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        * * *

      

      Ryan Wylder isn’t looking for love. He’s been burned before and has learned his lesson the hard way. But when his sexy new neighbor Carly Clarke takes aim at him with her shotgun during a late-night misunderstanding that sparks his interest, he may have to look out for more than his life—he may have to look out for his heart!

      

      Carly Clarke is ready for change. No more men. No more bad decisions or accepting well-meaning interference in her life. Just self-reliance as she builds up her soon-to-be organic farm. Only one problem, handsome cowboy Ryan Wylder keeps showing up and making offers her new business can’t refuse. Will accepting his help mean she’ll lose her fight for independence, or will he respect her boundaries while pushing her to new levels?

      

      And what will this duo do as their lives become inexplicably entwined, and their hearts beg them to take a second chance on love?
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            A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        When you sit down to write a book sometimes you think you know how things are going to go. You know who your characters are and what they are striving toward. And then things happen. Things change. The characters begin to insist on certain things, or some things appear on the page and feel so right.

      

        

      
        As I write this note (June 2020) our world is in the midst of dealing with the COVID-19 pandemic and my neighboring country is dealing with riots and protests of various kinds. Many are related to discrimination based on color.

      

        

      
        It is a confusing time filled with pain. As a woman raised to believe that every single life, story, and perspective matters and that kindness and caring matters more than a person’s color, it is especially confusing for me. Discrimination and racism is not right, and it does hurt.

      

        

      
        Maybe that’s why I love writing so much. It’s an escape for me as much as for my readers.

      

        

      
        Enter my dear heroine Carly Clarke who is a woman of color. Carly walked onto the page from the start as a strong woman with beautiful dark skin and a hurt soul. She is like me and you with her hopes and dreams for a future where things will finally go right, and where she entrusts her heart to the right person.

      

        

      
        My books are always about hope, love and following one’s dreams. And this is the heart of Carly’s story, too. Just like it’s mine. Just like it’s probably yours.

      

        

      
        If I have misstepped, please forgive me. And if our society’s perspectives change over the years, as they always do, and the things I have written today are no longer relevant or appropriate, please forgive me. My only intention is to assist in making the real world line up with what is in my heart: compassion, kindness and caring, where every life matters greatly and where a person’s character matters more than their color.

      

        

      
        I hope that I have done justice in telling Carly’s story. I hope that I have helped give more women a voice. I hope that, thanks to Carly, more women will see themselves on the pages of my books. And I hope that those who assume they will see themselves reflected back on the pages of these stories will also see themselves in Carly. We are more alike than we are different.

      

        

      
        Every person deserves love, kindness and compassion.

      

        

      
        Let the healing start here.

      

      

      
        
        With love,

        Jean Oram

        Alberta, Canada 2020

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For McPat

      

      You are probably beyond needing or wanting to have a book dedicated to you, having written so many of your own and having shaped so many moments and careers in your life already.

      

      Just the same…

      

      Cheers, girl! This one’s for you.
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      Ryan Wylder searched through the ranch house fridge, on the lookout for his mother’s semi-famous lasagna. He was certain there’d still been some left when he’d gone over to the neighbor’s at one in the morning and just about gotten himself shot.

      “Already ate it,” his brother Myles said, entering the room.

      “All of it?” He checked his watch: 7:40 a.m. Myles must have had an extra early start to his Saturday to have consumed that much lasagna already. “Hey, how high does our forklift go?” Ryan asked, closing the fridge.

      Myles studied him for a moment. “Why? Looking to go next door and get yourself shot at again?”

      “She didn’t shoot at me.” Carly Clarke, their gorgeous new neighbor, had shot out the yard light above him when he’d returned her loose goats in the middle of the night. He may have also been enjoying the view through her slightly translucent nightgown. That woman had more curves than any road he’d ever driven down in Texas Hill Country.

      She hadn’t been a fan of his gawking.

      “Doesn’t she wear a wedding band?” Myles asked, no doubt reading Ryan’s expression and coming to conclusions.

      “What kind of husband sends his wife out alone in the dead of the night to take care of an intruder?”

      “Maybe he wasn’t home.”

      “Has anyone ever seen him?”

      “I’m not sure,” Myles said thoughtfully.

      Ryan headed to the pantry to rummage. He didn’t live on the family ranch any longer, but regularly helped with chores and felt entitled to raid the kitchen when hunger struck.

      He let out a sound of triumph as he held up a tray of their mother’s extra gooey cinnamon buns.

      “Mom’s saving those for later,” Myles stated.

      Ryan groaned and returned the cinnamon buns to the shelf.

      The purposeful clack of cowboy boots landing on floor tiles signaled the arrival of their eldest brother, Levi, now thirty-five.

      “Any lasagna left?” he asked, heading to the fridge. He adjusted his cowboy hat, appearing very much like the ranch owner he was, as he leaned down to look inside the old appliance. Technically, the five Wylder brothers shared ownership in the Sweet Meadows Ranch, but Levi was in charge and frequently reminded Ryan of his recent status change. Levi was no longer simply the I-Know-Best bossy big brother, but also the one taking the lead in the family business that fed every one of the Wylder clan, whether they had retired, like their grandfather and parents, or had jobs off the ranch, like Ryan and Brant.

      “Myles ate it,” Ryan said.

      Levi eyed the second youngest Wylder, who was built like the linebacker he’d once been. “Where do you put it all?”

      Myles shrugged. “Since I know you won’t let us take a break until we’re done moving Brant back to the ranch, I thought I’d better pack on some reserves.” He patted his flat stomach with a grin.

      Ryan had almost forgotten about Brant moving out of the apartment above his veterinarian clinic today. The plan was to let Ryan’s best quarterback’s pregnant girlfriend live there. After last night’s important playoff game—one that had brought the high school football team one step closer to the elusive state championship trophy—Robyn’s parents had kicked their daughter out of the house.

      Not great timing for Ryan’s starting quarterback to have a personal crisis. Area football playoffs were in six days, and the state championships four weeks after that. These next few games were what their entire season had been leading up to. And if Blake Hernandez was fretting over Robyn, then he wasn’t focusing on the game. And if he wasn’t focusing on football, then goodbye championships, and goodbye scholarships for him and several other players on the team.

      The crazy thing was that Ryan hadn’t even thought about that mess once this morning. Apparently getting shot at by a feisty neighbor on her hobby farm was an excellent way to take one’s mind off of a potential crisis.

      “Karen said Robyn’ll be ready to move her few bags of stuff into Brant’s around noon,” Myles stated, his voice warming as he said his girlfriend’s name.

      “So if we can get all of Brant’s personal effects moved to the ranch before then,” Levi said, selecting an apple from the fruit bowl, “we should be set.”

      “I’ll be late,” Ryan told them.

      Levi blinked at him, asking around a mouthful of apple he’d bitten off, “How can you be late? You’re already here.”

      “There’s something I need to do.”

      Myles smirked, carrying a bowl of cereal to the table near the windows, where he had a coaching textbook open.

      Levi let out a frustrated sigh. “Well, when you’re not too busy with your projects, our brother needs your help.”

      “I said I’d help and I’m here, aren’t I?”

      “The ranch could use more of your time, too, you know.”

      “I hired Hernandez to do my morning chores.” That way Ryan could focus on being a high school teacher and football coach, as well as keep a finger in the other pies he had on the side. His star quarterback could also use the money, with the baby coming next summer. “And didn’t you hire another farm hand?”

      “I need your analytical brain to look over a breeding schedule I want to test next spring.”

      “I can’t focus on anything but football right now,” Ryan replied. Mentally, he was trying to remember where he’d find the keys for the ranch’s ancient forklift.

      “This schedule could save the ranch a fair amount in feed costs. We may also lose fewer calves due to dehydration during heat waves.”

      Ryan wasn’t falling for his bait. Levi was trying to lure him into asking questions about his “plan.” He’d hook Ryan’s curiosity with some details he’d want to research, and then before long it would be Ryan’s project.

      “Brant’s already doing some casual research on that stuff,” Ryan stated.

      “We’re working on it together.”

      “He’s the veterinarian, not me.”

      “We need help.”

      “I’m busy. Call in partner number two,” he said, referring to their AWOL brother, Cole. He’d been Levi’s constant companion growing up, but had left almost five years ago. As far as Ryan knew, Cole had an equal share in the family property and was doing absolutely nothing to help.

      Levi echoed Ryan’s stance, his expression stern, jaw set. Uh-oh. He’d pushed it too far and now he was about to get The Question again. His brother was like a woman who wanted an engagement ring—unrelenting.

      “Do you want a stake in this ranch?”

      And there it was. Ever since their parents had divorced, and the operation had been turned over to the five sons last June, all Levi had done was ask what role they wanted to play in running the place, hinting they could walk away.

      And leave him with everything? Fat chance.

      The problem was that whenever Ryan thought about helping out more, he felt stifled. There was no independence working on the ranch. It was all just following orders, keeping to routines, and being Levi’s lackey. And since the flash flood that had swept Ryan downriver at age seven, his eldest brother had been extra vigilant to breathe down his neck at all times. If he wasn’t twenty-seven he might not find the protectiveness as oppressing as he currently did.

      So if the question was did he want to put on his cowboy boots and hat full-time, the answer was no.

      But giving up revenue from the ranching business, as well as his part of the family legacy? That wasn’t an easy thing to turn away from.

      “Because if you don’t want to be involved, I understand.”

      “I already have a full-time job, and when I asked if we could expand the stables as my way of helping out, you said no.”

      “We don’t need more horses.”

      “And we don’t need to sink everything we’ve got into cattle. We should diversify. If I end up renting stable space from someone else, I’m charging it to the ranch.”

      Levi’s jaw tightened. “You think I’ll authorize something like that?”

      “Maybe we should vote on it. You have only one-fifth of the say. I bet if I could find Cole, he’d vote my way. Myles and Brant might, too.”

      At the table, Myles looked up from his textbook, his spoon halfway to his mouth.

      Levi’s expression turned hard, his attention fixed on Ryan. “If you don’t tell me what you want by December first, I’m going to draw up the papers to buy you out.”

      “I’m in the middle of football playoffs. If we make it to State, I can’t be thinking about the ranch and what you need.”

      Levi had been happy enough taking charge of the operation, with Myles as his right hand and Brant and Ryan stepping in to help as their jobs allowed. But ever since Levi had started dating Laura Oakes, things had changed. The more serious he got about his relationship, the more he demanded of his brothers.

      Little by little, Levi was losing his own independence, Ryan figured. He was giving up pieces of his old, happy life as a quiet cowboy to be with his girlfriend who had a successful modeling career in New York. As nice as Laura was, there was no way things could end well for Levi.

      “December first is a few weeks away. You’ve already had plenty of time to think.” Levi’s posture stiffened, as though he’d been challenged to a fight.

      Myles was suddenly there between them. “How about January first?” he said, arms out as though he expected his brothers to lunge at each other.

      Waiting until January would give Ryan about two months to see if some stuff he was working on would pan out or not.

      Neither he nor Levi disputed Myles’s suggestion, and they silently accepted the new date with a nod.

      Ryan headed to the kitchen door, calling over his shoulder, “I’ll send you the bill for renting a stable.” He grinned when he heard Levi’s pained sigh of acceptance.

      Carly Clarke had a stable out back of her house. Maybe she’d rent him some space without shooting him. Or having her mysterious, yet-to-be-seen husband do it for her.

      “Tell Brant that Carly needs a watchdog,” he added as he left the room. Their brother was a gifted matchmaker between dogs and humans, and could find her a protector. Because when he listened to his gut, Ryan would bet his next paycheck the woman was living on the Lucky Horse Ranch alone.

      “I’m borrowing the forklift,” he called from the hallway, where he lifted the Texas-shaped key ring off a hook. “I’ll meet you at Brant’s in an hour or two.”

      “Borrowing it for what?” Levi asked.

      “He’s going next door to get himself shot,” Myles stated, loudly enough for him to hear. “He needs a getaway vehicle he can bleed out in where Mom won’t freak out about him ruining the upholstery.”

      Ryan shook his head with another smile and headed outside, determined to figure out who exactly this beautiful Carly Clarke was and why he couldn’t stop thinking about her.
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        * * *

      

      Carly hadn’t slept well. And not just because she’d done damage to her own property when her cute neighbor, Ryan Wylder, had gotten her exactly where she promised she’d never be around a man again: flappable.

      It’d been a long time since anyone had dared drink her in the way he had, and she’d reacted, shooting out her much-needed yard light in order to plunge them into darkness as he returned her goats.

      Standing on the dusty ground beside the light pole, she put her hands on her hips and stared up. Beneath her feet were shards of glass. Thankfully, none had landed inside the nearby goat pen. What a careless, dangerous thing she’d done.

      And all because a man had been looking at her silhouette. A handsome, challenging man who seemed to see right into her soul in a way that made her feel vulnerable and exposed.

      She had a lot to hide, but when it came right down to it, he didn’t matter, and neither did his opinion of her.

      Really, though, it wasn’t just the yard light that had her frustrated, nor was it Ryan’s gawking. It was being alone on the ranch. Yes, shooting out the light had been stupid. But so was not throwing a robe over her nightgown before heading out into the yard with her shotgun at one in the morning to see what the ruckus was about.

      She needed to think first, then think again. Then act way, way later. Like a week later. Not stomp out into the night all alone on a remote ranch, even if armed. Her US Army Reserves training was one thing, but blindly walking into what could have been an ambush was another.

      The gall of him, though. He’d been standing in her yard like he owned it. Just as he did with every patch of ground he tread upon. She’d noticed him around town, as well as at the library fundraiser two weeks ago. It was hard not to, with those bright blue eyes that took in everything, those broad shoulders of his and his confident, commanding presence.

      But she was not interested. No, thank you.

      She was here on this ranch to learn self-reliance, and she didn’t need another man waltzing in and then back out again, leaving her hanging off a cliff with alligators snapping at her feet.

      She let out a frustrated sigh and focused on the light again. How was she going to replace the fixture? She’d blown it to pieces, and all that was left was a piece of metal hanging from a few wires.

      Electrical work was beyond her skill set. So was dealing with heights. Which meant she’d have to hire someone. And that would cost her a fortune, all because she’d been hotheaded.

      Think first, Carly. Always think first.

      And why had she immediately become so hotheaded?

      Because Ryan Wylder and his intense gaze had stirred up parts of her that would undoubtedly lead to bad decisions and long, dark nights. She’d faced too many of those already in her thirty years.

      She patted her ebony curls. “Cool it, hothead.”

      She didn’t have the cash to spend on wild decisions while trying to get her organic farm started. Right now she had nothing but a week of poor decisions behind her, and they seemed to increase by the day. It was time to stop the cycle. And that meant she would be wise to avoid her new terrible-decision trigger, Ryan Wylder.

      A small gust of wind tugged at her open jacket, and she tightened the plaid fabric around herself. It was already mid-November, which meant Texas was ready to serve up just about every kind of weather. The days seemed to start cold, grow hot, end cold. Different from Montana, where they tended to start cold, stay cold and end even colder.

      In the distance Carly heard the rumbling of machinery, the Sweet Meadows Ranch next door already becoming familiar to her with its predictable morning sounds. The two ranch houses were uncharacteristically close for this part of Texas. She was just a five-minute walk from the Wylders’ place, though their ranchland stretched way back into the hills.

      When she heard an unfamiliar engine rev, sounding as though it hadn’t been run recently, she couldn’t help but wonder what was going on over there, and if anyone knew how to replace a light fixture on the cheap.

      As long as it wasn’t Ryan.

      Making sure her escape-artist goats were still in their pen, she headed back to the house, leaving her yard light problem for later. As she dreamed of her next cup of coffee, she noticed a faded orange, dusty machine rounding a curve in her long driveway. It disappeared for a moment behind a grove of massive, century-old oaks, before reappearing, the rumbling sound louder. It looked like a 1950s-era truck that had been converted into a forklift.

      She hustled to the front yard as the vehicle came closer, and soon recognized the man driving it. Ryan Wylder.

      Great. Just great.

      It was as if he knew she’d vowed to avoid him, hoping to prevent a wave of bad decisions that would surely follow any interaction with him. And here he was to test her.

      She was getting tired of admitting to her family back in Montana that she’d been suckered into trusting the wrong man again, because of another smooth and charming smile. She didn’t need to do it a third time.

      As she reached the edge of the drive, the forklift came to a stop beside her, the wheels locking and sliding on the loose gravel.

      “Get your light fixed?” Ryan asked, adjusting his black cowboy hat. Most times she’d seen him he was wearing a ball cap, and dressed as though he was about to coach his football team. But he looked right at home in the hat, along with the black-and-red checked shirt under a black vest. Dark colors suited him, matching his hair, bringing out the intensity of his blue eyes.

      Handsome. That’s what he was.

      And in Carly’s world, handsome spelled T-R-O-U-B-L-E.

      “Here you are again.” She held up her empty palms. “And me without my shotgun.”

      To her delight, the man’s lips quirked into a slight smile. “I can wait here if you need to retrieve it.”

      Oh, but she loved a man who didn’t take her too seriously. And that light Texas drawl? Mmm. It sounded good with that deep, gravelly voice of his.

      What was she thinking? Yes, he was eye candy, but he’d already been established as trouble.

      “My goats are accounted for this morning. Why are you here?” Her words came out abruptly, but she didn’t regret them or the distance they might bring.

      “I thought you could use a lift.”

      She raised her eyebrows and gave the bastardized truck an unimpressed look. There was only one seat and she most certainly didn’t need to ride anywhere with Mr. Trouble.

      “To fix your yard light.”

      “Oh!” Her surprise and delight slipped out before she could tamp it down. “That was…” She closed her mouth and instead studied the platform made of pallets and plywood resting on the machine’s forks.

      “It’s mighty neighborly, I know,” Ryan said, with a wry smirk that made him look even more devilishly charming. “My parents ingrained it into me, and honestly? Sometimes it’s a genuine pain in the butt.”

      “I see.”

      “You don’t happen to have a replacement bulb for the light, do you?”

      “I don’t think so.” She winced, realizing she needed more than just a bulb. Maybe she could find a cheap solar light she could nail to the pole and call it done. She’d seen a few gnome ones in the hardware store in town. Maybe she could strap up a whole herd of them. However, as amusing as that would look, she didn’t think they’d cast enough light to be helpful.

      “You’re in luck,” Ryan said.

      “I am?” She hated her growing intrigue, how easily she was drawn into his spell. She didn’t want to be. She wanted to keep her status as a self-reliant, independent woman who didn’t need a man to save her. Or, help her, in Ryan’s case.

      “I grabbed a bulb while I was in town.” He gestured to a box near his feet.

      Carly glanced at her wrist, bare of a watch, then up at the sun. Whatever the time, she was confident it was still too early for any of Sweetheart Creek’s stores to be open.

      “I have a key for the hardware store,” he explained. “I put it on my tab.”

      “I thought you were a teacher.”

      “I am. But I used to do inventory at the store while in high school. They never asked for the key back.”

      And obviously he’d never offered to return it, either.

      “You bought a new light bulb?” she asked.

      “I picked up a fixture and some wire, too. It looked like you did a thorough job of obliterating that light.”

      He was too helpful. What was his angle? A man like him had angles. Always. And not just those handsome, sharp ones making his jaw look extra sexy.

      “Out of the goodness of your heart?” she asked.

      “I can leave it for you and Mr. Clarke to fix, if you prefer.”

      Hearing someone refer to her late husband brought her back down to earth as that familiar slice of pain jabbed through her heart. She barely even noticed the assessing look Ryan was giving her.

      “If you’re good with heights,” she said, “your help would be appreciated.”

      “Are you a steady hand with a forklift?”

      “I guess we’ll see, won’t we? How high does this thing go?” She patted the cold metal fender, and it made an odd banging sound as though it was hanging on to the machine by one last bolt.

      “Hopefully high enough. Do you know how to drive stick?”

      She scoffed. Of course she could drive a standard transmission. She’d grown up on various farms in Montana, where her father had worked as a hired hand. As soon as she and her brother were old enough they were given jobs as well, and their dad had insisted she learn to do all the things Jerome did.

      “How much did the fixture cost?”

      He shrugged.

      How much were yard lights? Carly wondered. A hundred dollars? Less? More?

      “I can’t accept it unless I know how much it’ll set me back.”

      “Why don’t we do a trade?”

      And there it was. His angle. She waited for his setup. The one that would surely lead to her second bad decision where Ryan was concerned.

      “You have something I need,” he said, his voice dropping lower, “and I have something you need.”

      Carly glared at him. Maybe she should have gotten her shotgun, after all. He was just another cowboy thinking she was an easy and willing mark.

      “Do you still have that stable and corral out back?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said slowly, her suspicion easing despite her desire to cling to it for safety. The ranch wasn’t named the Lucky Horse for nothing. It had originally been a small hobby farm focused on horses, but when the owners retired, the farm had fallen into disuse and the corrals sported thigh-high weeds. When her family had heard the farm was how she was using the inheritance from her recently departed grandmother, they had at first been silent.

      Then they’d started asking the inevitable questions about whose idea it was to spend her money, and who she was partnering with. It seemed her relatives were wising up to her pattern of making poor decisions.

      But this time it was all her.

      She wanted to own something. Something that was hers. Something nobody could take away, unlike the farms where she’d grown up, putting her labor into someone else’s dreams. Surely her family understood what she was looking for here? And what better place to make a fresh start than on a ranch with the word lucky in its name?

      “Thinking of renting them out?” Ryan asked, his voice deep and mesmerizing.

      “I don’t know what condition they’re in,” she lied. The truth was, she didn’t want to fix them up or deal with a demanding and expectant renter, which Ryan would surely be.

      She needed that light fixed, though. Not just for her safety when performing chores before dawn or after sunset, but for security, too.

      However, the idea of being indebted to Ryan Wylder was like a giant warning alarm going off, blinking and blaring.

      But if she didn’t accept his neighborly help, she would have to pay someone an exorbitant amount to fix damage she’d caused.

      She could accept Ryan’s help without causing a wake of problems, couldn’t she?

      But if she did, then she’d have to rent a stable to him, which would likely ensure that the handsome man would be around a lot more than she could handle.

      It looked like either route she chose, she’d be making one more bad decision this week.
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      Ryan clung to the forklift’s pallet platform as Carly hoisted him toward the broken light. All she had to do was keep the forks level while he replaced the fixture.

      The power to the pole was turned off, but Ryan didn’t feel as though a jolt of electricity would cause him to meet his maker today. It was Carly.

      Before turning the machine over to her, he had nestled the lift close to the pole, shown her how to use the levers to hoist him up into the sky, then had climbed onto the platform. So far her caution with the hydraulics was sending him upward in fits and starts. It was giving him a worse case of whiplash than when his brothers had let him tag along while teaching the ranch hand’s daughter, April MacFarlane, how to drive a stick shift in a bumpy old cow pasture.

      “Almost there,” Ryan called down to Carly as she performed another bone-jarring stop. He stayed seated, one hand on his toolbox and the other on the box of supplies beside him. He should have increased his odds of survival by asking Myles to come over and help with this task. However, his brother would have undoubtedly run interference, when all Ryan wanted to do was sort out who Carly was and what she was doing here—alone. Because he was certain she was alone.

      She hadn’t warmed to his stable rental proposal, and hadn’t given him a yes or a no before she’d agreed to let him fix her light. But he didn’t peg her as someone who accepted something for nothing, so sensed that if he was patient, he’d leave with a verbal rental agreement.

      The forklift lurched again.

      “Nearly there,” he yelled, stretching his arm out to gauge whether he was close enough to the old fixture. This time the move upward was smoother, but fast. Too fast. “Stop! This is good.”

      “Is there an emergency brake?” Carly called as he stood up. He could see her looking around at her feet, seeking an extra pedal. She seemed strangely small from his vantage point and he crouched again in case the machine began rolling backward in her distraction to secure it.

      “Just keep your feet on the brake and the clutch.”

      She reached to turn off the engine, the metal Texas key chain flashing in the sun.

      “No! Leave the engine on so the hydraulics keep pumping or I’ll sink down.”

      “Okay.”

      Ryan slowly stood, one hand braced on the light pole as he glanced down. He had to be nearly eighteen feet off the ground. Taking a deep breath, he got out his screwdriver and deftly removed what was left of the broken light fixture, tossing it to the earth below.

      Carly let out a squeak as it crashed beside her. Her foot slipped off the clutch, the forklift lurching and butting against the pole as its old truck engine stalled. Ryan tipped forward, his cowboy boots skidding on the precarious platform. His shoulder slammed into the pole as he reached out to hug it, just as the forklift rolled back and his feet swung off into empty air. He wrapped his legs around the pole like a firefighter, keeping his feet high for when the lift inevitably lurched his way again.

      “Come back, come back,” he called.

      He could hear Carly talking to herself in a panicky voice, then the engine started and revved. The forklift’s platform crashed against the pole, making everything shake.

      Ryan closed his eyes and exhaled.

      Was she worth this kind of risk?

      “Sorry! This thing has a hair-trigger clutch,” she called.

      When the platform remained against the pole, Ryan cautiously lowered his feet to it once again. “Please don’t kill me,” he muttered, loudly enough for her to hear.

      “How is it you end up with your life in my hands every time I see you?” she called back, humor lifting her voice, making it sound cheery and melodious. He could have sworn he heard a hint of Jamaican rhythm in her words, highlighting her sheer joy at his predicament.

      Ryan shook his head. She was grinning, and he found himself grinning back and wondering once again if she was worth this risk to life and limb. He had a feeling he didn’t want an answer to that, because it might not make him happy if she truly had a husband somewhere.

      Ryan focused on his task, working quickly to fix the broken wires and attach the new light, securing it to the pole before Carly could send him plummeting to the earth in a heap of broken bones.

      “Okay,” he finally said, waving his hand as he sat on the platform, his work done. “Let me down. Slowly.”

      When he reached the ground, he glanced over to find her still smiling. She was pretty when she smiled. No, she was more than that. She was distractingly beautiful, her toffee-colored skin glowing. Her short hair was different today, those tight, finger-length curls kept away from her face with a pink paisley band that somehow emphasized her high cheekbones. Her dark brown eyes sparkled and her wide, pink lips curved upward in an alluring fashion.

      “You looked like a monkey clinging to that pole.”

      He stepped off the platform onto solid ground, experiencing a fresh fear of heights as well as of Carly. “Next time you shoot your own light out because I’m admiring your figure, you’re on your own with the repairs.”

      The smile vanished. “You’re reneging on your promise to help fix the goat pen?”

      “You sent me home when I offered.” Her goats kept winding up in the yard at the Sweet Meadows Ranch, eating whatever was in sight. Including the seat of his pants—while he’d been wearing them. Last night he’d brought her small herd of five back over here and had offered to help fix their pen, but she’d refused.

      “There was no light to work by,” Carly said.

      Broken glass from the old light cracked as he shifted from foot to foot. “Why don’t we see if we got this working again? Want to flip the breaker?”

      Carly turned off the forklift, slipped from the seat and headed to the house, where the circuit breaker was located. She was wearing jeans, a thick plaid jacket that snapped up the front and worn brown cowboy boots that had seen more action than just on city streets.

      Ryan adjusted his hat and craned his neck to look up at the new light. It was crooked thanks to his haste to get back down to solid ground, but otherwise looked good.

      While he waited, he picked up shards of glass, tossing them along with the broken fixture into the empty box.

      A minute later he heard Carly call, “It works!”

      He looked up at the glowing bulb as she joined him, her shoulder nearly touching his as she stopped beside him to admire their work. That was a change he didn’t mind, and for a minute it felt as if it was the two of them against the world, not alone. It almost made him feel lonely. Almost.

      Carly was single. He’d bet on it.

      So why the wedding band? Was it to make men think she was taken?

      And what had encouraged her to buy a ranch in the middle of nowhere?

      “Good thing you didn’t shoot me last night,” he said, his voice low as he took in details he hadn’t been able to in the weak moonlight. A faint hairline scar down her cheek near her ear; a mole near her upper lip. Those high cheekbones, and the skin around the edges of her lips a gorgeous brown-pink. Long dark lashes devoid of mascara. Natural beauty.

      “I’m still debating whether it was a smart decision.” She flashed him a grin that lit up her eyes, brightening her entire face and almost taking his breath away.

      He reminded himself that he was here for one thing, and it wasn’t a girlfriend.

      He cleared his throat. “So. About my rental proposal.”
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        * * *

      

      “What about it?” Carly asked. She was feeling happy with her new light, even though, technically, she found herself in Ryan’s debt yet again. First, for returning her goats and now for fixing her light. How self-reliant was she proving to be?

      But the light had been his fault. And returning her goats was simply a neighborly thing to do. She could have retrieved them herself had she known they were out.

      “Rent some stable space to me,” Ryan said, turning to her. The intensity of his gaze was disarming. “You can give me the first week free as a thanks for this.” He gestured to the yard light.

      She let out an amused laugh. “For fixing something you broke?”

      “You pulled the trigger.”

      “It was your fault that I did.”

      “This would have cost you several hundred dollars.” He tipped his chin toward the pole. “How about we call it even, with you providing the first two weeks rent-free?”

      “Now you’re up to two weeks free?”

      He seemed pleased she’d called him on that.

      “Why would I rent out my stable?” she asked.

      “What’s it earning you right now?”

      “How do you know I don’t have plans for it?”

      His head dropped slightly to the right and his blue eyes studied her like an expert poker player assessing his opponent.

      Crap. He had her. She could tell. He had that way of seeing into her. She needed to keep him at bay so she wouldn’t end up doing something crazy, like kiss him or rub a hand along his strong jaw to see how it felt under her fingertips.

      “You don’t,” he said, with a confidence that sparked flecks of amber in those blue eyes.

      She took a step back, considering her response. He had a determination flickering under the surface that she identified with. He wanted this silly stable, and she knew he wouldn’t stop until she said yes. That made her want to keep saying no, no, no. She’d bent for others far too many times and suffered the consequences.

      “Maybe I plan on demolishing it so I can put in a garden over there.” That wasn’t an entirely terrible
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