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        Secrets and the City Girl

      

      

      
        
        New Yorker Kalie Parker never imagined inheriting a ranch in a tiny Texas town she’s never heard of. Her plan is simple: sell the Sweet B Ranch in Blessing, Texas, as fast as possible and return to her city life. After all, what could a city girl like her do with a rundown ranch in the middle of nowhere?

      

        

      
        But small-town life—and two rugged cowboys—have surprises in store for her. Preston Nash has spent his whole life in Blessing and can't imagine being anywhere else. Colby King, fresh out of prison for a crime he doesn't regret, has his own reasons for staying close to the ranch. Both men are stunned by the arrival of the glamorous new owner.

      

        

      
        Can Preston and Colby convince this city girl to trade skyscrapers for sunsets and take a chance on a new life? Or will Kalie sell the ranch—and their dreams—before she even gets the dust off her boots?

      

      

      
        
        Want to learn about my new releases before anyone else? Sign up for my New Book Alert and receive a complimentary book. Blindfold Me.
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      Kalie Parker didn’t know if she hated men or if she just couldn’t find one that could satisfy her needs. None she’d dated gave her a sense of I can’t live without you.

      “How did the break up go?” her friend Stacy asked.

      She gave a little laugh as she stood in front of the picture window on the tenth floor of her apartment building, talking on the phone to her friend. “I didn’t have to say a word. He just understood and left. Do you think it’s wrong of me to expect a man to take control in bed? Am I wrong for liking it a little rough?”

      Her friend laughed. “No, but I think you’re dating the wrong kind of men.”

      “Oh, so who should I be dating?”

      “Maybe a construction worker or a cowboy. Someone other than the office types you’ve been going out with every week,” she said.

      “Oh yeah, I want to date a man with a tool belt hanging around his waist and every other word is a curse word.”

      Memories of the construction workers screaming obscenities that she did her best to ignore as she walked down the street came to mind. No, just no. She had imagined a handsome man with rippling muscles wearing a suit, but so far, she’d found none she wanted to know past the second date.

      “Well, at least he would know how to use those tools hanging below his belt,” her friend said with a laugh. “A good drill, a hammer, and maybe even some rope to tie you up with.”

      She laughed. There was that. “You are such a naughty girl who has deliciously wicked thoughts. It’s been two years since I’ve found anyone to have sex with that I couldn’t wait for them to touch me. Two frustratingly long years.”

      “You didn’t have sex with this last guy?”

      “Oh, hell no. We didn’t last that long. There was no spark. Not even an ember when he touched me. And our dates were so boring, I couldn’t imagine what he’d be like in bed. A real snooze fest. So no, I’m still in this long dry spell and I’m ready for it to end.”

      Sinking down into a chair, she picked up the mail and opened the envelopes, most of which were charity requests. But there was one large envelope from a law office in a place called Blessing, Texas.

      What the hell was this?

      “So are you going back to that dating site again?”

      She sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe I should look for something a little more risqué. Maybe someplace where the men are guaranteed to be manly, not wimpy.”

      “Good luck with that. Here in New York City, it’s hard to find them unless they play professional sports. So many men work on Wall Street and, well, those suits look awfully nice, it’s just when you peel back the layers, you find a wimpy white body that hasn’t seen the sun in years.”

      Working from home every day, it was hard to meet good men she wanted to take to bed.

      “Ain’t that the truth,” she said as she ripped open the envelope and started to read. Her heart skipped a beat and her breath seized in her throat.

      “Stacy, listen to this,” she said not certain if what she was reading was real. “Dear Miss Parker, we regret to inform you of the death of your grandparents. In their last will and testament, they left you the Sweet B Ranch in Blessing, Texas. If you do not wish to own the ranch, I have a buyer interested in purchasing the land. Please come to Blessing, Texas, in order to sign the paperwork. Your grandparents included a special request in the will that you remain at the ranch for two weeks before you decide to sell.”

      “Oh my God,” her friend said. “Did you know about this?”

      Sitting there stunned, she stared at the letter. It was official looking.

      “No,” she said. “All I knew was that my father had a falling out with his family before he married my mother. I didn’t even know his parents were still alive or I would have gone and seen them.”

      When she cleaned out her parents’ home after their deaths, there had been no pictures or anything about her father’s family. On her mother’s side, she had cousins, aunts, and uncles, but nothing on her paternal side.

      “Where is Blessing, Texas?” her friend asked.

      “I have no idea,” she said, growing very intrigued. “Hey, I’m going to call the lawyer and see what he tells me.”

      The irritating noise of honking vehicles reached her tenth-floor apartment as she disconnected the call from her friend. It was still afternoon in Texas as she dialed the number listed on the letterhead.

      “Nathan Alley’s office,” a young woman said.

      “Hello, this is Kalie Parker. I received a letter from your office regarding land that my grandparents left me,” she said.

      “Just a moment and let me transfer you to Mr. Alley,” the woman replied as Kalie’s heart continued to hammer.

      How had she never known about these people?

      A few seconds later, a deep male voice came on the line. “Miss Parker?”

      “Yes,” she said. “I received your letter regarding the Sweet B Ranch. Can you tell me more about this land I’m inheriting? I knew nothing about the land or my grandparents.”

      There was a deep sigh. “I’m sorry to hear that. Your grandparents were lovely people. The Parkers were kind and helped so many people here in town. It’s a shame they were no longer speaking to their only son. I always hoped for everyone’s sake they would reconcile. Is your father still alive?”

      “No, he died three years ago. Do you know what happened between my father and his parents?”

      “No,” he said. “When they came in and changed their wills several years ago, they told me they wanted you to inherit their ranch, but because they had never seen you, they asked that you come and stay for a couple weeks on the property.”

      That was odd. Why would they do that?

      “Is there a house to stay in?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said. “It’s one of the nicest ranches in our area. And believe me, the leaches are already sending me requests to buy the property. So you’ll have no trouble selling it after your two weeks here are up.”

      Sitting there listening to the city noise, the thought of being in rural Texas for two weeks sounded heavenly. She could get away from the mass population and just enjoy the peace and quiet of the country before she sold out.

      “What do you think the property is worth?” she asked curious as to what she was inheriting.

      The man gave a chuckle. “Ma’am, I’m no real estate agent, but already you’re receiving offers of two million dollars. The mineral rights have never been touched because your grandfather refused to let them drill on his land. Plus, I have a local developer who is wanting to put a housing subdivision there. If you sell, you’ll be set for life.”

      A gasp escaped her. Speechless, she stared out the window and knew she had to go to Texas. Millions, not hundreds of thousands. She would never have to work again if she sold the ranch.

      “I’ll book a flight and get out there as soon as possible,” she said, flipping back her long dark hair. “Where should I fly into?”

      “San Antonio, ma’am. We’re about two hours west of the city. When you get here, call my office,” he said. “Oh, and you’ll probably need to stock up on some groceries in town before you head to the ranch. I think the maid threw out most of the food except for what was in the freezer. We have a small grocer in town where you can get fresh produce, milk, and eggs.”

      “Thanks,” she said. “I guess I’ll see you soon.”

      Hanging up, she glanced around her tiny apartment that cost her a mint. Why had her father kept this information to himself? Why hadn’t she ever had the opportunity to meet her grandparents or visit the land and see where he came from?

      Now they were all gone, but it sounded like they had given her a wonderful gift of owning a ranch. Sitting there, a myriad of tasks she had to do before she got on a plane filled her head.

      Picking up the phone, she called her friend back, staring out the window and into the homes of strangers in the building across the street. At least they had the shades down in case they were strolling around naked again. The lights across the bay glittered like dying stars.

      “I’m headed to Texas,” she said. “Seems I’ve inherited a ranch.”

      “Ohhh, I’m so excited for you,” Stacy said. “Maybe you’ll meet a real-life cowboy. Maybe he’ll rock your world.”

      The thought was tempting. She had not thought to ask if anyone was living at the ranch.

      “Maybe,” she said. “Couldn’t be any worse than these Wall Street executive losers.”

      “What are you going to do with the ranch?”

      She sat there a moment, pondering. “Sell it probably and then buy a nicer apartment.”

      Her friend sighed. “Or find a cowboy, have fantastic sex, settle down, and raise a couple of cowboys of your own.”

      That wasn’t possible.

      “I may work from home here, but my job wouldn’t be happy with me living thousands of miles away from the office. That’s doubtful.”

      “But hopeful,” Stacy said. “I’d give anything to get out of the city.”

      From the time Kalie graduated from college, this was all she’d known. She’d grown used to the sounds of the bustling city even if she didn’t love living there.

      “It will be a nice vacation, and in the end, I hope I learn more about the people who are giving me their land. I’ll be back in New York City and looking for a new place to live. And I’ll once again go through the dating pool on one of the dating apps looking for Mr. Right.”

      “Or Mr. Right Now,” her friend said. “Call me and let me know you’re all right.”

      She laughed. “And if I’m not, are you going to fly out to Texas and rescue me?”

      “Of course,” she said laughing. “I just don’t want you to fly to Texas and disappear, never to be seen again.”

      That wasn’t going to happen.

      “Even if I meet a handsome, hunky cowboy?”

      “Even if,” Stacy said. “Someone has to watch over you.”

      Warmth filled her chest. Stacy was her best friend and the only person who cared about her.

      “Thanks, Stacy. I’ll let you know what’s going on when I get there.”
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      Preston Nash rubbed down the golden mare and wished for the hundredth time that he could afford to purchase the Sweet B Ranch. He’d worked here since he was sixteen. Sure, he’d gone away to college, but when he returned, he knew exactly what he wanted to do, and he adored the people he worked for.

      Sadly, both Will and Lillian Parker had now passed and no one was certain about what would happen with their ranch.

      The thought of finding another ranch to work on or even working on his family’s ranch was not what he wanted. For some reason, this place felt like home, and if he had the money, he would buy the land. But the value far exceeded his million-dollar trust fund, and he wasn’t going into debt for this place only to lose it later because of financial burdens.

      The bunkhouse, his home away from home, was nice with two bedrooms, a kitchenette, and a bathroom on the backside. He and Colby shared the space. They had done their best to take care of Mrs. Parker right up until the night she told them it was her time.

      And sure enough, she’d died a few hours later, the two of them by her side with the hospice nurse. The Parkers were good people and it was a damn shame their family wasn’t there when she passed.

      “The stalls are cleaned and fresh hay has been put down for the horses,” his coworker and close friend Colby King said. “Do you think we’re going to get paid?”

      “I have no reason to believe otherwise,” Preston replied to his friend. “The Parkers took good care of us, and you know they wouldn’t want their animals to be neglected, and I don’t see Nathan, their lawyer, out here shoveling shit. Until he says so, I’m staying to care for this place. Or until the next owner takes over.”

      That was the problem. No one knew anything about who the Parkers had left the Sweet B Ranch to.

      “I don’t like uncertainty. It makes me want to run,” Colby said.

      “Rub down Sadie and maybe that will ease your anxiety,” Preston told him. “Do you want to grab a beer tonight?”

      Colby shuffled into Sadie’s stall and pulled the brush from the nail it hung on then ran it down her spine. She gave a rumble deep in her chest in appreciation.

      “No, I’ve got to go mail off the money to my parole officer. If you want me to, I could stop and pick up a six-pack at the store,” he said.

      “That’s a good idea and maybe some hamburgers as well. I’ve got a hankering for a good hamburger,” he said as his stomach grumbled in reply.

      The man shook his head. “You’re as bad as that fool on those Popeye cartoons about hamburgers.”

      “Yeah, so what?” Preston said. “Nothing beats a good hamburger.”

      The door to the barn flew open and Preston wanted to groan. The devil had just walked in wearing a black cowboy hat, crisp jeans, and an expensive shirt handmade to fit him with perfection.

      The man looked like a million dollars but had the soul of a snake.

      “You boys keeping things going here?”

      “Yes,” Preston said curtly. Short and precise answers would hopefully have the unwelcome visitor crawling back to whatever hole he slithered out of.

      The man glanced around, staring up at the rafters of the barn. “This place has been here a long time. Did you know that my great-great-grandfather tried to purchase the place from Lillian Bradley years ago?”

      “No,” Preston said, not looking at the man.

      Colby didn’t say a word. Nothing. Just continued to rub down his horse.

      “The woman was all alone and refused my grandfather. She refused to sell the place and married two Texas Rangers.”

      That was all interesting and such, but he wanted this snake out of the barn before he scared the horses.

      “What can I do for you, Mr. White?”

      The man grinned like he knew they were trying to get rid of him.

      One of the horses snorted like it was growling for him to stay away.

      “What’s the lawyer telling you, boys? Have you heard who inherited the ranch?”

      Like anyone would tell the hired hands anything.

      Colby raised his head over the stall and glanced at the man like he was a total idiot. “We’re to be out of here in fifteen days. They’re giving us all a bonus of ten thousand dollars and telling us to move on. Also we can choose which horses we want to take with us and Rusty the cow dog will go to one of us.”

      “Really,” the man said. “I hadn’t heard they sold the place.”

      Rolling his eyes one final time, Colby bent to run the brush down the horse’s legs.

      “We haven’t heard a thing,” Preston told the man. “We’re just doing our jobs until someone tells us to move on.”

      The man frowned and spit tobacco juice toward Colby.

      “Why did you lie to me, boy?”

      His head popped back up and he glared at the man. “We’re the hired help. If you want to know the truth, I would suggest you speak to the Parkers’ lawyer in town.”

      “I want this ranch. It should have been my family’s years ago and I aim to make certain that it becomes mine this time. If you’d been honest with me, there might have been jobs for the two of you.”

      Like he would ever work for this scum of the earth.

      Neither Preston nor Colby acknowledged the man’s words.

      “Well, I would have thought you would like to have a guaranteed job,” he said.

      There was no guarantee with this man. He would hire you one day and fire you the next. Preston had seen him do it to men in the past, and he wanted no part of his operation which often skirted the edge of the law.

      And he knew Colby would never take a chance on working for a man who didn’t tread carefully on the up-and-up. The man didn’t want to return to prison.

      “Glad you came by, Mr. White,” Preston said, hoping he would get the hint to leave.

      “I’m meeting with the lawyer tomorrow to put in another offer on this property. I’m hoping this one will be the one that convinces whoever it is to accept that I’m going to purchase this land,” he said, standing with his hands on his hips like he was directing traffic and telling them what was going to happen.

      “And what will you do with the land?” Colby said, popping up from the stall and gazing at him like he wanted to throw a punch.

      “The Big W Housing Development,” he said with a grin. “New homes for anyone who would like that country atmosphere with city streets. Five-acre mini ranches.”

      Mini ranches? Just what the town of Blessing didn’t need.

      Colby shook his head and went back to brushing Sadie’s thighs.

      “What? You boys don’t approve?”

      Preston glared at him. “No, I don’t. This ranch has really nice grasslands with rolling hills, perfect for cattle. Why divide up the land and sell small parcels to homeowners who will soon learn they don’t like living where pizza can’t be delivered.”

      The man grinned a cocky smile that made Preston want to punch him.

      “For the money, of course,” Jim said. “It’s all about the money.”

      A growl came from the horse stall and Preston knew it wasn’t an animal but Colby. The man was close to the breaking point, worried about losing his job and hating the fact that the Parkers who had taken in a convict and helped him find room and board and a decent wage were now gone.

      It was time for the man to go. “Good afternoon, Mr. White. Don’t let the barn door hit you in the backside on your way out.”

      The man knew he had gotten to them and his grin grew even wider.

      “Enjoy the land while you can,” he told them. “Because soon, you’ll be drawing unemployment checks.”

      Colby jumped up, and Preston knew if the devil didn’t leave now, he’d soon have a black eye. Seeing the expression on Colby’s face, Mr. White hurried out of the barn.

      Once the door closed, a groan came from Colby. “Greedy son of a bitch. I’d like to take him behind the woodshed.”

      Unfortunately, Preston felt the same way. Glancing at his friend, he shook his head. “Let’s just hope the new owner doesn’t agree with him and decides to keep the ranch. That would definitely ruin all his plans.”

      “From your lips to God’s ear,” Colby said. “Now I’m going to head to town to get us that beer and run by the post office. Oh, and pick up two juicy hamburgers.”

      Preston grinned. “I’ll be here waiting. Maybe we can watch a new episode of Yellowstone. I’m dying to know what happens next.”

      “Sounds like a plan. I’ll be back soon,” he said, walking out of the stall. Colby picked up his cowboy hat and headed toward the door.

      “Colby,” Preston said, hoping his friend knew better, but just wanting to warn him all the same, “leave Mr. White alone. Let the lawyers and the new owners figure out what to do.”

      With a sigh, he opened the door, letting a beam of sun light up the space. “Not even that asshole is worth going back to prison for.”
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      After Colby pulled into the lot of the local grocery store, he parked his Harley and then climbed off the bike, pulling off his helmet and locking it down. The motorcycle had been his one and only extravagant purchase since he’d gotten out of prison two years ago.

      Even a bad boy needed something to keep him going. Some kind of incentive to keep the demons at bay.

      He ogled the sight of a dark-haired woman in a pair of jeans clinging to her well-defined bottom and long legs walking into the store. The swing of her ass left him breathless.

      “Well, well, well, what do we have here?” he said out loud to himself.

      His body hardened at the sight of her, his breathing becoming shallow, and he groaned.

      How long had it been since he’d noticed a woman in town? Hell, since he’d noticed a woman, period? Too long.

      Maybe he needed a little diversion from the tension at the ranch. Would she be willing to spend a little time with him beneath the sheets?

      Never before had he been so attracted to a woman. Sure, he’d seen women in town, but not like this. This woman had his heart racing and his balls tightening.

      The traffic noise from the street didn’t even penetrate his brain as he walked across the parking lot, only knowing that he had to follow her inside. See if he could catch a glimpse of her face. Her eyes. Her lips. Her breasts.

      He hurried into the bustling store, racing up to talk to her. Just as he reached out to touch her shoulder, she stopped and bent over to pick up something and he ran smack into the back of her, his jeans-clad penis sliding against her tight pants.

      A rush of desire swept straight through him to his cock and his heart. Dear God, what was he doing?

      “Oh,” she said, standing and turning, her large emerald eyes flashing annoyance.

      “Sorry, ma’am,” he said. Damn, he’d probably frightened her, and she now thought of him as some sexual pervert. Maybe he was, but he’d enjoyed the feel of her buttocks against his cock.

      Her emerald eyes flicked over him and he smiled, wanting to know more about this woman. There was something about her slim figure, full breasts, and shapely ass that had him harder than a softball in a baseball cage.

      Blessing wasn’t exactly a large town and he’d never seen her before, but he wanted to see her every day now.

      A frown graced her face and she turned away.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am, can you tell me where the butter is?” he asked, wanting to prolong her leaving.

      “I have no idea,” she said, grabbing a basket and walking deeper into the store.

      Obviously, she didn’t like the fact that she’d gotten an up-close-and-personal feel of his rock-hard cock. But it wasn’t on purpose.

      He followed her, enamored by the way she looked, the smell of her, the sway of her hips, and those gorgeous breasts.

      “Stop following me,” she said, not even looking at him.

      “Darling, I’m just doing my shopping,” he said. “If you know where the butter or the beer is, I’d be happy.”

      Of course, he knew exactly where they were, but he was going to spend some time following her and maybe even try to get her to have dinner with him. This was one he wasn’t willing to let get away.

      “You’re probably married,” she said. “Does your wife know you act like this?”

      “I’m not married. I’m sorry that I ran into you, but you’re the one who bent over in the aisle,” he said.

      “Do your eyes not work?” she replied, still looking straight ahead and not acknowledging him.

      “Oh, yes, ma’am, they work just fine. But I was looking up, not down, and then suddenly there you were in my path,” he said, knowing even if he had seen her, he would have taken advantage of the opportunity.

      Just then they arrived at the refrigerators that held cold alcohol.

      “There’s the beer,” she said. “Now go away.”

      “Thank you,” he replied.

      She reached in and grabbed a bottle of Pinot wine.

      “You drinking alone?”

      “That is none of your business,” she told him not looking at him.

      He moved in behind her, and when she straightened, he was standing right there. Not touching her, but close enough she knew he was there and he could smell the sweet scent drifting from her.

      “Have you ever had beer poured over your naked breasts, in your belly button, and then the cold brew poured between your legs? I love to sip my beer from between a woman’s thighs.”

      She gasped and glared at him, mouth hanging open.

      Maybe telling her what he was thinking wasn’t such a great idea. Her body stiffened and those emerald eyes of hers glistened with fury.

      Her eyes narrowed. “The butter is straight ahead. Now get out of my sight before I call the store manager.”

      Maybe he was a glutton for punishment, but he just couldn’t help himself. He was obsessed with this woman.

      “Thank you,” he said. “It would taste mighty fine on a baked potato along with a grilled steak. Would you have dinner with me?”

      “Are you serious?” she said. “You’ve overstepped my boundaries and I don’t sleep with someone on the first date. Or the second or even the third. So get the hell out of my way.”

      Yes, he was pushing the boundaries, but the way that cute little T-shirt clung to her breasts all swelled up and her nipples protruding like headlights made him forget himself. He wanted to pull her bra down and taste those sweet orbs of hers. They would be sweeter than honey.

      Shocked, he realized no woman had affected him this way since high school. What the hell was he doing? And yet he couldn’t stop himself.

      “Darling, I’m willing to wait for you. I think you’d be worth it,” he said softly. “Your time, your space.”

      Rolling her eyes, she turned and walked away.

      “What’s your number? I’ll call you,” he hollered out.

      Turning back, she shook her head and kept on walking. Then she raised her hand and flipped him off.

      A grin spread across his face.

      The woman had spunk, and he liked his women to have lots of spunk. Lots of fire in that one and maybe that’s what drew him. He needed a woman who could accept his desire for control in the bedroom. The way he liked his sex was a little rough. He would turn her over his knee and show her who was in charge.

      He didn’t want to seem like a stalker, so he let her walk away, but somehow he was going to find her again.

      Right now, he couldn’t wait to get home and tell Preston all about this mysterious woman he’d met in the grocery store. She had to be from out of town. He just hoped she wasn’t passing through. Tomorrow he’d check out the local hotel and see if she was staying there.

      The thought crossed his mind to follow her, but he feared that would just frighten her.

      After paying for his groceries, he walked outside and studied the car she’d gotten out of. Looking it over, he noticed it was a rental vehicle.

      Damn, she was probably just stopping for snacks before leaving Blessing in her rearview mirror.

      Climbing onto his Harley, he started up the motorcycle and pulled out of the parking lot. If nothing else, he’d had an interesting trip into town.

      After sliding through the one-lane drive-thru for dinner, he gave the beast between his legs more gas and shot down the road toward the ranch.

      This was where he belonged. Will and Lillian Parker had taken in the cynical, angrier-than-shit man who’d just gotten out of prison. They’d trusted him and told him that as long as he didn’t drink too much or do drugs, treated their animals with respect, and worked hard, he would have a home here. And they’d kept their promise right up to the day they died.

      Oh, how he hated that day. First, Will, and then several months later, Lillian. Now he didn’t know what was going to happen with the ranch or himself, for that matter.

      Lord knew he was not going back to his home in Louisiana where he’d known nothing but heartache. Not even for his mother.

      The woman had made her choice and she now had to live with the situation.

      Giving the rocket between his thighs more gas, he leaned back and let the wind blow through his hair. He often didn’t ride without his helmet, but sometimes a man just needed to let the wind cool him off.

      And after seeing that gorgeous woman, he was hot and bothered and so ready to fuck.

      With the turnoff to the ranch coming up, he slowed and then carefully made his way along the dirt road.

      When he pulled up to the barn, Preston was sitting outside near a fire he’d built in the pit not far from the main house. After the Parkers had died, they’d taken to using the fire pit whenever it was nice to sit outside, as long as the skeeters didn’t try to carry them away.

      “About time you got back with those burgers. I’m starving,” Preston said.

      “You are not going to believe what happened at the grocery store. I ran into one snooty, beautiful bitch. Unfortunately, she’s from out of town, so I don’t think I’ll see her again, but if she’d said yes, you’d be having your hamburger for breakfast,” Colby said.

      Preston grinned. “Damn, it’s been so long since we’ve shared a woman.”

      “I know,” he said, pulling out the beer, setting it down, and then grabbing the burgers. They were probably a little on the cold side, but still that would be better than anything they could fix.

      “Did you at least get her name?”

      “Nope, she told me to go away or she was going to contact the store manager,” he said with a grin.

      Preston laughed. “That’s certainly wooing a woman.”

      For the next five minutes, Colby told Preston about the woman and how he’d run into her back end. God, that had felt so good.

      “You really are wanting some woman to file charges against you,” Preston said laughing.

      “It was an accident. A good accident, but I didn’t mean to,” he said, the memory still fresh, his cock still pulsating at the feel of her firm backside.

      “Please tell me you didn’t follow her out of the grocery store.”

      “No, I didn’t want to scare her. I just wanted to get to know her, maybe fuck her if she was willing,” he said, leaning his head back against the lawn chair, remembering how she’d reacted when he told her he wanted to drink beer from between her thighs.

      The thought of pouring cold brew over her and slowly lapping it up made him sigh.

      They sat there staring at the flames, drinking, and eating their cold burgers.

      “Do you ever think about getting married? Settling down?” Preston asked. “I’d like a wife and family.”

      Colby sighed. Preston knew some of his story, but there was so much he kept buried inside that he didn’t want anyone to know about. Looking back, he shouldn’t have stolen that car but still ran as fast as he could.

      What did he have to offer a woman? With his upbringing, there were no guarantees that he would be a good father. He’d never had a good example, and his mother…It was a wonder he even thought about women.

      “Nope,” he said, coming to the conclusion. Marriage and families didn’t go with men like him.

      And he would never subject any child to striped legs and bruises like he’d endured. How his teachers could live with themselves he didn’t know, but no one had come to his rescue. No one. Not until he met the Parkers.

      Maybe his reaction to this woman was because of all the uncertainty in his life since the Parkers abandoned him. After what he’d lived through and endured, he liked his life to just hum along. Living out here was quiet and there were few people and no problems.

      A woman would definitely screw that up.

      Just then the sound of a car turning down the lane had them rising from their chairs and glancing down the dirt lane that led to the house to see who was coming to visit. If it was that Jim White again, there would be trouble.

      The color of the car was the first thing Colby saw.

      “What the hell?” he said.

      Staring at the rental car, his insides began to shake. “Oh no. No.”

      “What?” Preston asked.

      “I recognize that car,” he said. “You don’t think she’s the new owner do you?”

      Just then the car pulled to a stop and the gorgeous dark-haired beauty stepped out of the vehicle.

      Preston gasped and said in a low voice. “Dear God. No wonder you’re horny.”

      “Hello,” she called. “I’m looking for Will and Lillian Parker’s home. Is this it?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Preston called out. “You’re at the right place.”

      They both stepped toward the light where she could see them.

      Suddenly she gasped and he knew she’d recognized him.

      “You,” she said.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said politely, taking his cowboy hat off. “Colby King. I’m one of the ranch hands here.”

      “Preston Nash,” his friend said, stepping up and shaking her hand. “Welcome to the Sweet B Ranch.”

      “Dear God,” she said, glaring at Colby. For the first time in years, he was afraid he was about to be fired.
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      It was that handsome jerk from the grocery store. Never before had she been so openly accosted and yet, the sight of those big, burly arms was tantalizing. The tattoo on one arm and the curl of his thick lips had left her imagining things she’d never thought of. But she didn’t know the man, and now here he was standing in front of her with a beer and his hat in hand.

      The beer he’d wanted to trickle down her body and taste her. The thought had conjured up all kinds of images that left her body warm, but he was a complete stranger. A man who looked dangerous and foreboding.

      “Can we help you unload the car?” Preston asked.

      “Yes, please,” she said. “It’s been a really long day, and some jerk at the grocery store tried to pick me up.”

      A snicker came from Preston.

      “Sorry, ma’am,” Colby said, smacking Preston on the arm.

      She popped the trunk of the car. “Someone grab the suitcases and I’ll take the groceries.”

      The two men rushed to do her bidding, and she couldn’t help but smile. When she reached the door, she pulled out the key the lawyer in town had given her.

      It was an old-fashioned lock and she struggled to open the door.

      “Here, ma’am, let me,” Preston said.

      The man smelled of leather as he set her suitcase down and took the key from her. Their hands brushed and a tingle of awareness spiraled through her. What was wrong with her today?

      The big cowboy jostled then unlocked the door. Pushing it open, he waited for her to step inside.

      From the dirt lane, the house had looked beautiful. Inside it was dated, but still a very nice home.

      She walked through the house until she found the kitchen and set the groceries down. The two men took the suitcases up the stairs. She wasn’t about to go exploring until after they’d left.

      In a moment, they hurried back down, their boots clunking on the wooden stairs.

      “How did you know the Parkers,” Colby asked.

      She sighed. She would never understand why her father had not introduced her to her grandparents.

      “My father was their son,” she said.

      The men glanced at one another and frowned. “They had a son?”

      A little laugh escaped from her. “Yes, though I didn’t know about them, and he never mentioned his parents. Always told me his family was dead.”

      Shaking her head, she glanced around. “I would have loved to have met them.”

      “They were the kindest people,” Colby said.

      “Yes,” Preston agreed. “Everyone in town loved them except for Jim White.”

      If she hadn’t been so tired, she would have asked about Jim White, but right now, she didn’t care. Food and a bed were all she was interested in.

      She walked around the main room and gazed at the pictures on the mantel.

      “Nothing has been touched since they died,” Preston said. “Will died about six months ago and Lillian a month ago. We miss them something fierce.”

      “Their partner, Ben, died at least ten years before,” Colby said. “I never met him.”

      Partner? She’d not heard that they had a partner in owning the ranch. That seemed odd.

      “Where did you come from?” Preston asked.

      With a laugh, she couldn’t help but think how different her world was compared to this place.

      “New York City,” she said. “My job took me to the Big Apple.”

      The two men glanced at one another.

      “Sooo, you don’t know much about ranching,” Preston said.

      “Not a thing,” she replied.

      Colby leaned against the window and gazed out. “This ranch is a wonderful place. It’s made your family a lot of money over the years, working cattle and horses and even a few pigs. Your grandparents were so proud of this land,” he said, not looking at her.

      The man had lost his flirtatious manner and was now almost remote, even a little cold.

      “Sadly, I know none of the family history. My father never mentioned this place. I knew he grew up in Texas, but he always said he would never step back into this hell hole.”

      Turning from the window, Colby shook his head.

      “It’s not a hell hole,” he said. “It’s a great place to live and work. A wonderful place to raise a family.”

      Preston gave Colby a strange glance.

      “Where are you guys from?”

      “Raised here all my life. My family owns the ranch a mile down the road. We’ve been here since the beginning. I’ll never leave,” Preston said.

      She smiled and thought about how she couldn’t wait to leave Connecticut and was thankful for the job she had in New York City. But then growing up with a very strict father had not been easy.

      Colby had not replied. He hadn’t told her about coming to Blessing or if he’d lived here forever.

      “I guess there could be worse places to grow up,” she said. Glancing down, she frowned. “Did you guys put my laptop case upstairs?”

      “That flowered bag?” Colby asked.

      “Yes, that one,” she responded. “Tomorrow I have to check in and do some things for work.”

      “Yes, ma’am. It’s up in the bedroom. We put you in the master bedroom.”

      “Thank you,” she said and then glanced at the door and back to them. She’d been up since five this morning to catch her flight and then the two-hour drive from San Antonio. She wanted to eat a quick bite and crawl into bed.

      Tomorrow would be soon enough to learn more about her family and the ranch they owned. Even these two cowboys.

      “Nathan had the house cleaned and there should be fresh sheets on the bed,” Preston told her.

      The man he mentioned was the attorney she’d met this afternoon. They were going to sit and talk in the next few days. But first, she wanted to learn as much as she could about her grandparents. She wished there was someone who could tell her why her father no longer acknowledged his parents. But she would have to wait and see.

      “We better let you go and get some rest. If you need anything at all, just call us,” Colby said.

      “And how would I do that if I don’t have your number?”

      A grin spread across his face and she knew he was thinking he was going to get her number. She was too tired to fight him and just as soon as she left this two-bit town, she’d be blocking him.

      The man handed her his cell phone. “Call me.”

      She glanced up and frowned at him as she took the phone. “I’ll give you my number, but I’m not going to have dinner with you. I’m not going to let you pour beer all over me, and no, we won’t be sleeping together.”

      Preston slapped a hand over his mouth, failing to stifle a gut-busting laugh.

      “Strictly business,” Colby said with a straight face and a nod. “And be sure to get Preston’s number, as well.”

      After they had exchanged cell numbers, she opened the door and swept her arm through the air toward outside. “Goodnight, gentlemen. It’s been a long day. We’ll talk more tomorrow.”

      She was certain they were anxious to learn her plans for the ranch. In two weeks’ time, she hoped to have this place sold and be driving the rental car back to San Antonio where she would catch a plane back to civilizations. Her ordinary, boring world, where the men wore suits, not jeans and boots or had arms that bulged with muscles.

      “Goodnight, ma’am,” Preston said at the door.

      It was then she realized she had not told them her name.

      “Kalie,” she said. “Kalie Parker.”

      Preston grinned and walked out.

      “Again, my apologies, Miss Parker,” Colby said. “Don’t know what came over me ’cept that you are one fine-looking woman and I’m just a lonely cowboy.”

      With a sigh, she realized she was going to need these men and it would be in her best interest to stay on their good side.

      “Apology accepted,” she said.

      “Goodnight, Kalie,” he responded.

      For a moment, she was tempted to tell him to call her Miss Parker, but she didn’t. Instead she closed the door behind him and slid the door lock.

      Glancing around the house, she began a thorough inspection. The home was large, and while it was outdated, it had good bones. Good structure throughout. She would get a pretty penny for this place. It would be a great home to raise a large family in.

      Oddly, it had character all its own that she kind of liked. A homey feeling where she could see a large family gathered around the dining room table with a Christmas tree reaching up to the second floor in the main room and children chasing each other through the house.

      Going up the stairs, she checked each bedroom until she found the master.

      There in the center of a very large room was a bed big enough to hold four or five people.

      “Why did they need such a large bed?”

      Were they big people? She would be lost in that monstrosity.

      A brick fireplace stood against one wall and framed pictures sat on the mantel. In one, she saw the face of her father.

      She picked up the frame and stared at the boy. Her father had to be about eight years old and he stood between two smiling men. One she recognized by family resemblance as Will Parker, his father. The other man she didn’t know.

      “You were here, Daddy,” she said. “Why didn’t you tell me about your parents? What were you hiding?”
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      After the door closed behind Colby, the men walked through the night to the bunkhouse, their boots crunching on the gravel of the drive.

      An owl hooted off in the distance and a cow mooed in the pasture. The sounds of home.

      As soon as they were far enough away that he didn’t think they could be heard, Preston swore under his breath.

      “Damn, Colby, she’s a stunner. No wonder you acted like a fool,” Preston said, wondering how he would have reacted to seeing her traipsing into the grocery store.

      “Well, it almost got me fired,” he said. “She didn’t threaten, but I could see it there in those titillating emerald eyes. Now do you understand why I want to fuck her?”

      Of course, he did.

      “Oh, yes,” Preston said, walking into the bunkhouse. “But how long is she going to stay? And what’s she going to do with the property?”

      So many questions swirled in his mind now that the new owner had finally arrived.

      The woman had not said a word about her plans except that she intended to return in two weeks to the big city. Two weeks they had to convince her to stay. Not to sell the land. And yet, he didn’t want to put any kind of pressure on her.

      Whatever they did had to be subtle. This was her decision. A bad owner who hated the ranch would be even worse than a new owner who wanted to make the land into a ranching subdivision.

      “Damn, I wonder if she would sell the property to me?” Preston said, thinking out loud. All he had was his trust fund, and while he didn’t want to carry a mortgage, it would be better than the land going to Jim White. Or maybe his parents would agree to help him.

      That would have the family owning two large ranches in the area. But his father was one tight man when it came to his cash.

      “I’d do everything I could do to help you, brother. But my funds are still in the building-a-nest stage.”

      Colby came from nothing and was slowly trying to save money, but as ranch hands, they weren’t paid a big salary, just enough to get by. Of course, Mrs. Lillian had bequeathed to them each a nice bonus for helping her run the ranch after her husbands died.

      Nathan had told them just as soon as the will was probated and the land sold, they would receive a lump cash sum. How much he had no idea. But probably not enough to buy this property.

      Walking into the living area of their small home, they both sank into chairs. Normally, they watched television and then went to bed, but tonight was an exception.

      Tonight, their world had been impacted by a beautiful brunette with flashing emerald eyes and lashes that seemed to sweep into next week.

      “I guess we’ll soon know her plans regarding the ranch,” Colby said.

      “Yes,” Preston acknowledged. “But, damn, that woman is stunning. If only we could show her the true meaning of Blessing, Texas. Of our traditions and beliefs.”

      Colby chuckled. “I’m afraid I ruined that for us. But I’m glad now you understand.”

      Oh, yes, Preston had taken one look at her and wanted to roll her back onto the top of that car and taste those luscious breasts that were calling to him. Yank down her jeans and sink himself deep within her.

      But he was a gentleman, and a good man didn’t act on his baser instincts until the woman said yes.

      “When is your sister getting married?” Colby asked.

      “In a week,” Preston replied, his heart warming. Hard to believe his little sister was marrying her men. They were stand-up guys and she would be well taken care of. Her two husbands would not allow anything bad to happen to her. All Preston wanted was her happiness.

      “What if we invited Miss Fancy Pants to go with us to the wedding? Then she could get a real idea of what Blessing is like. Maybe, somehow, we can convince her to stay and not sell the ranch,” Colby said.

      If only. But that girl from New York was used to a much different kind of life. The hustle and bustle of a large metropolitan city. Not the quiet and peacefulness of the country. She probably thought they were hicks even though Preston had gone to college.

      But he’d returned home just as quickly as he could. And yes, he enjoyed being a ranch hand. He knew all the procedures for running a successful ranch operation, but he hadn’t been able to put his learning to use. Not yet.

      The Parkers were old fashioned and he respected their wishes. But if he could, he would carry this ranch or his own into the next century.

      “What if we took her horseback riding and showed her the ranch?” Preston asked.

      Colby laughed. “Does she even know how to ride a horse?”

      There was that. But he would gladly teach her.

      “Don’t know, but I guess we can find out. If not we’ll put her on the tamest horse we have.”

      “Or she could ride with one of us as we showed her the ranch,” Colby said. “Snug and safe up against my cock.”

      Preston laughed. “I don’t think that’s a safe place at all.”

      “No, but it’s a satisfying place,” he said grinning.

      They sat for a few moments in silence, each man contemplating the beautiful Miss Parker. Preston knew it would be dangerous to spend too much time with her. He would get ideas of how to show her the ways of Blessing which were not like where she came from.

      “New York City,” Preston said. “Why there? We had a chance if she’d come from someplace western, but the Big Apple is not exactly for girls who live a country life.”

      “That’s the damn truth,” Colby said. He got up and glanced out the window. “She’s in the bedroom. All curled up in that big bed. She’s got to be lonely there.”

      That bed was perfect. Large enough for the three of them. It was best he put that right out of his mind. No sense in dwelling on something that would never happen with a New York City girl.

      Preston glanced at his friend. In the last two years, he’d seen so many good changes in the man. When he first came to work for the Parkers, Preston hadn’t trusted him. A man from prison with nothing and nowhere to go. A desperate man trying to start fresh.

      But now, he’d filled out, learned some skills, and even settled into the ranching life. If they lost these jobs, Preston wasn’t certain what would happen to Colby.

      Preston could go to work for his family. But Colby could not return to Louisiana where everything went wrong for him.

      “No matter what happens, we’ve got to stick together,” he told his friend, the man he considered a brother now.

      “Agreed.” Colby ran his finger through his dark brown hair. Preston thought he needed a trim around the ears, though. With his neat mustache and beard, he looked like a man from the 70s. He wasn’t sure if their new owner would go for that.

      When he studied Colby, he noted the rough lines in his forehead and the biceps that looked like he was training to be a wrestler. The large hands, the dark eyes, and the sharpness of his tongue let you know he didn’t mess around.

      There was an edge to him that Preston never wanted to cross and a wariness about him that didn’t let him get close to people.

      But today was the first time he’d been interested in a woman and now she was here. What the hell did they do with that?

      Nathan, the Parker’s lawyer had been quiet about the details of the will. Especially considering the ranch. Their futures were up in the air.

      The memory of Jim White hit him and he groaned.

      “Once Jim finds out she’s here, he’ll be like a magnet sticking to her. We won’t be able to get rid of him,” Preston said.

      “Oh, hell no,” Colby said. “Maybe we should tell her about him.”

      “No,” Preston said. “We cannot try to persuade her in any direction about this ranch. We’re too close to it. All we can do is show her how beautiful it is and maybe even tell her about the history of the property. After all, this is her heritage.”

      “True,” Colby said. “She acted like her father had never mentioned the land or his parents.”

      That was definitely odd.

      “Who in town knew the Parkers when their son lived here? Is anyone still alive?” Colby asked.

      “Yeah,” Preston said. “Granny Jones. We’ll have to tell Kalie about her. She might be interested in going and talking to her. She might learn why her father and her grandparents never spoke to each other.”

      With a sigh, Colby glanced at his watch. “As much as I’d like to be over there sharing that big bed with her, I guess it’s time for us to bunk down. Ranch work starts early.”

      Indeed it did. It was long hours but satisfying work.

      Colby stood. “I know what I’m going to be dreaming of tonight. The feel of those sweet cheeks snug against my cock in the entryway to the store. Damn, if we’d been alone, it could have gotten pretty wild, very quick.”

      Preston laughed. “I think you would do better thinking of a nice long, warm shower, where you’re jerking off. That’s the only relief you’re going to get tonight.”

      “Or tomorrow night, or the one after that,” Colby said. “I don’t think Miss Priss is into cowboys. Especially ones with a rap sheet.”

      Colby didn’t like to talk much about how or why he’d been convicted. It was a painful subject for him, so Preston didn’t bring it up. But the man had turned his life around and Preston considered him as a brother.

      “All right, time to go to bed. Lock the doors, so we’re protected from Kalie breaking in and taking advantage of us,” Preston said.

      Laughter came from Colby as he headed toward his room. “Now you’re dreaming.”
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      The next morning Preston had gathered the eggs and fed the chickens while Colby took care of the horses. Today, their plan was to check on the cattle and make certain they still had enough grass before moving them to the next pasture.

      As he walked toward the barn, he saw Kalie sitting outside drinking coffee, gazing out at the land.

      This morning she wore jeans and a no-sleeve T-shirt that clung to her figure. Her dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail and she looked like she was sixteen, not in her twenties. Her laptop sat on the table in front of her.

      He walked toward her and saw Colby come out of the barn. The two of them arrived at the table at the same time.

      “Good morning,” he said. “I gathered the eggs this morning. Here you go.”

      Staring at them, she glanced up at him. “Is that poop on them?”

      He laughed. “Yes, ma’am. I like to rinse them off before I put them in the refrigerator.”

      “Why aren’t they white?”

      “Because the hens have brown feathers. The eggshell color depends on the breed of the hen and ours have brown feathers. Still the same nutritional value.”

      Staring at the eggs, she didn’t reach for the bucket he’d placed them in.

      “The yellow inside will be darker because our hens are free-range. We let them roam around the yard and eat all the bugs they can find.”

      A shiver went through
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