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Chapter 1
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The train rattled to a stop, brakes squealing against the rural platform, and Mia Carter stepped onto cracked pavement, her sneakers scuffing dust. At twenty-one, she was a city girl through and through—Chicago’s concrete jungle her playground, her college dorm a chaos of textbooks and late-night coffee runs. Her dark hair was pulled into a high ponytail, strands escaping to frame her freckled face, and her hazel eyes squinted against the glaring June sun. A duffel bag hung over her shoulder, stuffed with summer clothes she’d hastily packed when her mom suggested a break from urban life with the Hendersons—old family friends she hadn’t seen since she was a kid.

The station was a speck in the middle of nowhere, fields stretching endless and green, the air thick with hay and earth. Mia adjusted her tank top, already sticking to her skin, and scanned for her ride. A beat-up red pickup rolled up, dust swirling, and a woman leaned out—Ellen Henderson, her mom’s college roommate, all sun-weathered skin and a wide grin.

“Mia! Look at you, all grown!” Ellen called, hopping out to wrap her in a hug that smelled of lavender and horse feed. “City’s been good to you, huh?”

“Yeah,” Mia laughed, awkward, hugging back. “It’s... different here.”

“You’ll love it,” Ellen said, tossing Mia’s bag into the truck bed. “Fresh air, real food. Luke’s dying to meet you—well, meet you again. You were what, eight, last time?”

Mia nodded, vague memories of a gangly boy and muddy boots flickering back. The drive to the ranch was forty minutes of winding roads, Ellen chattering about cattle and crops, Mia half-listening as she watched the horizon swallow her city life. The Henderson ranch emerged—a sprawling white farmhouse, barns weathered red, fences snaking through rolling hills. Chickens clucked, a dog barked, and the air buzzed with life she didn’t understand.

Ellen parked by the porch, and Mia climbed out, stretching, when a figure emerged from the barn. Luke Henderson was no gangly kid now—twenty-two, tall, broad-shouldered, his plaid shirt unbuttoned over a white tee, jeans hugging lean hips. His blond hair was tousled under a worn baseball cap, blue eyes catching the sun as he strode over, wiping dirt from his hands.

“Hey,” he said, voice low, rough from work. “Mia, right?”

“Yeah,” she said, throat dry, caught by the easy confidence in his stance. “Luke?”

“That’s me.” He grinned, a half-smile that crinkled his eyes, and offered a hand. She shook it—callused, warm, a jolt zipping up her arm. “Welcome to the middle of nowhere.”

“Thanks,” she replied, pulling back fast, her cheeks heating. Ellen ushered them inside, the house cool and cluttered with family photos, and Mia felt his gaze linger as she followed. Dinner was roast chicken and stories—Ellen and Frank, Luke’s dad, laughing about old times—but Mia’s focus drifted to Luke across the table, his quiet nods, the flex of his jaw as he chewed. City boys didn’t look like this, didn’t move like this, and she wasn’t sure what to do with the flutter in her chest.

After, he caught her on the porch, the sky bruising purple. “Sleep okay in the city?” he asked, leaning on the rail.

“Not really,” she admitted. “Too loud.”

“It’s quiet here,” he said, eyes on her. “Might take getting used to.”

“Yeah,” she murmured, meeting his stare, and the air hummed, a spark she couldn’t name.
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Morning broke with a rooster’s crow, jarring Mia from a restless sleep in the guest room—a narrow bed, quilt patched with faded flowers. She stumbled downstairs in leggings and a tank top, hair a mess, to find Ellen frying eggs and Luke already gone to the barn. “He’s an early riser,” Ellen said, sliding a plate over. “You’ll help him today—give those city hands a workout.”

Mia ate fast, nerves tingling, and stepped into the sun, the ranch sprawling under a sky too big. Luke was by the stables, hauling hay bales, his shirt sleeves rolled up, sweat beading on his neck. “Morning,” he called, spotting her. “Ready to get dirty?”

“Guess so,” she said, forcing a grin, and he tossed her a pair of gloves—too big, but she pulled them on. He started with the horses—big, snorting beasts she’d only seen in movies—showing her how to brush them, his hands steady over their coats.

“Like this,” he said, guiding her hand, his fingers brushing hers through the gloves. Her pulse jumped, his touch lingering a beat too long, and she nodded, focusing on the horse to hide her flush. Next was feeding—hay, grain, a rhythm she fumbled, straw sticking to her clothes. He laughed, soft, when she tripped over a bucket, catching her elbow.

“City’s not this clumsy,” he teased, and she swatted him, the contact sparking again. Midday, they moved to the fences—checking posts, hammering loose nails—and the sun climbed, heat pressing down. Her tank top clung, sweat trickling between her breasts, and she caught him glancing, his eyes darkening before he looked away.

“Lunch,” he said, abrupt, leading her to a shady spot by the creek. They sat on a blanket Ellen had packed, sandwiches and water between them, the air thick with summer and something else. “You’re not bad at this,” he said, biting into his food.

“High praise,” she shot back, grinning. “You’re a good teacher.”

“Gotta be,” he said, leaning back on his elbows, shirt riding up to show a strip of tanned skin. “Ranch doesn’t wait.” Their knees brushed as she shifted, and neither moved, the silence humming. He told her about the land—his dad’s pride, his own plans—and she shared college tales, the city a distant dream here.

Afternoon brought the cattle—herding them to new pasture, Luke on horseback, her on foot with a stick, flailing at first. “Keep ‘em tight,” he shouted, riding close, and she laughed, flustered, as he swung down to help, his hand on her back guiding her. By dusk, she was filthy—mud on her legs, hay in her hair—but alive, the work waking something in her.

They washed up at the pump, cold water splashing her face, and he handed her a towel, their fingers brushing again. “Not bad for day one,” he said, close now, the setting sun gilding his hair.

“Thanks,” she murmured, meeting his blue eyes, and the world shrank, heat coiling low in her belly.

Chapter 3

July blazed in, the sun a tyrant over the Henderson ranch. Mia woke to sticky heat, her room a furnace, and pulled on shorts and a cropped tee, tying her hair up as she joined Luke outside. Two weeks in, she’d found a rhythm—horses, fences, cattle—but the days were long, the work brutal, and Luke was a constant distraction. His quiet strength, the way his jeans hugged his thighs as he rode, the sweat glistening on his arms—it stirred her in ways she hadn’t expected.

Today was haying—cutting, baling, stacking—and the field shimmered with heat. Luke drove the tractor, shirt off now, his torso bronzed and glistening, muscles flexing as he worked. Mia followed with the pitchfork, stacking bales, her shorts riding up, the crop top barely containing her as she bent. She caught him watching—eyes lingering on her legs, her chest—and her skin prickled, a thrill chasing the exhaustion.

“Hot enough for you?” he called, hopping down, wiping his brow with his discarded shirt.

“Too hot,” she groaned, fanning herself, and he grinned, tossing her a water bottle. They drank, side by side, water dripping down her chin, and she wiped it, aware of his gaze. “You’re used to this?”

“Born in it,” he said, leaning on the tractor, close enough she could smell him—sweat, hay, something raw. “You’re holding up.”

“Barely,” she laughed, and their shoulders brushed, a jolt she felt everywhere. The afternoon dragged, bales piling high, and by late day, they collapsed in the shade, panting, the air thick between them. “Need a break,” she said, stretching, her shirt lifting to bare her stomach.

“Me too,” he murmured, eyes on her, and he shifted closer, their thighs touching. Her breath caught as he reached out, brushing hay from her hair, his fingers lingering on her cheek. “You’ve got dirt,” he said, voice low, thumb tracing her jaw.

“So do you,” she whispered, hand rising to wipe his brow, and time slowed—the heat, his touch, the pull. His face dipped, lips hovering near hers, breaths mingling, and she tilted up, wanting it. A cow mooed, sharp, breaking the spell, and he pulled back, cursing under his breath.

“Dinner,” he said, standing fast, offering a hand. She took it, his grip firm, and they walked back, tension crackling, the near-kiss a promise unfulfilled.
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