To be honest, now that you ask, I've no idea."

      She stared at him for long moments before smiling and looking back at her glass. "Honesty. That's a rare attribute for a man."

      He raised an eyebrow. "Depends on the man, I suppose."

      Her head turned, those whiskey colored eyes giving him a look from head to toe. "Really? I didn't think any man was capable of it."

      Holden laughed. "Beautiful, rude and bitter. A strange combination."

      Amusement filled her eyes and she turned her body to face him. "I'm also surly, mean-spirited and suspicious."

      "And you apparently don't care what others think."

      "What makes you say that?"

      Holden thumbed up the front of his hat. "I don't know of any lady who would walk into a saloon and order a whiskey at the bar, then stick around to drink it." He glanced down at her glass. "Or stare at it."

      She shrugged one delicate shoulder. "Who says I'm a lady?" She lifted her glass, slung back her whiskey as if she'd been doing it for years and grinned at him while setting the glass back down.

      Holden swallowed his own liquor, nodded to the bartender to refill their glasses and never took his eyes off of her. "I'm Hol…"

      "Don't!"

      Holden shut his mouth, one eyebrow raised as she yelled at him, her right arm raised as if to ward off the words. Her cheeks pinkened before she straightened her spine.

      "No names, please."

      He grinned. "Okay."

      She sighed, her shoulders relaxing. "I find it much easier to just talk to someone without really knowing who they are."

      "Mysterious, rude, bitter and beautiful. Now I'm intrigued."

      She flashed him a tiny smile. "Stop trying to flatter me."

      "Who says I am?"

      She laughed, the sound a tinkling vibration that coursed through his body and ended near his toes. Her eyes sparkled as she laughed, and he knew before the night was out he'd be so smitten with this woman he'd never get her out of his head.

      They talked for close to an hour about nothing specific, consumed more whiskey than he'd drunk in months, and when the crowd inside the saloon grew rowdy, their voices raised to the point he couldn't hear what she was saying, she raised up on her toes, her mouth next to his ear, and asked if he'd like to take a walk with her. All thought of buying companionship for the evening was forgotten.

      Out on the wooden sidewalk, she turned and stumbled, her laughter like music as he reached out his arm to steady her. "I think you may have had too much to drink."

      "Are you saying I'm drunk?" She leaned against him and grinned, taking hold of his arm and looping hers through his before turning them and starting down the sidewalk.

      Holden inhaled a breath, her rose scented skin infusing the air around him. "I'd never insult a lady in such a way."

      She laughed again, proving she had more to drink than she was used to and looked up at him with those alluring eyes. "I'm far from drunk, sir, I can assure you. I would have never left the saloon with you had I been."

      He smiled. "So you would have passed out on the floor instead?"

      "Probably." She inhaled a deep breath, raising her head. "Do you live here?"

      "I thought you didn't want to know anything about me?"

      She gave him a sideways look. "I don't. The less I know about you the better off I'll be, but it's so warm for fall. I'm just trying to find out if it's always this way in Montana."

      It took an effort to mask his disappointment in her not wanting to know who he really was but he shrugged it off. "No. It'll start cooling down soon and once winter sets in, you'll wish you were somewhere else."

      "I doubt that."

      She stopped in front of one of the many hotels in town and turned to face him. Her eyes were drowsy looking, her lips glistening with moisture from where she'd licked them and he'd never wanted to kiss anyone the way he did her. "Is this where you're staying?"

      "Yes."

      He should have picked this hotel, too. He'd chosen the more expensive one down the road and almost wished he could check in here and go grab his things so he could spend his last evening in town with her close by.

      The past week had been hard, a physical and mental drain on his body. Selling off his horses, paying the wranglers and then watching them as they all grabbed a woman in the saloon and headed upstairs planted a seed of longing in him that he hadn't felt in ages. Being so far from home, he could indulge in any manner of debauchery and once the idea was there, he couldn't seem to let it go.

      Alex, his ten-year-old daughter, was too impressionable to go traipsing off to town to find his comfort with one of the whores at the Diamond Back Saloon in Willow Creek and the dull ache from years of denying his body the pleasure of a woman was felt in every muscle and every nerve. He'd spent an extra night in town just to see those aches eased. No one at home would know, least of all Alex, and the moment he decided to pick one of those pretty ladies at the saloon, in walks a woman who put the others to shame.

      She was still looking up at him, her whiskey colored eyes sparkling in the moonlight and his entire body jolted while looking at her. He wanted her. Wanted her unlike anything he'd wanted in a long time but saying so would ruin the entire evening.

      They stood staring at one another for long minutes, the crowd on the street and sidewalks disappearing and when she smiled at him, the look in her eyes telling him she was thinking the same thing he was, his heart started racing.

      "If I wasn't a lady, I'd be tempted to ask you up to my room."

      Holden's fingers clenched into fists at his side. "If you weren't a lady, I'd take you up on it."

      She licked her lips and Holden's gaze was drawn to her mouth while every nerve in his body jumped, screamed, and demanded he forget his manners. To take advantage of the situation, damn his conscience and take her to bed. Spend the rest of the night between her thighs and make his way home come morning with a memory he'd have a hard time forgetting.

      The wind blew a strand of her hair into her eyes and he pushed it away, tucking it behind her ear. The moment he touched her, caught the faintest scent of roses on her skin, his heart pounded so hard, he had trouble breathing around it.

      She stared up at him, an invitation in her eyes. "I'm in room twelve. Give me ten minutes."

      Turning, she left him standing on the sidewalk and entered the hotel, glancing back over her shoulder to smile at him. He had one night in Missoula and even though he'd never see this woman again, he'd carry the memory of her with him always. The way she'd looked at him said she would too. The invitation to her room was there and he wasn't stupid enough to pass on it.
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      Good Lord above, the man was all but naked!

      Laurel blinked and nearly ran the wagon into the fence as she stared at him. She managed to stop the horses and even remembered to set the brake on the wagon, reminding herself that she was a lady and averted her gaze.

      Alexandra Avery fidgeted in the seat beside her and Laurel gave her a nod of her head, watching as the girl stood and jumped from the wagon, running to whom she assumed was her father. The man leaned down as the girl rushed out an explanation and when he turned his head to look her way, and she got a good look at his face, Laurel's heart skipped a beat as it slammed against her ribcage. "Oh, sweet heavens, no." It couldn't be!

      He stood to his full height, his eyes widening a fraction as he looked at her, before he grinned so devilishly, her breath caught. She knew in an instant she was in trouble.

      How in the world did she end up in the same town as him? The odds were too fantastic to even imagine.

      Memories of them together screamed through her head as she stared at him. She'd spent every day since that night in Missoula trying to forget about him. So far, she'd managed to only think of him once or twice a day but seeing him again, standing right in front of her with nothing but his trousers, hat, and a smile on, she cursed her luck.

      Squaring her shoulders, Laurel climbed from the borrowed wagon and tried to keep her focus on his face as she crossed the space to where he stood. It wasn't easy. Not with the way the sun glinted off the sweat on his chest, the small beads of perspiration shimmering like small jewels and drawing her gaze to the hard lines of his naked torso. She'd felt those muscles against her hands, kissed them with lips that still tingled just thinking about it and she was near dizzy by the time she reached him.

      She lifted her chin, determined to keep her gaze on his face, and hoped he couldn't hear her stammering heart beat. "Mr. Avery?" His gaze bore into her and Laurel's heart screeched to a stop before it pounded so hard she fought for breath. She cleared her throat and blinked, trying to regain her composure.

      When she knew her voice wouldn't squeak, she said, "I'm Laurel Montgomery, the new school teacher."

      The grin on his face grew as if he knew some wicked secret he wasn't about to share with her. But Laurel knew his secrets. Well, the ones he'd displayed for her one warm fall night in Missoula four weeks ago.

      Laurel glanced at Alexandra, his daughter, apparently, her little arms crossed over her chest and an identical smirk was on her face. She stared at her, trying to come to grips with the fact she'd more than likely slept with a married man. The guilt that followed caused the butterflies swimming in her stomach to die and her stomach ached to the point she felt ill.

      She lifted her head, cleared her throat and met his smiling eyes with bitter resentment growing in her heart. "I've been meaning to meet all the parents of my students and you were first on my list."

      "I'm flattered." The look in his eyes changed and Laurel knew he was remembering that night too. Damn his hide. Why did he have to live here?

      His voice was just as deep as she remembered and the sound of it caressed her flesh as if he'd physically touched her. Goose bumps prickled her arms and she ignored the feeling, trying to remember all she planned to say to him. "Don't be flattered, Mr. Avery. What I have to tell you is far from becoming." Laurel turned her gaze on Alexandra, throwing her a disapproving look before facing him again. "I'm sorry to say your daughter is a menace and has disrupted my class on a daily basis."

      That got his attention. The smile vanished and when he looked down at Alexandra, the girl's puffed-up pose, deflated. "What did you do?"

      Alexandra huffed out a breath, her hands curled into fists. "Jesse started it. He said I was the ugliest boy he'd ever seen so, I popped him one." She grinned. "He cried like a little girl."

      Laurel exhaled, exasperated. "He most certainly did not, Alexandra. You're telling stories again."

      The girl whirled on her, her arm flung to point at her. "And she won't stop calling me Alexandra. I've told her a hundred times, pa, my name is Alex, but she just won't say it."

      Laying his hand on Alexandra's shoulder, the girl quieted instantly. When he looked up, amusement shined in his eyes. "She doesn’t like to be called Alexandra."

      "I've noticed but that isn't reason enough to disrupt my classroom everyday without fail."

      "No, it's not."

      Laurel glanced at Alexandra before straightening her spine and looking back up. "Can we speak alone, please?"

      Something in his eyes said she'd made a mistake in making that small request. The smile that followed said as much too. He told Alex to wait on the front porch for him and when he turned to face her again, Laurel felt instantly exposed. His gaze never left her face but she knew he was picturing her naked. It was in the smile he gave her, the way his eyelids lowered just a fraction, as if he too was remembering that night. A night, she knew now, spelled trouble. Trouble she didn't want or need, regardless of the fact he was the most tempting thing she'd ever clapped eyes on.

      She swallowed the sudden lump forming in her throat and pulled at the high collar of her dress. The sun was unbearably hot today for early fall. Much too hot.

      Turning her head to avoid looking at him, she watched Alexandra run to the house, her boy trousers and chambray shirt causing a sigh to escape her. "She looks nothing like a girl."

      "No, and she prefers it that way."

      Realizing she'd spoken out loud, Laurel's face heated. "I meant no offense. It's just… well, I've never seen a girl act so boyish in all my life."

      He laughed and leaned against the fence rail, the whiteness of those boards making the tanned hue of his skin even darker. His arm, propped on the top rail, was well muscled and Laurel's stomach clenched tight at the sight of it. She'd held on to those arms, felt them around her body and a tremor rushed through her limbs at the remembrance.

      Laurel blinked and tried to remember why she'd made the trip out to his home. She had to clear her throat and swallow twice just to moisten her mouth enough to speak. "She's started three fights this week." Her voice cracked but she found it easier to talk keeping her focus on his chin instead of his eyes. "She also spits, has nothing to do with the other girls in class and her attire is inappropriate for her gender." She paused, bitterness closing her throat as her next words ate at her conscience. "I can't believe your wife would allow her daughter to grow up to be so… boyish."

      He smiled again. "You're going to act as if we don't know each other, aren't you?"

      Her heart skipped another beat. "I think, under the circumstances, that would be wise."

      "Why?"

      She laughed and looked up to meet his gaze. "Because I'm the new school teacher here, that's why. I have a certain reputation to uphold and if the town council knew…"

      "That you frequented saloons and invited strange men into your bed, they'd put you on the first stagecoach out of town?"

      Her face blazed hot. "Don't you dare judge me."

      "I'm not." His gaze lowered to her breasts for a second before lifting again. "I just don't expect you to treat me as if we're strangers."

      "As far as the people who live in this town are concerned, Mr. Avery, we are strangers."

      He laughed that wonderful laugh again and Laurel had to look away. She gazed into the pasture, noticed a few horses grazing beyond the fence and tried to will her pulse to calm. Why did this have to happen? Why now?

      "I've been thinking about you."

      "Don't." She looked back at him and for the first time since meeting him, wished she never had. "I don't want to be reminded of it."

      He lifted an eyebrow at her. "I was under the impression you enjoyed it as much as I did."

      She bit her tongue to keep from blurting out she had. That she couldn’t stop thinking about him, too, and as much as she'd enjoyed their one night together, it was a mistake. She glanced back at the house, saw Alexandra on the porch steps and tried to steer the conversation back to the girl. "Where is your wife?"

      "She died after giving birth to Alex."

      Remorse washed through her system, a knot of sorrow filling her stomach. "I'm sorry."

      He nodded his head at her. "It was a long time ago." He sighed and lifted his hat, running his fingers through his hair before resettling it again. "We've not had a woman's influence at home until two years ago and honestly, I don't know a thing about girls." His gaze lowered from her face, sweeping down across her breasts and lower. "Well, I know nothing about little girls."

      Her face heated again. The sun was indeed unbearable. Laurel pulled at her high collar and tried to convince herself it wasn't him causing her blood to heat and her skin to blaze as if she was cooking under the Montana sun.

      A simple glance at his face caused her thoughts to run rampant. How she ended up in the town he lived in the most prevalent. She knew nothing about him other than he had a daughter and his wife had passed. Before today, she hadn't even known that much and she preferred it that way. Seeing him now though, his skin glistening with moisture, her fingers itched to touch him one last time. Her lips tingled with remembrance of his kisses and a tiny voice in the back of her head whispered she could have it all again.

      She blinked, tried to quiet her body's demands and remembered why she was here. "Be that as it may, your daughter is a hellion. I'd think a man would want his daughter to be taught manners. She'll not catch a husband acting the way she does."

      He laughed. "She's ten. I think I have a while until I have to worry about marrying her off."

      "Maybe so, but if you continue to let her behave the way she does, you'll have a young lady who prefers to spit, curse and wear men's trousers. How hard do you think it will be to get her to change her ways then?"

      The look on his face turned thoughtful, small lines bracketing his mouth. When he turned to look at the house, Laurel breathed a sigh of relief. It was much easier to talk to him when she didn't have to look at him. "Baby steps is what I suggest. One small change followed by another until she at least resembles a girl in looks and nature."

      He turned back to face her, the lines still framing his wonderful mouth, and Laurel focused on his eyes so she wouldn't become distracted.

      "I'll have a talk with her. She'll not cause you anymore trouble."

      "I hope you're right." Laurel knew their conversation about Alexandra was over but stood like a deaf mute while staring at him. Something about this man was just too mesmerizing. His eyes were so perfectly blue, his teeth white and straight. The hard lines of muscle bisecting his abdomen, the definition of his chest…

      She blinked and took a deep breath. "Well then, I'll just be on my way." She forced herself to turn and all but ran back to the wagon. Lifting her skirts to climb up, he grabbed her arm and she shrieked, jumped back and could only stare as he stood there grinning at her.

      "This conversation isn't over."

      "It is." Laurel inhaled several deep breaths, willing her heart to stop pounding. "I didn't want to know anything about you for a reason. I didn't want any attachments, then, now or ever. What we had is all there will ever be so there's no use discussing it. Now, if you'll excuse me, Mr. Avery, I have three more families to visit this evening."

      He offered her his hand again. Common sense told her to ignore him but something inside of her caused butterflies to dance in erratic patterns every time she looked at him. That part of her screamed to accept. To touch him one last time. She lifted her hand and placed it in his while that same voice screamed what a fool she was.

      The smile he gave her when his fingers closed around her hand all but took her breath. It hitched in her throat when he lifted her hand, placed a small kiss on her palm, desire shining bright in his eyes. "Since you refused to hear it in Missoula, my name is Holden and I'll definitely be seeing you again, Laurel."

      She ignored him best she could, climbed into the wagon seat with his help and settled her skirts, grabbed the reins in hands much too sweaty for a proper lady to admit and flicked a glance back at him. "Seeing as you live here and avoiding you will be impossible, I would appreciate it if you would keep our future meetings on a professional level. I'm your daughter's teacher. Nothing more."

      "That's not going to happen," he said. "I cursed myself for a fool the morning I left Missoula and was halfway home before I turned around and went back. You'd already checked out of the hotel." He tipped his hat to her, took two steps back and gave her a look that sent tingles racing down her spine. "I'll remind you every chance I get of what we shared, Laurel, and you can count on that."

      Laurel clenched her teeth and flicked the reins, willed the horses to run, and was headed back to the road before her heart stopped racing. She was tempted to look over her shoulder but refused to do so.

      Spending the night in Missoula instead of traveling on was a mistake. She knew that now but at the time, she'd wanted one last night. One night to just be herself. To walk into the saloon and not care what people thought. To order a drink, let all her troubles wash away with strong whiskey and not have a care in the world come morning.

      That hadn't happened though. Not exactly. She'd met him, Holden Avery, moments after walking inside the saloon and that little voice in the back of her mind had whispered seductively to her that it was her last chance. The last chance to throw her inhibitions to the wind and just grab onto life one more time. And she had. She'd invited Holden to her room and spent hours having the most life altering sex of her life. She'd never had a man so attentive in her bed. Her body had burned, her lungs ached with need of air as he took her to heights she never knew existed again and again until she lay exhausted in his arms, his fingers and lips playing over her skin until she'd fallen asleep.

      Her body still tingled in remembrance of his touch and that little voice in her head was whispering she could have it again. That her desire for him could be sated night after night. She refused to listen. She couldn’t get involved with him. Ever. Regardless of how much she wanted to.

      She rode under the curved arch leaving Avery Ranch and she couldn’t stop from turning her head, peering over her shoulder to where she'd left Holden standing.

      He was still watching her.
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      Laurel was clean out of sight before Holden turned toward the house. He could see Alex sitting on the steps, her elbows propped on her knees and knew, regardless of
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