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[image: image]


Stopping so soon after leaving her grandfather’s ranch was not Courtney Nickel’s plan. She needed to get the cattle to Ft. Worth and get them sold. The ranch was not going to last if she didn’t find some money.

Courtney visited her grandad, Bart Nickels and found out the ranch she was raised on was holding on by a thread. He was about to lose everything if something didn’t happen soon. Courtney knew she needed to do something so her family ranch could stay around another hundred years.

As she slowed to pull through Hope, Oklahoma, she heard a loud pop, then a bang, her right front tire blew and there was smoke coming from under the hood of the old pickup. She pulled to the side of the road, just across from the mini mall, put her head on the steering wheel and tears formed in her eyes.

“I’m not going to cry now. I need to find someone to fix this truck and get to Ft. Worth.”

There was a knock on the window, and she looked up. What she saw was an Adonis. She really thought he was a vision and not real. Then another knock, “Ma’am, can I help you?”

“Shit,” she rolled down the window. “Um...well...I think the radiator cap is good, can you just slide a new truck under it, and I’ll be on my way.” She gave him a half smile.

He burst out laughing. “Well now, I’m not sure about the new truck, but I can look under the hood and see if I can fix whatever it is that broke. Then I can change that blow out you had.”

“You are really kind. Thank you.” She popped the hood of the truck and watched the gorgeous man walk to the front of the truck and lift up the hood. More steam rolled out as he pushed the metal piece up to a stopping position.

All of a sudden her mouth was dry, and she couldn’t move. Damn what’s wrong with me. Get out of the truck and see if you can help.

She reached for the Coke in the cup holder and took a swig hoping beyond hope that would help, it didn’t.

She pulled the door handle and opened the door to her grandad’s old Chevy hoping the damage wasn’t as bad as she feared and walked around to the front of the truck.

She looked up into the most glorious deep blue eyes that she had ever seen, and her mouth dropped open. Shit Courtney, get it together here, he’s just a man.

The Adonis looked down and smiled at her.

Oh hell, he has dimples too.

“Well ma’am, you have a problem. I’m no mechanic, but I think you have a busted head.”

She looked at the magnificent mass of muscle, “My head, what’s wrong with my head?”

“No ma’am, there is nothing wrong with your head,” touching her temple with his finger. “The headers on the truck, I think you busted one.”

“Oh, yeah right. Okay, shit. What do I do? Is there a mechanic in town?”

“Yes ma’am, let me givem’ a call and then we need to see about getting your cattle to a pasture until this gets fixed.” The man pulled his phone from his pocket and started making phone calls. When he was done he turned to look at her, “Okay, my boss and some of the guys I work with will be right here to help you with the cattle. Jack will be here to tow the truck to the garage. Do I need to call anyone for you?”

“Um, well I can call my grandad. That’s his cattle and truck. I was trying to get them to market.”

“Who’s your grandad? Is he around here?”

“My family farm is just north of here about ten miles.”

About the time she was getting ready to tell him she would call her grandad two black SUV’s with blacked out windows pulled up. The sight that pulled from those vehicles was one she will never forget.

Tight blue jeans, boots, black t-shirts with MSI blazoned on the front left peck, and baseball caps or cowboy hats. And speaking of pecks, they were a wall of major muscle and testosterone. Holy shit, what do they put in the water around here?

A tall, not as tall as Adonis but almost, a gorgeous broad chested military man spoke, “Ma’am, I’m Zack Boyd, Rob said you were having some trouble. What can we do to help?”

“Well, I’m not sure. I was on my way to market with my grandad’s cattle and the truck decided to break down before I could even get out of Hope.”

“Who’s your grandad, chances are I might know him.”

“Bart Nickels, he has a place just north of here.”

“Yeah, we know him.” He turned to another muscled up man, “Josh, call Bart and let him know that his granddaughter will be at the Café while we get his cattle back out to his ranch.”

The man named Josh was on his phone and talking before Courtney could register what was going on.

“Seth, you and Pete escort Ms...ma’am, I didn’t get your name.”

“Oh, sorry, Courtney...Courtney Mason, I mean Nickels. Thank you really, I can see myself to the Café.”

“I insist. I would hope if my wife were out and broke down somewhere, there would be someone to help her.” He smiled a brilliant smile.

“Well, thank you. I appreciate that.” She looked at the two men Zack pointed out and they came up one on each side of her.

“Hi, I’m Seth and this is my brother Pete. The one that stopped to help you is another brother of mine, Rob.”

“It’s nice to meet you both. And thank you so much for your help.”

Before they left for the Café, Courtney reached into the truck and pulled out her purse and phone, then stepped back in line with the two other Adonis like men. She looked back and all she saw was a wall of men, majorly huge men, working on the truck and talking.

Seth and Pete took Courtney’s arms and started walking toward the Café when two women walked out of a salon across the street.

The pretty redhead walked straight up to the guy named Seth and he pulled her in for a hug. The gorgeous blonde smiled and stuck her hand out to Courtney, “Hi, I’m Dani and this is Tay. We have the salon over at the strip mall. Are you okay? We saw what happened. It’s a good thing Rob came along.”

Courtney reached and shook Dani’s hand and then Tay introduced herself and shook her hand. Good lord, is everyone around here gorgeous?

“It’s very nice to meet you. Um, these nice gentlemen were just walking me to the Café until I can get my truck fixed or get my grandad here to pick me up.”

The girls looked at Seth and Pete and the woman named Dani spoke up, “We can walk her over guys, y’all can go back and help the men. We were just fixing to run to lunch anyway.”

“You sure Dani, Zack told us to...” Pete was a little nervous about not doing, what appeared to be his boss, said to do.

“Tell my husband, we will be at the Café when you all finish if he wants to join us.” Dani was giving Pete the stink eye.

Dani took one of Courtney’s arms and Tay took the other and they headed off for the Café leaving the two men scratching their heads and mumbling.

Once inside the old familiar Café, they found a booth near the back. Courtney could remember her grandparents bringing her to the Café when she would visit. It hadn’t changed much, maybe a few more things hung on the walls, but it was a nice clean place and country music mixed with the low murmur of voices drifted to her ears.

Tay spoke up first, “So Courtney, are you from around here? I’ve never seen you before.”

“My grandad owns a ranch just north of here and I came down to visit.”

“Came down from where?” Dani asked.

“Ft. Smith. I teach up there and visit in the summers and on my breaks from school.”

“That’s so nice.”

Courtney was trying to figure out if the women were sizing her up or just being nice. It seemed they belonged to some of the men that rescued her this morning.

Dani spoke up, “So, what happened to your truck?”

About that time a robust older woman bounced over to the girls table, “Hey Dani, Tay. Oh my god, Courtney Nickels. How the heck are you?”

“I’m good Mrs. Dickerson, how are you?”

“Finer than a frog’s hair, what brings you to town?”

“I came to see grandad and was hauling some cattle to market when my truck broke down in front of the strip mall. These ladies volunteered to keep me company. One of the men stopped to help, and the next thing I know there are several men helping and they shewed me away.”

“Well, that’s our wonderful men, isn’t it Dani?”

“Yes ma’am. The men of MSI are the best.”

“So, what can I get you ladies for lunch?”

Each ordered the daily special and a Coke. “Be back shortly with your orders.”

Dani and Tay looked at Courtney, Tay spoke up first, “I’m so sorry for your delay in getting the cattle to market. Is there another day you can take them?”

“I’ll have to wait until next week.” Courtney wasn’t sure about these women yet and was leery of telling them too much.

Dani reached across the table and put her hand on Courtney’s, “Is everything okay Courtney?”

She looked at the pretty blonde and tears swelled in her eyes again, “No. Sorry, I’m not usually emotional. When I got to grandad’s yesterday the ranch has gone downhill considerably since the last time I was here. I needed to get to market with the cattle so we could have money to fix up the place. I don’t know what I’m going to do now.”

Dani looked at Tay and smiled, “It will work itself out, I’m sure of it.”

Their food arrived and they all settled into the booth and started eating. Courtney wiped the tears that spilled over. “Thank you for sitting with me while they figure out what’s wrong with my grandad’s old truck.”

“No problem. So, tell us about you.”

As Courtney swallowed that last bite she looked at both women and they seemed to be really nice and interested. “Well, I’m a teacher in Ft. Smith. My grandad has lived here all his life and the ranch he lives on has been in our family for over a hundred years. I was hoping someday that I would inherit it. I’ve always loved the place. My other cousins and sister have never shown an interest in the place. But it’s gotten so much that grandad can’t keep up with all the repairs, the cattle, horses, you know, it takes several workers to make those things work. He just can’t afford it and I’m afraid he’ll lose it.”

Dani and Tay now had tears in their eyes.

Tay spoke this time, “Something will happen, don’t worry.”

They were drying their eyes when both ladies looked up and started smiling, huge smiles and watching the door.

Courtney turned and in walked seven of the most beautiful men she had ever seen outside of a fireman’s calendar. It was all the men that stopped what they were doing in the middle of the day to come help her with her truck.

Tay jumped up and hugged the man named Seth, she thought that was his name. Then Dani did the same to Zack. Then both men reached down and gave their woman a nice kiss.

The ladies returned to their seats and Zack spoke up, “Well Courtney, the truck has been hauled to the garage just down the road. Pete and Josh are hauling the cattle back out to Bart’s place and will put them in the corral. They’ll make sure they have water and hay before they leave. I talked to Bart and he said, and I quote, ‘Damned woman had no since trying to take them cattle to market by herself anyways’. Why were you hauling them by yourself?”

“I had to. There wasn’t anyone else. I need to get...never mind.” Courtney clammed up and stopped talking.

Dani looked at Zack and gave him I’ll tell you later look, and he just shook his head.

Zack looked at the other men, “Come on, let’s get a seat and eat some lunch. Courtney, one of us will take you back out to Bart’s when you are ready. It’s not safe for you to travel around unescorted.”

“I’m a big girl Zack, I can take care of myself.”

Rob spoke up then, “Do you have a gun with you?”

“No, why would I?”

“Protection woman, good grief. You should not be out by yourself without protection.”

“Look, I really appreciate all your help today, but I’ve been taking care of myself for quite some time and I know how to protect myself if I need to.”

“You have no idea what might happen when you're out on your own. What would have happened if you were almost to Ft. Worth on that long stretch of highway that is in the middle of nowhere and broke down there? What would you have done then? Hum?” Rob’s face turned all kinds of red and he was upset that the pretty lady didn’t seem to understand safety.

“Someone would have stopped and helped me like you did.” She shrugged her shoulders.

“Lady, you can’t just trust everyone that stops to help. You got damn lucky I’m a nice guy.” His voice raised slightly.

“I’m beginning to wonder about that.” She was getting riled up from the accusations Rob was throwing her way.

Zack stepped up, “Okay you two, stop. Rob, go sit down, Courtney is safe now. Courtney, sorry, my men are in the protection business for a reason. And Rob is very protective of a pretty lady all alone.”

“Oh I’m sure he is. Does he act this way with all the women he rescues?”

They all laughed, “I’m not sure, but I’m going to guess he would.” Zack said with a huge smile.

“Well, I’m fine and thank you again Zack for your help this morning.”

“No problem.” He turned to Dani, “Are we going out tonight? It’s been awhile since we went dancing babe.”

“Let me see if Mrs. Timmons can watch the kids and we can. I’ll check with the rest of the girls too.”

“Ask Courtney, she might have a great time getting out after this terrible day.”

Dani looked at Courtney as Zack walked to the table of male testosterone, “We all go to County Line to dance and relax on Friday or Saturday nights, you should come. We have a blast. There are a lot of us, and you will meet some more wonderful friends of ours.”

“I’ll think about it, but I need to check on my grandad.”

“I can drive you out when you are ready.” Tay spoke up now.

“Thank you so much really, you all have been so nice.”
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Rob Michaels has been working for the Mountain Security and Investigations Agency for almost a year. He and his brothers joined their oldest brother Seth, after they all decided not to reup their Marine Corp enlistment.

Rob was driving in to work when he noticed a cattle trailer and truck sitting across from the mini mall. The truck had smoke billowing out of the hood and it appeared that there was a flat on the truck, thank goodness it wasn’t the trailer. When he walked to the window there was a mass of blond hair leaning over the steering wheel. He knocked on the window and the most gorgeous woman he had ever seen lifted off the wheel and her baby blues showed bright with a sadness behind them.

The woman removed herself from the cab of the truck, he noticed her full-figured body, not fat, just curves in all the right places. Damn what is a fine-looking woman like her doing out by herself like this? Stay calm stay calm stay calm.

Once the men showed up to help, he was glad Zack was talking to her, because he wanted to throttle her for trying such an adventure on her own.

When she took off toward the Café with Seth and Pete he hoped to God that Pete would keep his distance. Pete was the horndog of the group and would nail any pretty thing around. Shit, I should have gone instead. Damn, Pete.

When he noticed Dani and Tay approach the beauty and Seth and Pete started heading back, he felt a little better. Why the hell do I care? She is reckless, stubborn, who cares if Pete talks to her? Shit, shit, shit.

Pete approached the men, whistled, “Damn, that woman is fine. Wonder if she would go out with me?”

Rob gave him a ‘go to hell’ look.

“What’s up bro? You like her? I’ll back off if that’s the case.”

“Don’t care.”

Pete looked at Seth, “Shit, if he doesn't care, then I just might ask her out.”

Seth grinned, “Better be careful there little brother.”

Rob scowled at both of them but didn’t say a word.

The tow truck came, and they all headed to the Café for lunch.

***
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Rob sat with the other men at a table across the Café from Dani, Tay, and their new friend Courtney. He couldn’t keep his eyes from wandering to the pretty blonde.

Zack looked at him, “So, you men going out tonight? I think we are.”

Sounds good, sures, and let me text...were heard around the table.

Rob just nodded his head and didn’t really know if he would go, but a game of pool and a beer didn’t sound half bad after the morning he had.

All the men at the table were married except Rob and Pete. Their youngest brother worked with them as well and he wasn’t married either.

Zack spoke up again, “We have two new men coming to work for us. After the ordeal in Kansas last year, I wanted to add additional staff. They are both Navy SEALs. They will start in a couple of weeks. I was going to bring it up at the staff meeting on Monday, just wanted to give everyone a little heads up.” Glancing over at Rob again.

“What unit are they coming from?” Josh asked.

“Max Knight recommended them. He is going to be adding some staff as well. He didn’t like having to call us in last year. But the men wanted to come back to Oklahoma, so Max directed them to me.”

“Max is a good guy. It’s always nice to work with another great company like his.” Joe spouted off.

Joe Thompson was Zack’s former commander and has become a business partner with Zack and his twin brother Zeke at MSI. Joe is also married to Seth’s mother-in-law, Jan.

The men were getting ready to leave the Café and Jan and Linda walked in, “Hey honey.” Jan said to Joe.

“Well, nice surprise in the middle of the day.” He reached down and gave Jan a kiss. “What brings you ladies into town?”

“Lunch. Linda called me and here we are. I didn’t know I would run into you or we could have come earlier.”

“Nonsense, you and Linda have a nice lunch sweetheart. Dani and Tay are over there and they have a new friend we met this morning when her truck broke down.”

“Nice, we’ll go introduce ourselves. I love you,” Jan put her hands on Joe’s chest.

“I love you too darlin’,” he reached down for another kiss.

Zack went to Dani’s table to say goodbye. He looked at Courtney, “Do you need a ride back to Bart’s?”

Dani spoke up, “Tay said she would run her out there. No problem.” Then she noticed that Jan and Linda were headed their way and waved.

Zack reached down and kissed Dani.

Seth came over and kissed Tay, “See you tonight. Oh, do you want to go out? The others are.”

“We were just discussing that. We are trying to convince Courtney to join us.” Tay looked over at Courtney.

Seth looked at Courtney, “You should. We are all going. It’s fun. The guys play pool and drink a little beer while the girls do whatever girls do,” he laughed.

She smiled, “It really sounds fun, I’ll think about it. Thanks.”

Courtney was watching Seth’s brother Rob, he was watching her too.

Pete came up to the girls table, “Courtney, want to go out to County Line tonight?”

The girls all started laughing and Jan and Linda approached the table, Linda spoke up, “What is everyone laughing at?”

“Your son, Pete.”

He looked perplexed, “What did I do? I just asked Courtney if she was going to County Line tonight.”

Linda looked at her son Pete, “That sounds like fun. Who all’s going?”

“Everyone as far as I know,” Dani said. “I just received texts from almost everyone, I’m waiting on Vic. She probably needs to check with Mrs. Timmons.”

Courtney wasn’t quite following all of the conversations, but she did get the idea that the lady named Linda was Pete and Seth’s mom, which meant she was Rob’s mom as well.

Linda Michaels was a petite woman, pretty blonde, looked to be in her mid-forties, but that couldn’t be, she had grown sons. I wonder how old Seth is? Didn’t someone say he was the oldest?

The men finally left, and Dani introduced Jan and Linda to Courtney, “It’s very nice to meet you both.”

Linda looked at her, “My son Pete seemed to think something of you.”

“Um...”

Tay spoke, “Rob rescued Courtney this morning from a broken down truck. Then Seth and Pete showed up with some of the men to help her out. We are trying to talk her into going with us tonight.”

“Oh you should. There will be some of us other single women out there. They are more your age, not mine. But we would love to have you join our little group.”

“I might. I need to get back out to grandad’s and let him know I’m okay. What time do you usually go out?”

“Around nine. I can pick up if you like. That way you don’t have to walk in by yourself. I always hate to walk in a new place by myself.” Tay offered.

“That sounds nice. I just might take you up on the offer. I haven’t been out in so long. I’ll see what grandad needs before I decide.”

“Here give me your phone. I will put my number in, and you send me a text then we will have each other’s numbers.”

Courtney handed Tay her phone and then Dani took it and put her number in as well. Jan and Linda followed suit.

“You can’t have too many friends.” Jan said. “We are going to grab our seats and have some lunch, we’ll see you all tonight.”

“Everyone here seems so nice. I really appreciate you all so much,” Courtney was blushing a little.

“That’s why we love our little town. Everyone knows everyone and helps where we need to. Have you ever considered moving here? Maybe before your grandad passes and leaves you the ranch?” Dani was inquiring.

“Yes but, Hope never has any openings at the elementary level. Their teachers stay until they die I think.” She grinned at the ladies sitting across from her.

“Well, we have an ‘in’ at the school. We have several teacher friends and know someone on the board. Maybe we can find out some inside info for you.”

“Oh my gosh that would be great. I’ve wanted out of Arkansas for several years but can’t
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