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        Can A Matchmaking Ghost Heal Two Broken Hearts?

      

      

      
        
        Tanner Burnett served his country well in the Iraq War. Now he’s returned home with a badass case of post-traumatic challenges. The least little noise has him taking cover. So when a ghost starts talking to him, he thinks she’s just another PTSD hallucination.

      

        

      
        After graduating culinary school in Boulder, Colorado, Emily Young became the newest rising star in the world of the culinary arts. Yet, two years after her husband’s death, his memory still haunts her. Needing a fresh start, she takes a job at the Burnett Ranch in Texas.

      

        

      
        Only problem…she has a one-night stand with a man she meets in a hotel bar, later to learn he’s her new boss. Can a matchmaking ghost bring two lost souls, who never intend to marry, together and heal them?

      

      

      
        
        Can One Night of Passion Cook Up a Forever Love?
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      The Texas sun beat down on Emily Young as she lay out beside the hotel swimming pool in a new two-piece suit that fit her slim body. No one told her about the drastic weight loss plan grieving caused. With sorrow, pounds just melted away.

      It had been years since she’d taken some time to relax and enjoy herself, and starting tomorrow, once again, she would be tied to a job in a new location with new people surrounding her and a town that didn’t know of her past.

      This time it would be far away from the memories that plagued her. Memories that were heart-wrenching and left her in tears.

      This time she was starting over in a new state. But today and tonight were her time to relax and rejuvenate. To rest and prepare for her new adventure. To adjust to the summer heat.

      She’d traveled a long way to get to this hotel and spend today preparing mentally for her new home in a state where the temperatures soared in the summertime and there was no snow in the winter. A state where she knew no one and they didn’t know her past.

      And yet here she lay beside the hotel pool relaxing. Today had been wonderful. All about her, and yet she still felt anxious about her new job and new beginning. Hopefully those feelings would disappear with time.

      A tall muscular man dove into the pool, the splashing water cooling her off, filling the air with the smell of chlorine. How long had it been since she’d felt a man’s arms around her? Too long. How long since a man had kissed her? Too long.

      She watched as he swam the length of the pool, his muscles rippling as he moved through the water with purpose. Each stroke was a powerful push as he swam across the pool.

      Not bad. Not bad at all. Actually a nice welcome sight. One she had not enjoyed in a long time.

      Finally, he surfaced and shook his head sending water droplets flying from his dark hair, then he turned, glanced at her, and smiled.

      They were the only two at the pool. The sun would be setting in a little over an hour and most of the families had already deserted the area. They were alone. And yet she didn’t fear him, but rather enjoyed gazing at him.

      “Good evening, ma’am,” he said.

      “Good evening,” she said. “I have yet to reach ma’am status. That’s for old ladies and I’m not there yet. Though the sun feels like it’s hotter than a Fourth of July firecracker and baking me right into old age.”

      He grinned, his full lips spread wide with perfect white teeth making his smile brilliant.

      “Sorry, I was taught ma’am was a show of respect.”

      “Respect for someone older,” she said. “Don’t push me there.”

      “Never,” he said. “Are you from around here?”

      “No,” she said. “I’m just passing through on my way to a job.”

      “It’s always this hot this time of year,” he said, swimming to the wall nearest her. His muscular arms held him up on the side of the pool.

      An instant sizzle of heat spiraled through her as she stared into his emerald eyes with long, wet, dark lashes. A trim mustache covered his upper full lip and she had the most incredible urge to taste his lips. How would they feel against hers?

      His arms were tanned, his biceps large, his chest ripped with muscles and his abdomen had the nicest six pack she’d seen in ages.

      Oh, dear who had taken over her body? She didn’t react to men like this. It just never happened. And yet it had been years since she’d been attracted to a man or even noticed the other sex.

      One good thing had already happened since she’d come to Texas. This rugged, handsome man had reawakened all her lady parts. They had come out of the deep freeze and were once again on high alert, warming at the sight of him rather nicely.

      His smile seemed to delve straight into her soul and she almost gasped.

      Licking her lips, she smiled at him, trying to remember how a woman acted when a man was flirting with her. Did women her age still flirt?

      Oh, come on, she wasn’t that old. Mid-twenties, but she felt like she’d lived a lifetime.

      “I like hot,” she responded, her voice giving a soft laugh.

      “Good,” he paused. “You’re in the right place. Where are you from?”

      “Boulder, Colorado,” she said, missing the mountains, but not the memories. Missing the cooler air, but not the pain of her past.

      “No wonder you like it hot,” he said. “Tanner Smith.”

      “Emily Wilder,” she said, not giving him her full real name, but rather her maiden name and wondering why. But she was new to the area. About to start a new job, and she didn’t want to be found. Not by anyone.

      Her family was gone and John…

      The past needed to stay behind in Colorado.

      “Nice to meet you, Emily,” the man drawled, his deep voice sending delicious trembles down her spine. It was like his voice touched her every nerve. Like he reawakened her sleeping libido. It was still alive.

      “Where are you from?”

      “Born and raised a Texan,” he said, leaning on the edge of the pool and gazing up at her with those deliciously enticing green eyes that seemed to want to remove her bathing suit.

      And strangely, she wanted to let him. She didn’t know this man. She had not desired a man in so long, she’d forgotten what the feelings were like.

      “Here in Granbury?”

      “No,” he said. “My family owns a ranch a couple of hours from here.”

      There must be a lot of ranches here in the area and he wasn’t telling her where or the name of their spread. Oh well, it didn’t matter. She was not looking for a long, lasting relationship. That was not in the cards for her.

      One would last her a lifetime.

      “Would you like to go to dinner with me?” he asked. “I mean we just met, but I’m really tired of my own company and would love to have some female companionship.”

      He was a stranger. She didn’t know him. And yet, she felt such a strong attraction to him, and it was the first time since John she’d even thought about another man. The first time in so long and she was determined to start her life over here in Texas. To be stronger. To begin life again.

      To release her bonds and live again.

      “Yes, but could we have dinner here at the hotel restaurant? I’m uncomfortable getting in a car with a stranger and going to dinner.”

      He smiled. “Of course. Actually, that’s what I had in mind. That way I can get up early in the morning and head home.”

      That made her feel more at ease. While she was stepping out on a limb here, she wasn’t quite ready to give him all her trust. She wasn’t ready to hop into bed with a total stranger and yet, she was very attracted to him.

      Plus, she, too, had to leave fairly early in the morning to arrive at her new job site on time. A nice dinner with a man and then she’d be in the room by ten and asleep by eleven.

      “What time?” she asked, wondering about this man she had agreed to take a leap of faith with.

      It was the first time in seven years she was going on a date. The memory of her first date with John flooded her senses and she pushed the thoughts away. No, just no. She was beginning a new life.

      “How about eight?” he asked. “That gives us ninety minutes to clean up.”

      She’d spent the afternoon going through her cookbooks, planning her first week on the job, and the dinners she would prepare. So she was ready to begin when she met her employer.

      “Yes, that works,” she said. “I’ll meet you in the bar.”

      That way, she could keep her anonymity without giving him her room number.

      The man smiled, his full lips looked soft and tempting and were such a contrast to his rugged face. There was something about him that drew her.

      “See you there,” he said.

      As he swam off, she wondered if she was crazy. Meeting a man at the swimming pool and then agreeing to go to dinner with him, she’d never done anything so brazen, so bold, in her life and yet she was glad.

      This was the new Emily. The courageous, brash, and strong woman who had put the past behind her and was now moving on.

      “To Texas,” she said to herself softly. “And new beginnings.”
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      The moment Tanner saw her, he knew she was the one he wanted to connect with. To finally blow the soot out of his sex engine. The last time he experienced lying in a woman’s arms had been before he left for Iraq five years ago. Five long, dusty years of trying to put that god-awful war behind him.

      Five years of reliving every battle he thought he would die in. All the artillery fire, the exploding of mortars, the crackle of his radio telling him help from the air was on the way while he thought he was going to die.

      He only hoped and prayed that tonight his PTSD took a hiatus and let him have a good time. He only hoped that this woman, Emily, would give him the honor of having sex with him.

      Sure, it was a lot to ask and he was not normally into one-night stands, but he also knew he would never subject his trauma to a permanent relationship. He was broken, and until he felt certain that he was healed, he would never marry.

      No woman should have to put up with a man who fought almost a nightly battle. Or at least one every few days. There was no rhyme or reason to when they appeared. Only, suddenly, he was spiraling back in time, fighting a battle once again for his life.

      Regardless of what anyone told him, he was not fit for “forever after” or even longer than one night.

      Glancing at the clock, he slipped his billfold into his jeans and put in a couple of condoms. More than one, praying for two, ecstatic if they used three, hoping that tonight, they would do it more than once.

      What if she told him no?

      Then he would return home still yearning for a woman’s touch. The feel of her arms as she clasped them around his neck and her sweet moans in his ear.

      No, he would never resort to paying for a woman, but he hoped that tonight, he and Emily could find satisfaction in each other’s arms. Maybe she was just as lonely as him and wanted the same thing.

      He’d seen no wedding band. No outward signs of commitment. He would never get involved with someone married. Not even for a one-night stand. They were off-limits.

      The woman was beautiful and when he’d seen her blonde hair and soft blue eyes gazing at him, he’d known. She was the one.

      Rubbing on cologne, he checked the creases in his jeans making certain they lined up with his boots, made certain his shirt was tucked all nice and neat in his pants and he’d removed the stubble from his chin.

      At this moment, he couldn’t wait to get her back upstairs and explore every inch of her luscious body. Her soft lips, her bountiful breasts, and that tiny waist his hands could probably reach around.

      If he was looking for a relationship, she’d be on his radar, but he knew that was impossible. Until he found some kind of help that would end his episodes of war, he would never commit to anyone.

      With a sigh, he knew it was time. Tucking his hotel key in his shirt pocket, he glanced around the room one last time.

      One last test of his breath and he was ready to go.

      Whatever room they chose, he wanted her to see he was a neat freak and that he was prepared to pull out early in the morning.

      Time to go back to work.

      Closing the door, he hurried down the hall and got on the elevator. In a matter of seconds, he was on the ground floor.

      He saw her sitting at the bar, in a summer dress with strappy sandals on her feet. Slowly she sipped on a drink and he hoped she wouldn’t get drunk. That would be a complete turnoff, because if and when they had sex, he wanted her fully functional to enjoy what was going on.

      “Good evening, Emily,” he said, walking up to the bar.

      With relief, he noticed she was drinking a soda. Maybe there wouldn’t be anything in it.

      “What can I get for you, sir?”

      “Water,” he said.

      Her brows raised.

      “Normally, I don’t drink.”

      “Good,” she said. “I’m having a Coke to pick me up for the evening.”

      He grinned. He’d been right.

      “Saw too much drinking in the military and it made me aware that people act stupid when they’re drunk.”

      “I completely understand,” she said.

      Occasionally, he had an alcoholic drink, but most of the time, he drank water. Plus, he wanted to be functional tonight if they had sex. And he did not want his PTSD to act up. That would be so embarrassing with a stranger.

      “Shall we find our table,” he asked. “I made reservations.”

      She smiled and he took her hand to help her slide off the bar stool.

      “Have you eaten here before?”

      “Yes,” he said. “I stop here occasionally when I have to go into Dallas.”

      This was where he spent the night when he was going to return from the VA hospital. Oftentimes, he needed some time to process what the doctor told him about his condition. Plus, he didn’t like to drive late at night. Too many deer on the road.

      “Your table is ready,” the maître d’ told them as he led them through the restaurant.

      Most of the crowd was gone and there were only a few people remaining. He placed his hand on the small of her back as he guided her through the tables. It felt so good to touch a woman. To smell her sweet scent. To feel her soft skin.

      And yet, he had lied to her this afternoon. He’d not given her his real name because of the notoriety of the Burnetts in the area. All he needed was for her to realize where he lived and seek him out.

      It was better that tonight, no matter what happened, to be just about tonight and nothing else. There was no future in this relationship. No chance of anything past morning.

      When they reached the table, he pulled out the chair for her.

      “Thank you,” she said, sitting.

      “Would you like a glass of wine?” their waiter asked, walking up to the table.

      “No, thanks,” she said, and Tanner shook his head.

      “I’d like a glass of sweet ice tea,” she said and he nodded.

      “Me too.”

      After the waiter walked off, they picked up their menus.

      “What is good here?” she asked.

      “Everything. I like to get their grilled steak,” he said.

      “Then that’s what I’ll have as well,” she said, putting the menu down and smiling at him.

      Those sparkly sapphire eyes had his heart pounding in his chest at the thought they could be sharing the night together. Her sweet full lips were a temptation he couldn’t wait to kiss.

      Reaching across the table, he took her hand. “It’s been a long time since I was attracted to a woman.”

      She smiled. “So you’re normally attracted to men?”

      He threw back his head and laughed. “No. I’m just kind of picky regarding women.”

      “Good, I’m picky as well. The last time a man asked me to dinner was seven years ago.”

      Stunned, he stared at her.

      “That’s a long time.”

      “Yes, well, it was my husband,” she said.

      Oh, great she was married. But she had not been wearing a wedding ring.

      “No, I’m no longer married,” she said. “Things happen.”

      Great, she was divorced. Maybe it was best if he didn’t ask her a lot of questions. The least amount he knew, the better.

      “Any kids?”

      “Oh, no,” she said. “How about you?”

      “No, I’ve never married,” he said softly. “The war kind of ruined that for me.”

      For a moment, her face looked stricken and then she picked up her tea and took a big gulp.

      “So what do you do?” she asked.

      “I’m a ranch hand,” he said. It wasn’t entirely the truth, but close enough. It was best they stay off really personal topics. The least amount she knew, the better too.

      “Do you take care of cattle and horses?”

      “Yes,” he said, thinking there was so much more to his job than just caring for the animals.

      “Have you ever been in a rodeo?” she asked.

      “Years ago,” he said. “But now I’m too old and I just can’t do it any longer.”

      “How about family? Do you have a lot?”

      “More family than I can handle,” he said. “Most of us live on our spread. It can get very involved, very quickly.”

      He laughed. If the Burnett’s grew any larger, he feared they would have to buy another ranch. As it was, he expected his older brother Travis to announce his engagement any day, and his younger brother Tucker, the man’s business was growing by leaps and bounds.

      When those two married, there was still a whole passel of cousins that were single. And supposedly a matchmaking ghost who was finding them all their spouses. Well, he didn’t believe in ghosts and she could find everyone else but him. He had no intentions of ever marrying, not while he suffered from this shit.

      A band began to play in the bar. Sitting there across the table from her, it was all he could do to not just blurt out what he wanted from her. And if she agreed, to hell with food, they could just go to his room. But he knew that would probably send her running.

      “Would you like to dance?”

      A grin spread across her face. “I would love to.”

      They rose from their table and made their way to the dance floor where a slow two-step was in progress. She moved into his arms and he breathed deeply of her female essence.

      A woman always smelled so good, and Emily was no exception. The smell of flowers and something soft had him closing his eyes, wondering what it would be like to be with her and hoping that he’d get lucky tonight.

      Oh, it had been so long. And just holding her felt so special. If only he could find someone to spend forever with. Someone who knew how to handle his episodes.

      The feel of her in his arms, soft and moving against him, almost had him moaning.

      This was what he needed. And hopefully after dinner, she would agree.

      The music ended and they moved apart.

      “Thank you,” he said. “It’s been so long and that was great.”

      She took his hand and they walked back to the dining room. Their food had just come out of the kitchen and the waiter was busy setting everything up.

      “Looks delicious,” she said.

      “It is,” he responded and reached out and squeezed her hand. “Thank you for tonight. I would have been sitting here all alone, wishing I had a good-looking woman to talk to me. I’m really enjoying being with you.”

      A smile spread across her face. “Thanks for asking me. I didn’t realize how lonely I was until you asked me to dinner. This has been really nice.”

      For the next thirty minutes, they finished their dinner, laughing and talking and getting to know one another. Tanner was enthralled by this woman. If only he hadn’t suffered that terrible time in Iraq, then he would not have this debilitating disease. Every day he prayed it would all just go away.

      But it hadn’t.

      Finally, the waiter brought the bill. She opened her purse.

      “No, this treat is on me. It’s been such a lovely evening and I would’ve had to eat alone if you had not joined me.”

      “No, I want to pay my part,” she said.

      “I insist,” he told her and quickly left the bills on the table. He stood and walked around and pulled out her chair.

      “Thank you,” she said, “for dinner, the dancing, and just having fun tonight. This has been a real treat for me.”

      Taking her by the elbow, they moved toward the elevators.

      Would she turn him down? She didn’t seem like the type of girl who jumped into bed with just anyone, but then again, he didn’t believe in booty calls as such, and yet here he was begging God to please let him have tonight.

      “Can I walk you to your room?”

      “Yes,” she said, smiling. “I would like that very much.”

      They walked onto the elevator. Going up, the machine jolted and made a popping noise and fear spiraled through him.

      Please not now! Squeezing his eyes shut, he tried to think of what the therapist had told him. A pleasant memory, not of war, but of something he enjoyed.

      With a deep breath, he relaxed when the door slid open and they stepped out toward her room. When they got to her door, she turned to him.

      “I had a really great time tonight,” she said.

      “Me too,” he said and his mouth came down on hers. Her eyes widened and then slid closed as he kissed her. As his lips moved over hers, it was all he
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