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        Thanks for picking up my book! If you want to check out more of my titles, please visit my author page at

        www.authorabbyknox.com.
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            A Week to Wed

          

          BOOK TWO IN THE MAIL-ORDER BRIDES OF DARLING CREEK

        

      

    

    
      When Lincoln Hall  learns his father’s last will and testament stipulates that he be married by the age of 40 in order to inherit the family’s Montana ranch or lose everything, he needs to act fast to find a bride. This lonely cowboy has spent a decade paying the price for the shame he brought upon his family in his younger days. No one in Darling Creek wants anything to do with him, he’s sure of that. A mail-order bride is the easiest solution. But when his bride shows up with plans for a big, lavish ceremony, Lincoln knows that there’s nothing “easy” about this situation. And the clock is ticking.

      Maisy Milliken is a bride with a plan. A big one. When she leaves behind a life in which everything has been decided for her, she’s suddenly free to have the wedding — and the marriage — that she’s always dreamed of. She’s never  going back to her old life in Dallas but she’s sure going to celebrate the new one. But when her grouchy, impatient groom tells her she only has a week to plan it, she’s not sure how to pull that off. She’s new in town, and resources are limited in this remote ranching community. With her newfound determination and grit, however, nothing is going to stand in the way. Not even a ticking clock.
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      Lincoln

      

      It takes some heavy balls to travel with white suitcases. Let alone two luggage carts full of them, piled chest-high.

      “Welcome to the mountains, princess,” I mutter to no one. “All your baggage is about to get scuffed and filthy as heck.”

      I’m alone outside of arrivals at the Bozeman Yellowstone International Airport, pitying whichever poor sap has to deal with that mess.

      Maybe I’m sexist for assuming it’s a woman responsible for making two curbside valets struggle through the sliding doors with enough luggage to fill half a cargo container. Whoever it is, they’re sure to be a handful and a half.

      Past the mountain of luggage, I see her.

      An angel glides through the doors like royalty in a pale pink skirt, matching blazer, and high heels that belong on a runway somewhere far away from here.

      My stomach leaps into my chest cavity when I see a wide, brilliantly white smile. “Lincoln? Lincoln Hall?”

      It’s her.

      No longer able to feel my fingers, I drop the sign with her name, Maisy Milliken. Maisy is ten times as pretty as the photo she sent and looks ten years younger. Didn’t she say in her emails that she was 30? Wait, no. She just said she was a spinster. I’d assumed a certain age. Maybe closer to my age of almost 40. This woman can’t be a day over 22.

      I touch the brim of my hat and nod deeply. “That’s me,” I croak.

      I watch her smile change from excited to diplomatic. It seems reality is setting in for her as much as it is for me. The difference is her reality is forcing her to lower her expectations, while my reality is making my head spin with contradicting thoughts:

      She misled you. Not technically. But if her definition of “ spinster “ was a latch on a barn door, it’d be so loose we’d’ve already lost all the cows.

      She’s too high class for you. Look at her; she comes from big city money. She won’t need you to take care of her. Ah, but this is the 21st century. A woman with money doesn’t affect my masculinity.

      Besides, I’ve been pent up for so long; if Maisy is into me, that woman is in for the freakin’ carnival ride of her life.

      If my reticence doesn’t fuck everything up.

      I’m not prepared for the touching, though. So when Maisy lifts her chin and clip-clops over to me in those sky-high heels to hug my neck, my body floods with heat.

      “So nice to meet you!” Her Texas twang is as cute as a button.

      Maisy may be dressed inappropriately for a rancher’s wife, but she sure is a bubbly thing.

      And then, my stomach drops to the pavement as I watch the woman turn away and approach the two valets. Oh, no. Please, god, no. She hands each of the valets some folding money and thanks them warmly for helping with her luggage.

      Yeah. That mountain of white matching suitcases? I’m the poor sap who’s gonna be dealing with it.

      Maisy had said she likes the outdoors. That she likes to read. That she loves animals. I expected a messy bun and a cardigan. Glasses. Sensible shoes. A shy smile that I’d have to earn. Okay, so she’s not what I expected. She’s kinda fancy. Or maybe she dressed up for the occasion.

      “Wow. You’re Lincoln!” Maisy shouts for everyone to hear. “I can’t believe I’m here! My groom!” She hugs me again, and despite my chagrin at the sight of all this luggage, I like how she slings her arms around my neck. Heck, it’s been so long since anyone rubbed up against me, it’s probably just a bunch of brain chemicals acting up.

      Chemicals. Loneliness. That is all there is to blame for what my body does. My hands travel slowly up and down her back. My chest notices her small, perky breasts pressed close. And my cock is wide awake and hard while my brain prays she doesn’t notice. She feels so delicate. I was expecting someone…I don’t know. Sturdier? Someone I could mold into a cowgirl. My match.

      When Maisy pulls back, she kisses each of my cheeks. Is she French? British? I don’t know what to do with that.

      Up close, she smells like expensive perfume. Her glossy, full lips brush against my cheek, and she’s so soft that I worry my scruff might leave a scratch. I remembered to shave this morning. But the way my hair grows in, it’s more like a two o’clock shadow instead of a five o’clock.

      I hope she doesn’t notice my top lip sweating. It tends to do that when I’m nervous. Breathe, Lincoln, breathe. You know what happens when you get too anxious and your insides fill up with gas…no, that idea is unthinkable.

      All of this is a bad idea. We don’t make sense. I’m too big for her. Too old. Too quiet. Too grouchy. Too country.

      Apart from that, I notice an outright lie. Maisy’s holding a cat carrier and never mentioned anything about a feline.

      When she swipes her lip gloss from my cheek with her thumb, everything below my waist goes tight in the weirdest way possible. My legs, my cock, even my rectum.

      And now, I’m hallucinating the sound of gremlins. A ridiculous tiny growl comes from the cat carrier under her arm.

      “Your cat doesn’t like me,” I say.

      Maisy laughs and squeezes my bicep. “Oh no, silly. That’s not a cat. That’s Loki. See?”

      She crouches down, unzips the carrier, and out scrambles a tiny black dog wearing a sweater. A French bulldog, I think they call those. Humph. Might as well be a cat.

      “I’m going to take Loki for a potty break, and then we can go. He can’t wait to meet your…what did you say you had again?” Maisy cocks her head to the side and blinks at me, her lips parted. God, she’s gorgeous. Her curious eyes are the color of a big-sky thunderstorm, and a tiny freckle above her top lip calls out to be kissed.

      “Border collies,” I answer. Molly and Frank, my energetic cattle herders, will take about five minutes to injure that little sausage of hers with their roughhousing, and I’m going to get sued.

      Maisy—and her dog Loki—are far too soft and refined for life on a ranch.

      But if all I have to do is get married to have my name on the deed, then this Texas rose will have to fit the bill.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Maisy

      
      So far, I’m impressed.

      More than impressed. Instead of saying something rude about Loki’s small size and spoiled demeanor, my future groom waited patiently with me outside the terminal for the dog to tinkle in the grassy pet area. Then, Lincoln picked little Loki up in his big cowboy arms and buckled him into the backseat of his truck as if he were his own baby.

      Not only that, but Lincoln lifted me into the truck and helped me strap in like a true gentleman. I’ll tell you what: this cowboy is already shaming Dallas boys. Texas chivalry is dead, as far as I’m concerned.

      I expected Lincoln to have some comments about my luggage. I never travel light; I like to have options. I get cold! Everyone in North Texas blasts their air conditioners, so you can bet I have a turtleneck, a sweater, and jeans for every mood. And considering I’m uprooting my entire life? Well, of course, I brought all of my possessions. But to my amazement, not a single snide remark about it left his lips as he fit all of it snugly into the bed of his pickup. It was like watching a game of Tetris, complete with that look of deep concentration.

      Oh. I like this man.

      Not sure he likes me. He’s awkwardly silent and gives a lot of one-word answers to all my questions about him that we never covered in our emails.

      “Well, we’ve got plenty of time to get to know each other before the wedding,” I say aloud, reaching back to scratch Loki under his chin.

      Lincoln gives me a curious look at that, but otherwise doesn’t say much on the trip to Darling Creek. He seems happy enough to listen to me talk about my flight, about my dog, about all my failed attempts at going to college to earn a degree. First, Texas A&M, which was my daddy’s alma mater. Then I dropped out and spent a year abroad trying to figure things out. After that, it was a year at the University of North Texas, my mama’s school. But you could say I spent too much time partying on Lake Texoma and not enough time studying.

      “I’m not proud of it. I’m just…not a fan of school. And yet, Mama and Daddy Milliken keep hiring experts to tutor me and help me enroll here, there, and everywhere. They finally gave up and decided it was time for me to get married, so here I am.”

      Lincoln is silent, and I see his knuckles turn white against the steering wheel. “You’re doing this because your parents made you sign up as a mail-order bride?”

      I laugh loudly and say, “No! God no. They would be horrified if they knew what I was doing. No, they wanted me to mar—you know what? Never mind. I’d rather not think about that.”

      A low hum sounds in Lincoln’s throat, and at first, I think it might be coming from Loki.

      “Maisy? How old are you?”

      “I’m 25.”

      “You said you were a spinster.”

      He says this not in an accusing way. The corner of his lip curls up in the first semi-smile I’ve seen from him.

      “According to my family, I am,” I explain.

      There’s another long pause.

      “What about you, Lincoln? You never told me your age.”

      Lincoln’s strong jaw tics, and my lip still harbor the memory of brushing against it when I’d greeted him. “Almost 40. And I am too old to still be single. According to my family.”

      Seems we have something in common. “Ha. Maybe our daddies should meet and form a club.”

      That hint of a smile widens, crinkling the skin around honey-brown eyes that I can see in his profile as he drives. Oh, my. He’s handsome. He’s good-looking when he’s not smiling, but those crow’s feet. Lordy. It’s good that I’m sitting down because my knees would buckle otherwise.

      “A finger-wagging club,” he replies, with a wider smile and a lift of one eyebrow. He takes his eyes off the road for just half a second to shoot me that smile, and I am done for. Absolutely wrecked.

      I laugh again, louder this time. “The finger wag is the official club greeting.”

      The noise he makes is between a chuckle and a grunt, and
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