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      When life hands you a hunky, rich hockey player…say yes.

      

      But Cassandra isn’t used to accepting help—and especially not from a sweet-talking, hunky man with more cash than she’s seen in her lifetime. And anyway, she’s got problems that are bigger than his bank account…

      

      Single dad Landon isn’t used to hearing no. Especially when he knows the only thing holding Cass back from agreeing to be his nanny is her pride and unfounded fears.

      

      How can he convince her that he’s worth counting on when it comes to helping her sick son, and that she’s the best thing for his strong-minded daughter?

      

      It’s hard to keep saying no.

      

      Especially when love starts to grow…

      

      Too bad they agreed to live together out of convenience—and not out of love.

      

      Is it too late to change their deal?

      

      Find out in The Peppermint Lodge, a standalone sweet romance set in the small town of Sweetheart Creek, Texas. Enjoy hockey players, ranchers, single parents, crazy errant armadillos, laughter and tears all within this sweet relationship of convenience romance.
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      Maybe taking Rylnn to a Mother’s Day dance wasn’t such a brilliant idea, after all. His four-year-old was literally dancing him off his feet. And Landon Jackson was a darn good dancer.

      But keeping up with his daughter, dressed as a princess? That was going to end him.

      “Rylnn, I need to sit.” His ankle, which had been shattered during a hockey game, nearly ending his pro career, was telling him it was done being held captive in cowboy boots and trying to bust a move like he was still in his twenties.

      Rylnn crossed her arms and made her big brown eyes even bigger.

      “Ry, I need a break.”

      She harrumphed with her entire body.

      “Just one song.” He grabbed a nearby chair and spun it under him. Sweetheart Creek’s community center had a generous dance floor filled with mothers and sons, as well as some fathers and daughters, and pretty much all of the rest of the small town. There was air-conditioning, but it was struggling to keep up with the throng of dancers filling the old, converted barn. Chances were, despite his physical conditioning, his cheeks were a burning red, and if not, they certainly felt like it. Coach Louis should have the team try to keep up with his daughter on the dance floor as part of their dryland training.

      As Landon pulled off his cowboy hat to fan himself, he caught the eye of a gorgeous woman he’d been noticing all night. She was tall, and not what he’d call dolled up. Yet she had a freshness about her, an effortless air he found instantly attractive. Currently, she was trying to mask a smile, no doubt brought on by his obvious inability to keep up with his preschooler.

      “One song,” he repeated, as Rylnn tried to tug him back onto his feet, her unruly spray of black curls waving under her tiara.

      When he refused to budge, her eyes brimmed with tears and her lower lip stuck out, then trembled. He could have sworn the nanny had been giving her lessons in acting helpless, as well as how to pull on his heartstrings.

      What was he supposed to do? The world wasn’t gentle with women who couldn’t take care of themselves, and that was not the kind of woman he wanted to raise.

      Was he coddling Ry? Was the nanny? His little girl needed to go outside and get grubby and learn by doing—which apparently was difficult while living in downtown San Antonio.

      Despite his repeated demands that the nanny take Rylnn outside to play, her clothes were never grass-stained. No dirt smudges. No holes in her wardrobe. No character-building scratches or bruises from testing her limits in the playground. No mud falling off her cute little sneakers.

      Rylnn’s face was turning a dark brown-red, the change subtle but alarming.

      Landon sat straighter, panic and pre-emptive humiliation burning through him. “No. No, no, no. Don’t cry.” He reached out as if there was a magical button he could tap to prevent the impending meltdown.

      Had her mother never said no to her? No, he’d seen Zofia establish boundaries the times he’d visited them in Hawaii, before Zofia had passed away. Was it grief? Little-girl sorrow? Too many changes in her life over the past year wearing down her resiliency?

      As Rylnn tipped her head back to let out a giant wail—which would no doubt tell everyone in the small community just how out of his depth he was with fatherhood—the gorgeous cowgirl he’d been eyeing crouched beside his daughter.

      “You are the most beautiful princess I’ve ever seen.” The woman’s tanned face was kind, the compliment sounding so genuine it made a lump form in Landon’s throat as Rylnn blinked in surprise.

      “Are these real jewels?” She fingered the pink, glittery skirt of Rylnn’s dress.

      Wordlessly, Rylnn shook her head.

      The woman studied Rylnn’s tiara. “Did you know my friend April was a rodeo princess? But I don’t think she ever once got a crown as lovely as yours.”

      “It’s a tiara.”

      “Oh, that’s right. Tiara. A crown goes all the way around, doesn’t it?”

      Rylnn nodded, chin tipped down, shyly taking in her admirer. This close, Landon could see the woman had freckles across the bridge of her cute nose. Landon was a sucker for freckles, as well as height. And, actually, pretty much anyone who could prevent an embarrassing, public meltdown. This woman could’ve asked him for a Ferrari right now and he would have signed the check. Happily.

      “I saw you twirling earlier. I wish my dress did that.”

      Rylnn, now completely distracted, put one hand on her hip and tipped her head to the side in a move that reminded Landon of Zofia. It made him miss his best friend and the strong mother Ry would be unlikely to remember.

      “You’re not wearing a dress,” Rylnn pointed out.

      The woman looked down at her jeans, cowboy boots and flannel shirt. “True. Too much of a cowgirl, I suppose.” She stood with a laugh, her smile wide, not quite hiding subtle lines of fatigue. “What I should say is that I wish I had a dress like yours.” She shrugged easily. “I don’t really have dresses anymore.”

      “Really?” Rylnn was staring at her as though she’d just admitted she liked how worms tasted.

      “Nowhere to wear them, I guess.”

      His daughter’s frown deepened.

      Landon tried to imagine the woman in a dress that was feminine and clingy. She’d be a knock-out. Slender curves, long legs, and those eyes that were kind, yet mischievous, giving her a sexy, illusive air. Too bad he didn’t have time for a girlfriend, or he’d ask for her number.

      Landon’s friend and teammate Maverick Blades joined them, saying, “Hey, I’m heading out.”

      Landon shook his head. Maverick had coaxed him here, saying it would be good for Rylnn. Bonding and such. He’d expected Mav to stay as long as he did, if for no other reason than to lend moral support.

      “Please stay,” he said too quickly.

      So much for looking cool and in control for this cowgirl babe. Although, when it came to parenthood, he was discovering he wasn’t too proud to beg.

      “Dude, there’s no reason for me to be here now that my own mom’s left for the night,” Maverick said with a laugh. He nodded to the woman chatting with Rylnn. “Hey, Cass. How’s it going?”

      “Hey.”

      “Cass?” Landon stood. He hoped he didn’t wince as his ankle bit him, sending a shard of pain up his calf.

      Maverick gave him a stern look. “Next season starts soon enough. Take care of that ankle, Blockade.”

      “Yes, honey,” Landon said sweetly, earning a smirk from his friend.

      Their regular season had just ended and he had a few months to recuperate before hitting the ice again. Plenty of time to finish healing.

      Maverick tipped his cowboy hat to Cass and Rylnn, then headed toward the doors.

      Abandoned. Some friend.

      “I’m Landon.” He offered his hand to Cass. She shook it firmly, her eyes assessing him.

      “Dragons?” she asked, referring to the NHL San Antonio Dragons, the local pro hockey team that both he and Maverick played for.

      “Goalie,” he said. One of the most important positions on the team. Not that they had a decent defense, which meant he allowed way too many pucks past him to make him happy. Or to make him look good. He felt like he no longer deserved his nickname, The Blockade.

      “And is this your daughter?” Cass asked, gesturing to Rylnn, who was now doing little twirls near a pale-looking boy who was slightly taller than she was.

      “Yeah,” Landon said. “This is Rylnn.”

      “My name is Cassandra, but everybody calls me Cass.” She crouched down to talk to Rylnn. “And this is my son, Dusty. He’s my date tonight.”

      Dusty, in his cowboy hat and jeans, gave Rylnn’s hand a very serious shake. Rylnn curtsied and said something that sounded princessy. Landon really hoped this was a normal phase of childhood and not the beginnings of a personality disorder. Dusty looked confused, until another boy in a cowboy hat tugged him away with promises of a monster truck battle.

      A two-step started, and the DJ’s voice boomed through the room. “The next dance is for the moms out there. Kids, take your mothers onto the floor.” There was a pause before the DJ singled out one of the grown men along the sidelines. “You, too, Ryan. Show Maria you appreciate the hours she’s put into keeping you in line. Carly, give him a push, would you?”

      The crowd laughed as a woman with curls as wild as Rylnn’s obliged and gave her man a nudge toward what must be his mother.

      Landon glanced back at Rylnn. Her eyes had turned huge again, and her bottom lip was quivering.

      Landon’s heart squeezed.

      Take your mothers onto the floor…

      He had his arms out to sweep her into a hug, but before he knew it, Cass was intercepting his daughter, drawing her onto the floor and asking to be shown some princess dance moves. As Landon sank back in his seat and rested his ankle, he decided this Cassandra must be an angel sent from above.
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        * * *

      

      When the song ended, Cassandra McTavish returned Rylnn to Landon. The kid was adorable and so full of energy it made her long for a daughter of her own. Even though Rylnn was way more girlie than she’d ever been allowed to be as a child, in some ways, she made more sense than her son did.

      Dusty was a tried-and-true cowboy, ready to rub dirt in his wounds. And while she loved that about him, it didn’t mean she always understood him and his adoration of all things cars and trucks.

      Sometimes it would be nice to live with someone who understood the joy that impractical, pretty things brought a woman.

      Landon was sitting on one of the fold-up chairs far away from the DJ’s stage, his elbows resting on his knees as he listened to Dusty, who’d wandered back to him. His longish wavy dark hair brushed the collar of his pale gray button-up shirt and he was listening so intently that Cass’s heart pleaded with her brain to let it crush on someone—him in particular.

      Ha. That was a big fat no, thank you. She’d tried the whole love thing and the only good part about it was that she now had Dusty.

      When you had a husband, your sister shouldn’t have to drop everything and fly across the country to help you through something difficult. Your husband should step up, right? But he hadn’t. So if that was what love looked like, then no thanks. She didn’t need it.

      “Hello, boys,” she said, taking the chair beside Landon. Rylnn crawled onto her dad’s lap, half burying him in glittery pink tulle.

      “Dusty was telling me about monster trucks.” Landon gave Cass a smile that melted her heart. He didn’t look like he wanted to be anywhere else than sitting with her son and talking about machines.

      “Landon had a 4x4 with really big tires,” her five-year-old said, his brown eyes huge.

      “Wow. Really?”

      “Do you like my shoes?” Rylnn asked, kicking one foot out so the guys could admire her footwear.

      They looked, then went back to their conversation about 4x4s.

      “They’re very pretty,” Cass said. “I like how they match your dress.”

      “I know. They’re both pink.”

      “Does anyone want punch?” Cass asked.

      “No, thank you,” Dusty said.

      “I do!” Rylnn exclaimed. “Pink punch!”

      “Manners, Ry,” Landon reminded her.

      “Please.”

      Cass glanced at Landon to make sure it was okay, and he gave a small nod. She smiled, feeling ridiculously thrilled by the way his gray eyes held hers for a moment. It wasn’t anything special, but it felt like it was, though there was no reason it should feel tingly and good. He probably looked at anyone and everyone with that slow, deep glimmer, like he actually saw the person in front of him.

      “Do you want some?” she asked him.

      “No, thanks,” he murmured, with another deep, thoughtful glance that made her insides go warm.

      That man made her want to dream of families and true love.

      She shook her head, tamping down the dream, and its dear friend, hope. Neither hopes nor dreams—at least the romantic kind—were a good use of her time. Her ex-husband, Archer, had become emotionally and physically absent when she’d needed him most, and had she seen him since?

      Twice in the past five years.

      Sure, she knew not every relationship sucked like hers had, but she had little hope that she’d find someone who might match and complement her independent ways.

      Friends were better. Much better.

      She marched to the punch table and surveyed the sugary drinks. And anyway, she had family and love. In fact, she’d moved all the way from Montana to Texas to live on the expanse of land next to her sister and brother-in-law. Family for her and Dusty.

      And yeah, Cash and Alexa were busy building up their ranch and didn’t have as much time to play a role in Dusty’s upbringing as she may have expected, but what had she thought would happen? That they’d drop everything and restructure their lives around the two of them?

      They had, in many ways, but Cass needed more.

      She sighed, then realized Rylnn was at her elbow, having followed her across the barn.

      “Pink punch,” the little girl repeated.

      “That shouldn’t be a problem.” Cass moved an almost-empty pitcher closer to her. “Pink punch to match your dress. You pour that one, and I’ll pour the orange.”

      The four-year-old hesitated, then sloshed some liquid into her plastic glass. Cass caught the cup as it tipped, ensuring it didn’t spill, while Rylnn set the pitcher back on the table with a clunk.

      “Well done.”

      Rylnn looked pleased with herself, and they carefully carried their drinks across the bustling barn.

      Dusty and Landon were still talking trucks.

      “I poured it myself, Daddy!”

      “Did you? Wow. Good job.” He looked at Cass as if she’d helped his daughter solve a significant problem, such as world hunger.

      “Do you like trucks?” Cass asked Rylnn, once they were settled with their drinks.

      She shook her head. “Daddy used to have a truck. Now we drive a soovie.”

      “The SUV is, uh, easier,” Landon said, wincing as if he knew trading in your truck in Texas Hill Country would get you heavily judged.

      And it would.

      “Oh, uh…” Landon reached out, using his sleeve to swipe at a dribble of punch on Rylnn’s chin.

      “Daddy,” she complained, waving him away and nearly spilling her punch.

      Cass got the feeling Landon was new to parenting, and she was curious about that. He was a natural, his obvious kindness and patience both winning traits. But he was awkward and slightly hesitant, too, as though afraid of getting it wrong.

      It made her want to pull out her phone and do a quick online search to see if she could scrounge up some dirt about him and his personal life. Single? Divorced? A secret daughter who’d recently been pushed into his arms?

      Cass suspected the first and last were the ticket. He didn’t strike her as a divorcé.

      “My mom drives a truck,” Dusty said. “It’s Auntie Lexa’s ‘cause ours got broken by a deer.”

      “We live in an old hunting lodge. It used to be called Buck Lodge, but I’ve renamed it,” Cass said, gesturing in the direction of their home. Her heart lifted at the thought of the giant building, its new name, The Peppermint Lodge, its barn and pretty pond set out back. It was going to make a beautiful venue for brides and grooms to commit to each other. But it was going to take an enormous amount of work to bring the rustic, run-down and outdated buildings close to the charmingly romantic vision she carried in her imagination. “Having a truck comes in handy.”

      “It’s not a 4x4. Uncle Cash says that old dinosaur runs on prayers.”

      Cass fought a smile. “Hey, are you calling Auntie Alexa’s truck old? Because it’s paid for.” She gave Dusty a pretend frown, and Landon laughed.

      “Never knock a woman’s wheels,” he advised.

      “Thank you. You might offer other helpful life advice, such as—” she leaned forward dramatically “—your mom is always right.” She winked at Dusty, and he gave her a funny little scowl from under his white cowboy hat.

      Landon chuckled at their shenanigans and she felt warmed, a reminder that while she and Dusty might not be a traditional family, they were content and fortunate, their home filled with love.

      “Keep your mom and your grandmas—if you have them—happy and you’ll probably live to see adulthood,” Landon said.

      Cass laughed. “Truth.”

      “Do you like Batman?” Dusty interjected, changing the subject.

      “Enough life advice?” Landon grinned, causing the skin around his eyes to crinkle in the most delightful way. He was handsome. Not that grab-you-by-the-throat-and-shake-you kind of handsome, but something even more breathtaking, because his personality matched his good-looking exterior.

      “I like Cinderella.” Rylnn twirled, spilling punch down her dress. “Tonight is the ball!” She continued to spin, lost in her fantasy world, until Landon plucked her cup from her grasp.

      “Do you like Batman?” Dusty insisted.

      “Dusty…” Cass warned, willing her son to be patient and not so demanding.

      “I do.” Landon was thoughtful for a moment. “But I think Spiderman is my favorite. How about you? Batman or Spiderman?”

      Dusty hesitated, and Cass waited to see what he’d say. He was a huge Batman fan. Like, the biggest. He always played Batman with her friend Hannah’s son, and would ask for Thomas’s Batmobile when they visited.

      “Batman,” Dusty said with a serious nod, causing Landon to laugh. “But Spiderman is okay.” He pretended to shoot webs from his wrists.

      Rylnn wiggled her way onto the chair next to her dad. “I’m a super princess. I have magical powers.”

      “What are your powers?” Cass asked.

      “I’m magic.”

      A dance-off between parents and kids was announced, and Cass glanced at Rylnn to see if she’d heard. The girl’s eyes went round and she popped off her chair, snatching her punch from her dad and downing the last of it.

      “Daddy, no more breaks!”

      “Boys?” Cass asked, when Dusty and Landon remained seated. She stood as well. “Up for a dance-off?”

      “No. I’m staying with Landon.” Dusty kept his focus locked on the hockey player. The boy needed a father figure something fierce. He adored his uncle Cash and the hired hand, Nick, but it wasn’t the same as having a dad around full-time.

      Landon turned to him. “How about it? Boys against girls?”

      Dusty grinned.

      “Hey, it’s supposed to be parents against kids,” Cass protested, trailing after them as they hurried onto the dance floor.

      Soon the four of them were a mess of flailing arms and legs as they tried to keep up with the remix playing through the barn’s speakers. “The Twist,” spliced with “Jump Around,” “YMCA” and about ten other songs were jammed into two minutes.

      Rylnn was moving like she had made the remix herself, effortlessly flowing between different dances.

      “Wow,” Cass exclaimed. “Do you go to dance classes? You’re really good.”

      Landon spread out his arms as if he loved the idea. “Is there such a thing as this—unstructured and fun, but in a dance class?”

      “Probably.” She glanced at Dusty. He seemed to be flagging, lacking his usual jam. He’d never been a super exuberant kid, but lately it was as though he’d been fighting a never-ending, low-grade bug.

      “You okay?” she asked, touching his shoulder.

      “I’m tired.” He sat down on the floor, letting out a long sigh.

      “How about you go sip some more of your punch?”

      It looked like it was time to go back to the doctor and demand more tests, because something wasn’t right.

      Cass guided him off the dance floor as the songs ended, looking back, her gaze lingering on Landon’s wide shoulders and happy smile. For a moment she allowed herself to imagine what it might be like if the four of them were a family.
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        October (5 months later)

      

      

      
      Landon scooped up his daughter and told Maverick he was doing a coffee run. Dylan O’Neill, the team’s center, narrowed his eyes.

      “Dude, you trying to weasel out of crawling under that sink again?” Dylan waved one of his crutches at the dusty, dark cabinet that reeked of mildew and old house.

      Landon had spent at least an hour and a half in that small space with a cutting torch, breathing fumes, plus dealing with heat and muscle cramps, while he removed the ancient copper piping. Why Maverick didn’t just gut the kitchen like he had most of the other rooms was beyond Landon. The century-old farmhouse was a money pit, so what was another fifty grand?

      Then again, Landon suspected that Maverick’s energy for ripping things out was fueled by his anger at being misrepresented in the press—and being force-traded as a result of his new less-than-stellar reputation.

      Landon tossed the leather work gloves he’d been wearing Dylan’s way. “Make yourself useful.”

      The man let out a huff. “You know I’d put in the new pipes if I wasn’t in this cast.”

      “You’d think it was on your hand, not your foot.”

      He set the wrench and pipe he’d given Rylnn to “work on” off to the side, before hustling her out of the house so he didn’t get roped into another job.

      The reno site wasn’t the best place for her, but over the summer they’d exhausted the local zoo, playgrounds, swimming pool and everything semi-kid-friendly that San Antonio had to offer. His daughter wasn’t into sports, which meant purchasing baseball, football or basketball tickets were a waste, and there were only so many tea parties he could handle.

      He was trying to limit her screen time, but now that his hockey season had started he was busier and more tired, and he could see the slippery slope trying to drag him downward. What was an extra movie each morning when he’d been up late at a game? What was an extra hour of TV when he had calls to return to his agent and trainer?

      The season had only just begun and he was already worn-out, hoping the team didn’t make play-offs so their season didn’t stretch beyond April and into June.

      Maybe he shouldn’t be so determined to take over the nanny’s duties when he was home.

      Accept the help. Carve out more time for himself.

      Like that was going to happen.

      Kids needed their parents. Not some paid stand-in. And that gum-smacking, phone-addicted twenty-something was going to warp his little girl even if she was the best the agency had at the moment.

      Hence, here he was, teaching her the difference between a wrench and a hammer while helping Maverick work on his old farmhouse, so they didn’t get lured down the easy path of too much brain-melting screen time.

      The trick, he was learning, was to get Rylnn out of Maverick’s house before she got bored with banging on whatever scrap he’d given her, and turned to something much more interesting, such as decorating a newly redone wall with a marker. Or trying to outfit Dylan with a tiara.

      Although that was fun for everyone. And honestly, the guys were awesome about Ry tagging along. They even curbed their swearing around her.

      But they weren’t dads and didn’t always get it, didn’t always foresee the oncoming storm brewing on the horizon. Landon still occasionally missed the meltdown signs himself, but was getting better at it.

      He hoisted Rylnn into the backseat of his huge SUV with the tinted windows, thinking he probably should have kept his truck. This beast was roughly the same size and got about the same mileage. Darn the parenting guilt that had been coupled with that TV commercial his teammate Mullens had been in. Together, they’d convinced him this was safer for Rylnn. Plus his nanny thought it was “boss” or “it slaps,” or some other term that had become slang for “cool” and “awesome.”

      So now Landon was paying off the fancy ride instead of driving his truck. But what was the point of having money if you didn’t use it to solve your problems? Maybe he should push a bit harder on his agent to leverage his image like he had for Mullens—get Landon in some commercials or ads so he had extra financial headroom.

      “Dude, you don’t even know how I want my coffee,” Dylan complained from Maverick’s front porch.

      “Large. One cream, one sugar. Except Athena has us all on a no-sugar, low-fat diet,” he called back, referring to the team’s dietician. “So a large with a sad little drop of skim milk.”

      Dylan scowled, aiming one of his crutches at Landon. “You’re a killjoy. You know that?”

      “Not willing to break the rules?” Landon smirked, well aware that he was likely to get the man his favorite coffee fixings, because when you were benched, what was an extra shot of cream and a spoonful of sugar? Besides, at this point, indulging in a little comfort wouldn’t change the direction their season was heading. The Dragons were a new team with one year under their belt. They were basically a collecting ground for almost-retired players, injured ones like himself and Dylan, and rookies so young they were still wet behind the ears.

      “Do I look like Mullens?” Dylan asked.

      Landon laughed. The team’s forward played the rules fast and loose, and was most willing to break their team dietician’s meal plan. Why Athena put up with the guy was beyond Landon.

      “I want two cookies,” Rylnn announced, as Landon finished buckling her in.

      “If Mrs. Fisher has them down at the Longhorn, you can have any kind you want.”

      “Two!” She raised two fingers.

      “A good dad would get you two, wouldn’t he?” Dylan said encouragingly.

      Landon shot him a look. “When you have kids, I’m going to remember this.”

      His teammate laughed and started back inside. “You still owe me for the nail polish.”

      Three weeks ago the nanny had bought Rylnn peel-off nail polish. Landon hadn’t had the heart to tell her he felt she was too young for it and had let it slide. Rylnn had somehow convinced Dylan he’d look amazing with sparkly pink nails. Which he had.

      The four-year-old had bent the man around her little finger with apparent ease. Whenever photographers appeared after games Dylan was all scowls. But in enters Ry and he broke out in smiles.

      Landon chuckled and shook his head. “You’re a good kid, Ry. The best.”

      “Yup!” She grinned at him and kicked her legs.

      Landon drove the few miles of gravel to the main road that led into the small town of Sweetheart Creek. In front of the Longhorn Diner, he parked beside a rusted green truck that made him think of home. He’d grown up in the foothills of the Rocky Mountains, close to family, and had always thought he’d play for the Calgary Flames. But hockey had brought him to Texas, of all things.

      A great area of the world, but a bit far from the faces and places his heart recognized as familiar.

      He helped Rylnn out of the back of the vehicle, swinging her through the air, causing her to squeal. He set her down gently, took her hand and headed to the sidewalk.

      She pointed down the street. “Daddy, what’s that?”

      He followed her finger and squinted. Ambling toward them was a small, grayish-brown animal. An ailing alley cat?

      It came closer, then let out a horrible screech and began moving faster.

      Landon quickly opened the diner’s door, lifted Rylnn inside and closed it behind them, hoping nobody saw the way they’d fled from the small animal.

      “That was an armadillo,” he said. They didn’t have them in Canada, and until today he’d assumed they were cute, harmless and, like any wild animal, happy to avoid humans.

      Through the glass they watched the armadillo waddle past.

      “It’s ugly,” Rylnn said.

      “And cranky.”

      Maybe he needed to rethink the whole get-a-yard for Rylnn, and do some in-depth research on scary Texas wildlife.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Sounds like you met either Henry Wylder or Bill the armadillo.”

      Cass bit back a smile as she waited for Landon Jackson to turn around. His shoulders seemed broader than they’d been last May, which had to be a trick of the eye. Either way, the man was built, and he looked like he could lift her over his shoulder without a second thought.

      The enormous smile stretching across his face when he saw her made her own break free.

      Why was she grinning like a silly fool? She’d met him only once, and
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