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      For years, he kept writing long after she stopped reading. Tonight, he’s done letting letters do the talking.

      
        
        As the eldest Baker sister running our family bakery, Gimme Some Sugar, I thought I’d finally made peace with Mustang Phillips, with the rumors that shattered my reputation and the heartbreak that followed.

      

        

      
        Seven years ago, I stopped opening his letters. He never stopped writing them.

      

        

      
        I’ve spent every day since convincing myself I’m over the rugged ex-military mountain man who once held my future in his hands. No more falling for his flirty smile, his heartfelt declarations, his sexy mustache, or that infuriating cowboy charm.

      

        

      
        But now he’s back. Hosting the K9 charity auction where a program prank turns my cookie donation into my nookie. Perfect. Just perfect.

      

        

      
        “I’m done letting you go,” he growls, bidding against himself like a loon before hauling me offstage and straight into his arms. “You’re hearing the truth tonight, Daph.”

      

        

      
        I should run. Refuse to listen. Because one kiss and I’m reminded why losing him nearly devastated me the first time.

      

        

      
        And why falling for him again might be inevitable.

      

        

      
        Welcome to Wild Rose Mountain K-9 Rescue in West Texas! Where the ex-military alpha mountain men are hot, over the top, and about to be brought to their knees by the sassy, strong women who cross their paths.

      

        

      
        Full of fun and flirty banter, Macy’s books are SAFE (no cheating, no cliffhangers), and every standalone novel or novella delivers a heartfelt happily ever after!
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            mustang

          

          The Night it all Began

        

      

    

    
      Relieved to escape the biting December wind, I haul open the door to Gimme Some Sugar and wince as the bakery’s overhead bell clangs loud in the empty space. The place stands dim except for light streaming from the kitchen area behind the counter, chairs already stacked on tables. Nightfall comes early in winter, and I’m cutting this favor for Mom close.

      A wave of buttery, sugar-scented warmth hits me as I step inside, making my empty stomach growl. That and nostalgia, as the familiar scent takes me straight back to high school, when I’d stop in before rodeo practice.

      I forgot how good coming home could smell.

      “Be right out! Just gimme a sec.” The energy behind the female voice makes me smile. Definitely not Mrs. B who’s operated this place as long as I can remember.

      I tug off my gloves, stuff them in my jacket pocket, and hold my Stetson against my chest while scanning the place. My years in the Marines means the security sweep’s instinctive. It’s mostly how I remember: deep glass display case, mostly empty this close to closing, beneath the wooden counter that holds the register; the square wooden tables and chairs; chalkboard menu on the back wall. Only now everything’s decorated for the holidays.

      Our quaint little town turns into tourist chaos over the long Thanksgiving and Christmas weekends. But now that both have come and gone, with the New Year just on the horizon, things are starting to settle.

      “Sorry about that, just finishing up a batch of dough for⁠—”

      The girl who emerges from the back, in the act of wiping her hands on her red-and-green striped apron, stops mid-sentence when she spots me.

      And fuck me if she isn’t the prettiest thing I’ve seen since I shipped out after doing the rodeo circuit for a couple years before signing up. Her hair makes me think of Peanut, my first horse as a boy, a sorrel mare whose deep red coat would gleam, practically catch fire when sunlight hit it just right. Would hers? At the strange urge to yank out the clip holding it up, I tighten my hold on my Stetson. “Apologies for showing up so close to closing. Just need to get a couple things to go.”

      With her back lit, I can’t tell the color of her eyes, but they’re wide, framed by lashes thick enough to cast shadows as she looks me up and down, no doubt curious who’s just barged in here minutes before closing. She stands about 5’ 6” I’m guessing, and even with the apron, appears slender and full of energy. Hell, she reminds me of a well-bred filly with nowhere to run.

      I thought Marine training prepared me for just about everything. So why am I feeling ambushed?

      “We’re actually closed already,” she says, but smiles as she continues wiping her fingers. “I just forgot to turn the sign.”

      “Oh? Mom told me you were open till six.”

      “Not for several years. We close at four now.”

      Okay. So maybe I should leave, but that’s the last thing I want to do. I set my hat on the counter between us, crown-side down. “Any chance I can still talk you into selling me some sweets? My mom’s going to be mighty disappointed if I show up tomorrow without anything from her favorite bakery.”

      She hasn’t stopped studying me. “You look vaguely familiar, but I can’t place you.”

      “Rodney Phillips,” I offer, unclenching my palms to extend one hand. “But most folks around here call me Mustang.”

      Her eyebrows lift as she steps forward to clasp my hand, revealing pretty pale green eyes. When her skin slides against mine, I swear I’m swallowing a moan. “Phillips? Part of the shooting-range family?”

      “Got it in one.” Reluctantly, I release my hold after a light squeeze that matches her own. “Bull’s-eye Rendezvous has been in our family for decades. Just finished helping Grandpop close up for the night.” I rub my stubbled jaw, covered by several days’ worth of scruff; haven’t touched a razor since leave began last week. “Skipped dinner to get here before you closed. Mom sent me on a mission.”

      “Mission accomplished, I guess.”

      “Only if you’ll still sell me some goodies?” Yeah, I’m not above begging. “Pretty please?”

      I don’t know what it is about her, don’t think I’ve ever seen her before, but I’m not ready to turn tail and retreat.

      “Wait, Mustang Phillips? The bronc rider? I think I saw you ride when I was a kid. You scored in the high eighties, broke some record, right?”

      I grin. “All lies.”

      She laughs, quick and bright. “So you didn’t win that championship? Beat out everyone else in the tri-county area? Get yourself a big trophy, belt buckle and check?”

      “Well, the belt buckle sure was big. Not too certain about the check.” I laugh, amazed at her memory. “Eight seconds aboard Flying Dutchman. Still hurts to think about. Where’s Mrs. Berrett? She still run this place?”

      “She does. I’m one of her granddaughters, Daphne Baker. My sisters and I all help out now.”

      “Daphne Baker who works at a bakery. That’s convenient.”

      “Gosh, never heard that one before.” She gives me one of those looks, the kind that tells me I’d better step up my game if I want to have a chance with her.

      “Any chance I can still get something to go? Or is it too late for that?” Before she can answer, I add, “Heading to Kerrville with my grandpop tomorrow, and my mom—who lives there now—is the one who insisted we needed sugary supplies.” The hole in my stomach gnaws deeper. “Plus, maybe you’d let me sneak a little something right now? I’m meeting my buddy Jim in a bit, and I’m starving.”

      “Jim Burton? You’re friends? Or did I guess wrong?”

      And then I can’t help but smile at her because some things in small towns never change. “Bull’s-eye. We’ve been best buds as long as I can remember, only when I rodeoed and then enlisted, he went to college for a degree in education. Now he teaches at the very high school we used to terrorize.”

      “Did he rodeo too?”

      “Not after he took a tumble, off one of our horses”—I wince at the memory—“when we were twelve and broke his leg when Beauregard fell on him after being spooked by a rattlesnake.”

      “Yikes.” Her face gets so expressive I can’t help but laugh.

      “So how do you know Jim?” Is she already claimed?

      “He’s a regular. Stops in most mornings on his way to work. Grabs breakfast to go.”

      Not discerning any romantic interest in her tone or answer, I drop the subject of my buddy and step forward to tap the glass case with the back of one knuckle. “So maybe you’ll take pity on me? What’ve you got left? I won’t be picky, although I’m supposed to get one of those molasses pumpkin pies my mom’s been craving all fall. Have you got at least a slice or two I can buy?”

      Daphne’s face lights up. “You’re in luck. I’ve got a whole one in the refrigerator. What else?”

      “Dad wants some of your triple chunk chocolate chip cookies, if you’ve got any to spare.”

      “We always have those. Hang tight.” She disappears into the back, returning moments later with a pie box she sets on the counter. “How many cookies?”

      “As many as you’ll sell me. And whatever that is.” I point to a tray with one lone remaining cupcake. It’s got swirled white icing with red and green sprinkles. “It looks amazing.”

      She pulls out the cupcake. “Something new I tried earlier. Here, see what you think.” She slides it across the counter. “I need your honest opinion, so it’s on the house.”

      I peel back the zigzagged wrapper and take a bite. Flavors explode on my tongue like a bronc bolting out of the gate. It’s a sugary explosion of pure bliss, a combination of vanilla, cool mint, and sweet buttery frosting. “I think I’m in love,” I mutter around the creamiest mouthful in memory. “I’ll take every single one you’ve got left. And wait while you make more.”

      A blush spreads across her cheeks. “That’s a lot of sugar. Where exactly are you planning to pack all those calories? You don’t look like someone who indulges much.” She stares at my torso, where my jacket’s open, and I straighten reflexively. Stupidly wish I could strip off my coat and shirt, do a little muscle flexing and deepen the appreciation in her gaze.

      “Like I said, mission for my mom. Though Grandpop and I will definitely sample the goods on the drive.” I finish the cupcake in two more bites. “But for something this good? I’m happy to do my part. Military training burns a lot of fuel.”

      “Military?” She studies me more carefully. “Which branch?”

      “Marines.”

      “I can see it.” Before she starts prepping another box for the requested treats, she circles my head and then aims her finger up and down my form. “The haircut’s growing out, but still recognizable. Plus you got awesome posture.”

      “Sounds like I’m at a disadvantage. You’re figuring me all out, but I know nothing about you except you make the best damn cupcakes I’ve ever tasted.”

      “That’s all you need to know,” she says with a hint of mischief that makes my stomach tighten in a way that has nothing to do with hunger.

      I watch her as she packs up the order, scooting in between the front display case, plasticware containers on the counter beneath the menu, and whatever else they’ve got stashed back in the kitchen. She’s everywhere at once and I can’t look away, in awe at how fast and efficiently she’s packing up things, yet a little saddened by it too. Because the sooner she finishes, the sooner I’ve got no reason to stay.

      “So, Mustang,” she says, glancing up. “Interesting nickname. Suits you, though, what with the bronc riding and
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