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      Every Tuesday, the off-limits mountain man comes into my bakery and pretends to read the newspaper. Ten months of stolen glances and cherry pie, and we’re both done pretending.

      
        
        As the middle, least-likely-to-make-waves Baker sister running our Gimme Some Sugar bakery, I’ve learned to ignore the whispers that have shadowed my family for years. But there’s one man I can’t ignore—Royce Tanner, the rugged ex-military mountain man who appears every week like clockwork.

      

        

      
        I’m wholly aware of his presence as he quietly sips his coffee and watches my every move. The careful way he treats Herman, his anxious rescue dog, makes my heart melt, and I can’t help but wonder if he’d be just as gentle with me.

      

        

      
        But neither of us acts on the simmering attraction, Royce being as careful of my reputation as he is with his skittish dog.

      

        

      
        Then comes the night of the K-9 Rescue charity auction, and the protective older man I can’t stop secretly craving is finished being careful.

      

        

      
        “I’ve waited long enough,” he growls, carrying me away in front of the entire town. “You’re mine now, Civility Baker. Mine to care for and love.”

      

        

      
        Small-town gossip and the age gap be damned. I want him and the future his eyes promise, no matter the cost.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

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

      

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

          

          Mid-October

        

      

    

    
      k-9 mountain rescue charity auction

      Ramsey’s Roadhouse in Wild Rose, Texas

      

      I’m a sick fuck. I’ve been lusting for Civility for far too long to stop myself from doing something stupid tonight. Or maybe brilliant, sick bastard that I am. Because I can’t seem to stop myself.

      Can’t stop wanting her, needing her. No more hiding how I feel. Not from myself, the town, or from Civility.

      Fingers clenched around the cold longneck I’m tapping against the tabletop now that I’ve regained my seat after all the uproar, I scan the crowd of locals: cowboys, bikers, ex-military loners like me. Yeah, some families too, all of us packed tighter than bees in a hive. Never seen Ramsey’s this crowded, ever.

      Alcohol, appetizers, and anticipation. That’s what surrounds me. Almost stifling.

      Or maybe that’s just my own desperation. Because we’re getting a late start, after that unexpected asshole prank several of us scrambled to contain.

      The first live auction item was slated for 7:00 p.m., and it’s long past that now.

      Beneath the table, my rescue dog hunkers down between my legs. As though she senses my impatience, she’s full of extra anxiety tonight. I told Herman she’d rather stay home (yep, that’s her name), but she was damned determined to join me, forcing her way out the front door and into my truck despite my orders to the contrary. At least I left the mountain early enough to prep her a new spot where we’ll spend the night, God willing, all three of us.

      The hand not holding the beer slides down and pets Herman’s soft fur. Yeah, she got a bath last night. Even slapped on some conditioner. We’ve got a woman to impress tonight. To claim.

      But only if these damn fuckers quit screwing around and get this party started. Every second I’m forced to wait, I swear, I can feel my blood pressure ratcheting upward.

      After rampaging through the cackling crowd, confiscating every program we could, Mustang Phillips—tonight’s emcee and auctioneer—and a couple of the K-9 rescue guys are up on stage, testing the microphone and shuffling through papers while they grumble amongst themselves. The same “papers” that have two thirds of the room in an uproar. Somebody fucked with the programs, changed up one of the bakery items—Daphne Baker’s cookie auction—to something rhymingly inappropriate. The kind of sick joke that dredges up old high school rumors and paints targets on the Baker women’s backs all over again.

      As if those girls haven’t already been through enough.

      But it’s not Daphne I’m worried about right now. It’s her sister. The one whose name no one uses correctly except me. The one who should be here any minute, pie in hand, ready to step up onto that stage that occasionally hosts a country and western band, a wedding, or even a visiting preacher. Tonight, it’s got Mustang and his podium and the scuffed-up programs we were able to retrieve.

      But no Civility Baker. The woman I’m holding my breath over.

      What if she doesn’t show? Decides the crude prank played on her sister isn’t worth braving the crowd for?

      Over two agonizing months ago, I’d sworn off her. Backed away completely. How in the hell could I do anything else, after what I learned this past summer? About that sick bet from years back. High school boys competing to claim the virginity of female students, including Civility and her sisters. One call to my son, Roy, confirmed the worst. Those bastards turned deflowering virgins into a goddamn competition, spread rumors when they failed. The oldest sister, Daphne, caught the worst of it.

      After that, I stopped my Tuesday ritual. Stopped torturing myself watching Civility from across the bakery, breathing in her sweet scent and basking in her nearness whenever she paused by my table to check in or chat. I knew my ongoing interest would only drag her name through more small-town, small-minded mud. She’d already dealt with enough because of men like my son and his friends.

      Then the accident happened. That semi driver falling asleep at the wheel just one town over. Four teenagers in a pickup truck. Two dead on impact. The other two mangled inside and out, one of them the younger brother of my store manager which brought it even closer to home.

      Standing at that double funeral, watching those wooden boxes lower into the ground with kids barely old enough to drive inside them, I spotted the Baker sisters across the cemetery. Civility’s face so somber, so alive as she caught me looking and stared back. So goddamn beautiful it hurt.

      Life’s too short.

      Watching those kids’ mommas weeping only reinforced what I already knew after burying my own precious wife a few years ago. Any day could be our last, and I’ve wasted months pretending I don’t want what I want.

      Who I want.

      And what I want, who I need down to my soul, is in tonight’s auction (assuming she shows). Well, a dozen of her cinnamon-cherry pies are. To be delivered at a time and place of my choosing. By her. Anywhere within a fifty-mile radius of her shop.

      Just so happens I measured on the way home the other day. The last time I came into town, in fact. Last Tuesday. The second one I allowed myself to return to her bakery after weeks of making myself scarce. The day I plucked wildflowers for her and saw the sign posted about the countywide charity auction raising money for the recently opened K-9 rescue operation that’s come to Wild Rose.

      Run by four military guys. My guys. My people. Veterans who served and have the scars to show for it, inside or out. Often both.

      But did I share what my odometer said? From my cabin to Gimme Some Sugar, the sweet shop my girl runs with her sisters? Forty-seven miles. Well within that stated fifty. And so I’ve got myself an auction to win. Not because I want the dozen cinnamon-cherry pies, which I do, but because I’m interested in the delivery girl, or woman. Civility Baker.

      The heavy thump of the roadhouse door alerts me to new arrivals, and my head snaps up. A group of oilfield workers stomp in, loud and primed to party, judging by the noise and alcohol fumes they bring inside with them. Not who I’m waiting for. Not even close.

      Where is she?

      Because it’s not the twelve cherry pies commanding my attention. It’s the Baker’s dozen, if you will, the thirteenth cherry. The one I suspect sweet Civility might still be holding on to between her legs. And that would be criminal—if I wasn’t the man to claim it now that I’ve decided to hell with gossip. With the fact she used to date my son.

      Those kids’ funeral changed everything. Standing there, watching those coffins, I realized we don’t get unlimited chances. And here I was, about to pass up my second chance for true happiness? Not any longer. Small-town whispers be damned.

      Now that I’m widowed and she’s matured into a tempting, kind package?

      I’m claiming Civility tonight. And I’m keeping her.

      If she shows up.

      My fingers drum against the cold bottle. I’ve only taken two swallows in the forty-five minutes I’ve been here. Tigg, the ex-Marine biker who runs the place, has already replaced it with a fresh one, chiding me for being wasteful. But I don’t need alcohol clouding my thoughts, my judgment, nor my driving tonight. I just need my woman.

      Who remains conspicuously absent.

      I palm my phone. A few swipes and I’m staring at her contact info. The number she gave me last December. And I’m shooting off the first message. First of many, I hope, because whether she shows up tonight as expected or not, she’s mine.

      And it’s time I make damn sure she knows it.
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            royce

          

          Early December, the prior year

        

      

    

    
      The always distinctive, always welcome opening notes of “Pancho and Lefty” fill the cab of my truck as my headlights cut through the dark night. I’m driving back home from Crystal Springs toward my mountain cabin. Nearly eight o’clock and I’m bone-tired after spending the long day checking inventory at the lumberyard. December in West Texas means everything closes up early, streets are typically dead and businesses closed long before they would be in the big city. Temperature is just right, though, the evening desert chill welcome after the tiring day.

      I’m passing through Wild Rose, population several hundred on a good count, when the bright glow from Gimme Some Sugar catches my eye. Strange. The place normally closes at two. At the end of the year, between Christmas and New Year’s, town turns into a major tourist destination when everyone is out of school and off work, but that’s certainly not the case tonight.

      I hit stop on the CD and ease my foot off the gas, a combination of curiosity and protective urges stirring uncomfortably in my chest. The Baker girls shouldn’t be alone this late. What if there’s trouble?

      It’s not the locals I’m worried about, even with the reputation for recluses aplenty, but more the possibility of transients and tourists. We’re off the beaten path, but drug running isn’t unheard of. A man can get lost for weeks in these mountains, what with so much uninhabited terrain.

      Before I can think better of it, I pull into the empty parking lot. All four spaces of it, so I don’t worry about straddling two of them. Light spills from the front windows, uncharacteristic this time of night, casting bright rectangles across the graveled lot. The red neon “OPEN” sign blinks but my hackles are up, given the time and lack of vehicles.

      I kill the engine and step out, brisk air hitting my face. Herman, my new dog, is likely to chew me out when I finally get back to the cabin, pissed I left her at home, but I hadn’t planned on stopping anywhere. Didn’t realize my manager’s whole family, and half my employees, would come down with the flu and I’d be overseeing inventory with a skeleton crew today. Though the hours of necessary work have tired me out in a positive way, guilt nags at how long I’ve been gone. The big Rottweiler-German shepherd mix hates being separated from me—something we have in common since, for the first time since Eva died, I opened my home, and heart, just enough to let the anxious dog in.

      As I approach the door, the aromas hit me: butter, sugar, a bevy of baking spices, and cooked fruits, maybe apples and berries? My stomach tightens. Eva used to fill our house with these same scents every fall. After she got sick, I hired capable management, stepping back first to care for her, and then, after she passed, to come to grips with the grief and loneliness in my own way—mostly by retreating. I sold the house we’d lived in together; the one burgeoning with so many memories. Exchanged living in town for the more remote vacation cabin that had been in my family for years.

      For the past two Christmases, I’ve hardly acknowledged the holiday, just braved Midland three hours away to take some gifts to Roy and his two kids, my grandkids. Nothing more.

      I push through the door, the little bell announcing my arrival. Dammit. This late—this dark—it should have been locked.

      Holiday music drifts from the kitchen, located behind the eating area and checkout counter. “The Little Drummer Boy.” Eva’s favorite.

      For the first time I don’t feel like bawling my eyes out or shooting something when I hear it and think of her and the holiday.

      “Hey?” I call out, suddenly unsure why I’m here. Why I’m poking my nose in someone else’s business, not anything I’m known for. “Everything all right?”

      Then she appears. Not one of the other Baker girls, but Civility herself, the one I know. Sort of, thanks to Roy. Looks as though she’s been busy in the back, baking I guess, because her cheeks are flushed, a light sheen of sweat covers her forehead, easily noticed when she blots her face with a towel. That distinctive reddish-blonde hair she and her sisters share escaping its braid after what I can only assume is a day as long as mine, maybe longer given how the bakery opens at the ungodly hour of six-thirty every morning.

      “Mr. Tanner, howdy!” Her gaze sweeps upward from my booted feet, over my worn, snug-fitting Wranglers, the flannel shirt with sleeves I rolled up hours ago, across my chest and over my shoulders. Then she looks past me and pales. “Gracious. Didn’t realize it was so late.” Shaking off her surprise, she turns a beaming smile my direction. “It’s great to see you, though. What can I help you with?”

      Before I can scramble for a reason to be standing in her bakery after hours, she rounds the counter and walks straight into my chest, her arms coming around me in a hug that knocks the wind from my lungs.

      “I sure am sorry about Eva. Didn’t get a chance to talk with you at her funeral, but I want you to know I prayed for her the whole time she was sick, and I’ve been praying for you and Roy ever since.”

      My heart nearly cracks in two. Not just at her caring, thoughtful words, or at the knowledge that this sweet young thing has been praying for my sorry old hide, but because, for the first time since I buried my wife a little over two years ago, I’m noticing how another woman smells. How her
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