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The sun burned bright as it inched its way across the vast Texas sky, trying its best to defy the tall clouds billowing into the horizon like heaps of bright, fluffy cotton. An experienced eye could easily predict that a substantial thunderstorm was in the making. Jessica Austin made the layman forecast as her eyes scanned the darkening sky with slight trepidation.

After living in the Texas Panhandle her entire life, she was no stranger to the tumultuous weather conditions that kept the residents there on their toes. On a hot day like this one, where the air was so thick you could taste it, more than likely an evening thunderstorm would come along to cool things down.

Sometimes, however, it meant much more than that. Weather in the Plains could turn on a dime. It being early March meant residents from Texas all the way to North Dakota were heading into what was known as tornado season. This afternoon would be a typical example of what kind of weather would follow for the next several months in the ominously named Tornado Alley.

It was a time of year that Jessica had come to look upon with dread. Her whole world had fallen apart just eight years before, on a day very much like this one. Her parents had been heading back from a cattle auction in Kansas City when a storm blew on so quickly they were unable to find shelter in the horrible moments that followed.

A killer tornado overtook their car on a deserted country highway along the Oklahoma border.

Jessica shuddered a little as she realized how easy it was to remember that day. She remembered what she was wearing, what she had eaten that morning, the smell of coffee strong in her nose as the ghostly scent of her Daddy’s cigar still hung in the room.

From hundreds of miles away the storm had still managed to strike her, leaving her emotionally paralyzed by a bolt of lightning from within.

After a long tradition of Austins running a lucrative ranch in that area since 1886, she was suddenly the last of her kind at the tender age of 21. 

She became orphaned in the truest sense; with no relatives left on whom she could lean. In the blink of an eye, she was alone.

At the very least she hadn’t been left homeless. Cody and Elizabeth Austin had provided well for their daughter by leaving her in charge of the historic homestead, a thousand-acre cattle ranch named the Double A.

It was their heritage; and had been for more than a century, even during the lean years throughout the Great Depression and the Dust Bowl, when her grandfather proudly dug in his heals and declared God himself couldn’t get them off this land.

Jessica proudly upheld the same tradition; but such dedication came at a price. The harsh fact was she oversaw not only more than a hundred head of cattle, but also an entire crew of ranch hands who didn’t take kindly to the change in management.

She was too pampered; too young. Too proud.

Too female.

They could only begrudgingly admit she’d been well-groomed for the part. From the time she was old enough to ride a horse, Cody taught her the ins-and-outs of what ranching entailed. He was her first and best teacher, and she never regretted that she hadn’t darkened college doors to prepare for any other career. Ranching was in her blood. And although she never expected to step into the role as soon as she did, she decided it would be her last labor of love to the parents she had so adored. 

This was their home, one that every single one of her ancestors had built from the heart up. There was never any question of what the future held for her. She threw herself into running the ranch with gusto and relentless tenacity.

She was up before the break of dawn every morning, working side by side with the men until she was just as dirty and grimy as they were. From mending fences to birthing calves, she had learned every facet of running the Double A. 

Ultimately there was nothing on her ranch she couldn’t do or hadn’t done. It should have earned her the respect of her original crew, but it didn’t. They viewed her as the spoiled boss’s daughter from the get-go, and the fact she wasn’t traditionally attractive didn’t help matters at all.

Her long, thick red hair was always tied back in a convenient ponytail and heavy braid; her clothes were more efficient than flattering. She also had a stocky build that meant she could hoist fifty pounds with strong calloused hands without breaking a sweat but gracefully navigating high heels was beyond her.

There was nothing dainty about Jessica. She had no problem at all standing toe to toe in defiance with men who found her gender even more threatening because she wasn’t just trying to be their equal. She was trying to be their superior. 

Over the course of time, she realized she couldn’t change those hard-headed hands, who taught her more about her place as a single female rancher than her parents ever could have done.

They had their place and she had hers. 

And Jessica made sure every single one of them knew her place was the boss lady of the Double A Ranch. 

She ended up firing the whole lot of them, replacing them with a handpicked crew of her own liking. Not all ranch folk were like the old school people Cody Austin had surrounded himself with; many saw her value for the remarkable things she had done. She was barely old enough to drink when the world tried to cut her off at the knees; Jessica Austin did a somersault and stuck the landing. With jazz hands. She didn’t have to break down all the doors, some opened willingly, eagerly... respectfully. And those were the only ones that mattered. 

Now her men consisted of a weathered old foreman who would probably cut off his right arm if she asked, as well as a respectable number of other cowboys who knew exactly where the line was drawn with their single-but-off-limits employer.

Now almost thirty, Jessica didn’t mind her single status much. She had become accustomed to being alone. She was fiercely independent and cherished moments just like this one, where she had no one to answer to how she spent this humid afternoon. More than that, the ranch consumed her time. She handled everything, from the business of selling their product to the minutiae of daily chores that needed to be done, even cleaning her own large ranch house. Being so busy there really was no time to pursue any romantic endeavors. The only option left was to end up carousing with some cowboy, and she had learned her lesson about them many years ago when she was just a teenager.

Jessica needed no one, and proudly so. She was an unapologetic spinster who needed nothing more than the love affair with the Double A, and the chestnut mare upon which she rode this blistering hot afternoon.

She smiled absently as she patted her mount’s strong, glistening neck. “It is hot today, isn’t it, Sasha?” she crooned. 

Her attention focused back on the long stretch of fence they were following. It would eventually lead to the back quarter in need of repair. With two of her hands out with a nasty stomach bug, this was a task that demanded her immediate attention. It was just that long line of wooden posts and barbed wire seemed to get longer and longer as she rode along. The waves of heat emanated from the thirsty ground as the blades of grass appeared to bend under the oppressive humidity. They, too, seemed to pray for the rain.

Her own body relished the thought of a shower; it was so gritty and sweaty from the heat. Then it occurred to her that she wasn’t too far from a creek that cut through her property. She looked for the telltale line of cottonwood trees along the ridge just above the secluded waterhole at its deepest, and it seemed infinitely closer than that broken down fence. 

Suddenly the idea of playing hooky didn’t seem like the worst crime she could commit in the whole scheme of things. She was, after all, the boss. She looked back up at the clouds that were quickly closing in and made the self-serving estimation the rain would probably abort her fence repair anyway. With a click of her tongue, she reined Sasha toward the ridge.

As if reading her owner’s intention, a sense of urgency claimed Sasha, who obediently and eagerly cantered over the ridge and down into the shaded recess near the bubbling water, which looked pretty much like paradise to both horse and rider. 

Jessica effortlessly dismounted, tossing her straw cowboy hat onto the grassy knoll nearby. The thick, braided cord of her long flaming hair fell heavily against her back as she bent to tug off her old cowboy boots. She hesitated just a bit before wriggling out of her faded blue jeans. An old work shirt and a few undergarments later, she waded into the creek. She gasped at the frigid cold water, but shocking as it was to her system, it felt like heaven as she braved wading even deeper.

She dunked herself when she reached the deepest part of the creek, where she could virtually stand on the soles of her feet and the water would cover just above her breasts. When she broke the surface she felt like a new woman. She sent an impish grin toward her horse, who watched her enviously from the shore. Jessica couldn’t help but laugh from the jubilation of her naughty impulse, knowing some of the clucking hens of her church would probably drop dead from her brazen display. They already believed her to be ten kinds of a Jezebel for living so closely to so many heathen men. It didn’t matter that she’d been a member of the same church for her entire life, or that during that time she never had anything but a picture-perfect reputation. 

She could sleep near a thousand different men; they held no appeal to Jessica.

And no one, not the clucking hens of her church, nor her best friend Jolene, or even her parents, really knew why she’d committed to an odd but defiant form of chastity after a fateful trip when she was only sixteen.

Her mind drifted back to that summer when, after years and years of her bugging him to do so, her father finally broke down and took her to her first rodeo. Her old-fashioned father felt those things were better left to men, and she spent a great deal of time arguing his outdated ideals. She often believed that he was just sorry she hadn’t been born a boy to carry on the Austin family name. 

Little did she know his reluctance taking her had more to do with the way she filled out her clothes, making her look years older and infinitely more appealing to the cowboys who made their way around the rodeo circuit. And Cody knew just what those boys were after because he’d been a young cowboy once himself.

It didn’t help that Jessica was sixteen, with an ample figure that was filling out into womanhood. To Cody’s consternation, she had started to experiment with more mature hairstyles and a mountain of makeup, which made her look even older. She was joined at the hip with Jolene, who spent a good deal of her adolescence on the pageant circuit, and she primped her plainer friend until they looked like virtual twins, one blond and one redheaded.

Despite it all Jessica held very little interest in the opposite sex. All this primping and preening came from learning who she was, not what boys wanted her to be, or who her parents thought she should be. What few encounters she had were awkward and unsatisfying. Boys her age seemed boring and immature. 

Some of the younger cowhands who worked on her father’s ranch may have entertained a few ideas when they saw her budding feminine form, but each and every one of them knew if they sought to try their luck they would be staring down the business end of her daddy’s double-barreled shotgun.

In Cody’s eyes she was a prize catch; and that inspired a confidence in Jessica that she would never have much trouble attracting a man if she ever found one worth the effort.

This particular rodeo afforded her just such an opportunity, when she happened to meet tall dark trouble in skin-tight blue jeans.

Her heart nearly stopped when her glance fell on a tall, dark-haired cowboy leaning against one of the utility trailers. His slightly wavy hair was cut short, curling gently toward his ear. 

Most of his face was concealed by the straw cowboy hat he wore to protect his forehead, as well as the dark sunglasses he wore to protect his eyes from the scorching Texas sun. But what she could see she definitely liked. His powerful jaw jutted from his tanned face, which looked almost chiseled from hard, smooth stone.

Broad muscles stretched against his white western shirt secured by snaps just begging to be released, and sleeves rolled up to reveal taunt biceps that were no stranger to hard work.

Beyond the superficial, there was something about him she found unusually compelling. An aura, a confidence, what she’d come to learn much later was swagger. Catnip to a fearless sixteen-year-old. She probably could have stayed there staring at him all day. As soon as he straightened and stepped away from the trailer, she knew she had to follow. Jessica took a deep breath of courage as she wandered casually over to the concession stand, falling into step behind him, silently admiring his casual but confident stride. 

She could almost feel the heat from his body as she came to a stop just behind him. She was trembling slightly as she drawled, “Hot today, isn’t it?”

He half turned to see who was speaking, and his head bent down in a mock bow, as he looked her direction. 

“It certainly is,” he drawled with an upturned grin. 

Though she couldn’t see his eyes, she could tell he was assessing her in the same way she had inspected him. She smiled a little wider.

“Perfect weather for my first rodeo.”

He seemed amused. “How do you like it so far?”

“I like it,” she smiled. “It smells like home.”

He laughed. “Is that right? And where is home?”

“The Double A.”

She knew that even if he wasn’t familiar with the rich history of the ranch, the bulls they brought to participate in the rodeo would warrant no further explanation.

“Really?” This time he seemed more interested than amused. “Lemme guess. You’re a hand.”

It was her turn to laugh. “Not quite. I own it.” Indirectly it was the truth. “Persnickety is our bull.” 

She said it with an appropriate amount of pride, knowing he’d just thrown the top bull buster in the country, as well as every other cowboy who had dared mount him.

The stranger was definitely impressed. 

“That’s some bull.” Then he smiled. “The animal, I mean.”

She blushed slightly, figuring her young age was as clear as the rosy hue in her cheeks. He turned back to the counter as the person in front of him took their order. 

“I’ll have a beer,” he ordered as the lady behind the counter looked up at him. In an abrupt move that made Jessica jump, he turned back to her. “Can I buy you a drink?” he asked.

So he didn’t know how old she was. Jessica bestowed a coquettish smile, thinking to herself that what he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him. “Lemonade would be nice.”

“Sure thing,” was his gracious reply. 

He nodded toward the lady to affirm her order as he pulled his wallet from his back pocket. The gesture only proved to draw Jessica’s attention to his undeniably masculine form, where snug denim cupped him a little too proudly. Her breath caught a little as her gaze lingered, and she missed the knowing smile on his face.

When he handed her the drink she could barely meet his gaze. She murmured her thanks as she took the cup, almost jumping again from the electricity of his hand brushing hers. It lingered there for a moment, drawing her gaze back up to his face.

Any reaction was concealed behind his sunglasses. Her reflection looked like a frightened child as her bright blue eyes threatened to overtake her face. The moment they stood there seemed to stretch on endlessly. Finally, she pulled the cup from his clasp. She cleared her throat a little as she dropped her gaze from that self-confident smirk that was turning her knees to jelly. “Thanks,” she offered again, a little louder.

“You’re very welcome,” he drawled. “It’s the least I could do for a beautiful lady on such a hot day.” She beamed under his praise. He was the first man aside from her father to utter such flattery. He paused before asking, “Will I see you at the dance tonight?”

She started to say that she’d have to ask her dad, but she stopped herself just in time. “We’ll see,” she offered with a bright smile, then decided to leave him with that. She may not have known a lot about men and the art of dating, but it seemed more fitting to leave him wanting more.

She spent the better part of the day trying to convince her dad to let her go to the dance. “I’m tired,” he waved off. “Got a long drive tomorrow and I want to go to bed early.”

“I could go alone,” she offered as helpfully as possible for something that had nothing to do with altruism. She wanted to go alone; his disinterest in tagging along as her gatekeeper worked in her favor.

“No way in hell,” he grumbled. 

“Why not?” she pouted. “I went to the Ranchers Luncheon. I managed to eat with a fork and not spill gravy on my dress. You said you were proud of how I could hold my own with all the adults.”

“Dances are different,” he sidestepped. “Adults act differently there.”

She leveled her most petulant side-eye glare. “We’re not talking about adults. We’re talking about me. You don’t trust me.”

“I don’t trust them,” he corrected. 

“Them?” she echoed.

“Men, Jessie. Men who go to dances prey on young girls like you.”

Another pout. “Thought you said there were no girls like me.”

He sighed and she knew she had him. On and on it went until she wore down his defenses, letting her go just to shut her up. A tried-and-true Jessica Austin strategy since she learned to talk. 

To her chagrin he decided to tag along when he saw how she looked in her white eyelet dress and Jo’s best makeup. This didn’t tamper down her enthusiasm as much as she feared as they walked into the venue, where everyone was in high spirits two-stepping to lively country music. 

“I’ll get us some punch,” she smiled at her dad, who nodded as he ambled off to say hi to a neighboring rancher.

Her eyes scanned the room, looking for her cowboy. She wondered suddenly if she would even recognize him without his sunglasses. Her gaze narrowed over every face, trying to remember the exact curve of his jaw or breadth of his shoulders. Nobody looked familiar. Nobody stood out. 

Nobody had his ten-foot-tall aura.

She reached the buffet table to fall in line for punch. 

“Why the pout?” a man asked her from behind.

She spun eagerly, but it was not her cowboy. Someone older, someone duller. Someone completely ordinary. She shrugged and offered, “I hate crowds.”

“Me, too,” he agreed, looking around. “Necessary evil, I guess.”

She shrugged again.

“I should have stayed out back,” he commented casually, as if she cared. “All the first-year riders are getting initiated out back with their first taste of moonshine. I’ve already been,” he added, as if she were supposed to be impressed. “A shot of moonshine, slap a bull, and then you get to fight over the prettiest girl at the dance.” He looked her up and down. “Must be you, darlin’.”

Just the way he said it was a hollow echo of her cowboy. But what he said wasn’t entirely useless. “The first-year riders?” she repeated, thinking of how young her cowboy was. If he wasn’t in here, maybe he would be out there. The man behind her nodded to confirm, and she decided to use her feminine wiles once again with a brilliant smile. “I wouldn’t mind watching them slap a bull.”

As he realized what this meant for him, the other man smiled too as he offered his arm. She took it and followed him out behind the building where the party raged on. “Come on. There’s a shortcut behind the stockyard, if you can stand the smell.”

She laughed. If he only knew. But she played her cards close to the vest for now, following him past the well-lit area towards the stockyard. The further they got, the quieter it got, as the comforting chaos of the crowd dimmed to a low hum in the distance. 

“Is it close?”

“Almost,” he assured with a tightening grip. “Don’t get scared now.”

“I don’t get scared,” she quipped, but something tugged at her gut. Especially when he flashed a bigger smile.

“My kind of girl,” he grinned as they reached a dark building. He opened the door and waved her inside. 

She peered into the darkened room. There was no one there, no group of young riders, nor her cowboy. There wasn’t even livestock. “I thought this was where the young cowboys were.”

He reached into his coat pocket and withdrew a flask. “They must be running late,” he dismissed easily. “Maybe we could get the party started.” He uncapped the flask and she could smell the strong alcohol. “Ladies first.”

She shook her head. “I don’t drink.”

He reached for a tendril of her hair. “First time for everything.”

She jolted backward. “I didn’t come here for moonshine.”

He swigged back a swallow. “Good to know,” he said before casually putting his flask back in his pocket. He stepped closer. “Because if you came here for a cowboy, you got one right here.”

He pulled her into an embrace before she could stop him. She braced against his chest with her hands. “Let me go!”

“Come on,” he cajoled. “You were eager to get me alone a minute ago.”

“I didn’t want to be alone with you,” she fumed. 

He chuckled. “Oh, so you like a bigger party, do you, gal?” He backed her up against the wall. “That could be arranged. I have plenty of friends.”

She struggled against him. “I don’t want you or your friends!”

“Why? Is this where you lie and tell me you have a boyfriend?”

“No, this is where I tell you the truth. I’m the sixteen-year-old daughter of Cody Austin, you son of a bitch.” She spit in his shocked face before kneeing him right in the balls, forcing him to stumble backwards as he bent over, puking up what moonshine he’d managed to swallow.

She took off running and never looked back. She ran straight back to her dad, who was ready to call it a night. 

By this point, so was Jessica. 

It wasn’t like she hadn’t had to fend of a handsy boy before, but this had been a man, and significantly more threatening. 

Maybe her dad was right. Adults did act differently at dances. And men like that definitely couldn’t be trusted.

She never did see her cowboy, so when she got a glimpse of him the following day she decided to approach him. He stalked toward one of the horse trailers, and she quickly fell into step beside him. 

“Hey, stranger,” she greeted with a coy smile, reaching out to touch his arm. “I saved a dance last night just for you, but I didn’t see you anywhere.”

He barely spared her a glance, and his eyes were still hidden behind those damnable glasses. “I had a date,” he bit out. “Didn’t I tell you?”

“No,” she said quietly, wondering why he was being so harsh with her. She thought back to their charming encounter only the day before. Now he seemed like a different person, and it was a bit like insult to injury after what she had encountered the night before. “I’m quite sure you didn’t.”

A bitter smile broke across the face that was still partially concealed. It was painfully obvious his whole manner regarding her had changed. The day before he had been playful. Now he was not just aloof, but annoyed. 

“It must have slipped my mind.” He sneered. “Kind of like your telling me you’re only sixteen.”

She was taken aback by his biting reply. “Where did you hear that?” 

He said nothing as they stared each other down. Slowly it dawned on her. “You were there.” 

The accusation made his jaw clench. “Yeah. And you shouldn’t have been.”

She was ready to swing another fist. “You were going to let him do that to me? What, are you one of the friends who likes to party with girls?”

He stepped closer, his rage barely contained. “As a matter of fact, I followed you both because as I was arriving to the party, I saw you leaving with the worst tomcat on the circuit. I hope you learned your lesson, little girl.”

She tipped her chin. “I hope he learned his.”

She thought it an appropriate exit line, so she turned to leave. Only he grabbed her arm as she tried to strut past.

“You don’t go flirting with a man unless you’re old enough to see it through,” he told her in a savage whisper. “What you did yesterday was dangerous and stupid.”

“I can handle myself!” she shot back.

“Looks like you got handled plenty,” he drawled. 

“You should know. You didn’t handle it at all!”

“You think not?” he challenged, and it was obvious he was holding back the brunt of his wrath simply because she was so young, even though he himself couldn’t have been more than five or so years her senior.

His arrogance only served to make her angrier.

“I know it,” she replied, flipping her hair over her shoulder and crossing her arms. 

He smirked. “Maybe I handled it by letting you learn your lesson. You weren’t playing shy yesterday. Girls like you need to learn. You play with big boys, there are big consequences.”

“Ha,” she spit. “What makes you think you’d have gotten any further than he did?”

He stepped closer and that damned aura enveloped her. She knew he felt the full-body tremor that resulted by the smile that spread across his face, calling her bluff. “You keep telling yourself that, darlin’. You think you’re the first over-eager groupie I’ve run across?”

Her chin trembled as it tipped up, as she stubbornly held her ground like any sixteen-year-old with a bruised ego. “Don’t flatter yourself. I don’t even know your name. And I’ll forget you just as easily when we leave this rodeo in the rear-view.”

For a moment it looked like her comment hit home. He covered it quickly as he pulled her close, his fingers closed like a vice around her arm. Her heart jumped as he whispered against her ear, “Well, maybe you’ll remember this, little girl. All men want the same things, ladies to make love to and money to spend. And we will say or do anything to get them. Keep that in mind the next time you want to crawl out of your playpen.”

With that he thrust her away and stalked into the darkened recesses of her memories, but it was a lesson that she had never forgotten. She had spent her entire life in a man’s world, around men who were just like that cowboy. To them, women were not partners; they were possessions – interchangeable and dispensable. A good one was a trophy. A bad one was a ball and chain. 

She swore she’d never become either. She’d been fighting the woman’s fight for autonomy from the time she could walk and talk and espouse an opinion. Even finagling her Daddy’s permission to attend some stupid dance alone like she was a hapless victim, powerless to the precarious predilections of men. Like she couldn’t stand her ground or make her own decisions, when she could hogtie a calf or castrate a bull even at the tender age of sixteen. 

It reduced her mere existence to unspoken consent to being taken, used and discarded.

That small thrill of seeing a nice butt in a tight pair of jeans was small compensation in return.

Every man to follow would pay the price for the words spoken by this nameless and basically faceless cowboy. When the line was crossed, the game was over. Instead of risking the rejection of her humanity, she simply rejected them first. She began to hide herself behind extra pounds and refused to wear the truckload of makeup or dresses she’d once borrowed from Jo. She refused anything that distinguished her as some sort of hapless female who needed a man.

She had only been a child, and the encounter had only been a moment, but her heart slammed shut like a steel trap. Over the next few years, she learned plenty by watching Jo try and fail to find a good boyfriend, crying on her shoulder and proving that even the prettiest girl in school couldn’t win at the game of love. 

She built walls she was determined no one would ever break down.

Boys, clearly, were stupid, and looked like men weren’t that much better. They simply couldn’t be trusted; that was the lesson. 

Her mother was chief among those who attempted to change Jessica’s mind in the years that followed, although she would have more easily convinced the sun not to shine. Elizabeth Austin felt it was plumb unnatural for Jessica to hole herself up at the ranch, unable or unwilling to go out and seek a suitable mate. Not just to take care of her and love her like she deserved, but to continue their family’s legacy with a litter of grandkids.

Jessica was the only one left, and Elizabeth fretted constantly what that would mean for their ranch and for their heritage.

Her father didn’t read all that into it. In truth he was relieved his daughter shunned all the men who attempted to woo her. It saved him the trouble. However, he loved his wife dearly, and would quell her worries by threatening to auction Jessica off if she wasn’t married by the ripe old age of thirty.

That fateful day was only weeks away now and it was bittersweet for Jessica to realize she was safe from her father’s well-meaning threat. She dunked herself again, wondering why so many sad memories were chasing her today. It must have been the humidity. She shook her head slightly to jar all the doors closed again. She glanced over at a very envious Sasha. “This is wonderful. Wanna join me?”

Her facetious remark was answered, much to her surprise. To make matters worse It was a decidedly masculine voice that responded. “That’s the best offer I’ve had all day.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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She spun around in the water to find who was speaking. Jessica submerged into the water up to her chin when she caught sight of the cowboy who was lounging against a tree. A spark of recognition came and went before her righteous indignation vexed. 

“Who the hell are you?” she demanded, crossing her arms protectively in front of her. She may have been neck-deep in the water, but the shallow creek was regrettably clear.

The stranger ignored the venom in her stare as he sauntered down to the banks of the stream, conveniently near her discarded clothes. The amused tone in his voice didn’t do much to endear him to his captive audience. “Well, I’m not Jack the Ripper, so you can put your pretty little mind at ease.”

How dare he make fun of her and patronize her at the same time? “I wasn’t expecting an audience,” she snapped, wishing too late that she’d never decided to strip before her spontaneous dip.

He simply smiled. “No complaints here.”

“A gentleman,” she gritted between clenched teeth; “would leave me to my privacy before striking up a conversation.”

That infuriating smile broadened. “I’ve been called many things. A gentleman is not one of them,” he added without remorse. “That’s why it shouldn’t surprise you that you don’t have anything I haven’t seen before.”

“Correction, I have plenty you haven’t seen before,” Jessica replied, her lips pursed tight. “And we’re going to keep it that way.”

He let out a low, sultry laugh as he crouched beside the creek, the brim of his Stetson dipping lazily over one of his almost incandescent green eyes. The grin remained chiseled into the sleek granite curve of his face, and his neatly groomed mustache and trimmed beard framed the victorious smile. He had deliberately paused just beside the heap of her clothes and seemed to gloat in the knowledge she wouldn’t dare retrieve them in her current state of undress. “You would be in very good company,” he assured her.

His apparent amusement over her humiliating state of affairs was causing the blood in her veins to boil. Her notorious redheaded temper threatened to rear its ugly head and override her pride, demanding she get out of the water and dress despite her uninvited guest. Thankfully, she held that impulsive side of herself in check. “If you intend to hang around until I get out, you’re in for a long wait. By then I’ll be a shriveled old prune hardly worth your trouble. So why don’t you go back to doing whatever it was you were doing and leave me alone?”

He merely sprawled out on the embankment. “I’m sorry to inform you, but that still leaves me right here.”

“What do you mean?” She was fast becoming impatient, tired of playing this ridiculous game with this arrogant stranger. “Who are you?”

“I’m surprised you don’t remember me.”

“I’m afraid I haven’t the capacity to remember every two-bit cowboy I’ve met in my life,” she retorted, but his comment did warrant a second appraisal.

Her sharp eye ran over the black Stetson hat that adorned even blacker hair. His ebony tresses fell in smooth waves past his wide shoulders and were gathered in a neat ponytail. His bright blue western shirt with striking black piped trim spread across the rigid wall of his muscular chest. Black jeans clung to his powerful legs like a second skin and flared slightly over the expensive black cowboy boots with silver tips. As her gaze met his, she knew it was probably those eyes that triggered the faint feeling she’d met this man somewhere before.

She’d never seen eyes so green. They were almost unnaturally bright, like perfect peridot. They were bursting with laughter, mostly at her expense, and were framed by silky, coal-black lashes. Women all over the world paid quite a bit of money to accentuate their eyes with mascara and liner, but he had been naturally blessed. Indeed, they were very memorable, but where exactly had she seen them before? She wrote it off that the occasion must not have been worthy of a memory, so she smiled ever so sweetly and responded, “Sorry to break it to your fragile male ego, but I can say in all certainty that I don’t have the foggiest idea who you are.”

His ego looked far from battered as he tipped his hat. “Dalton McBride,” he supplied. “We met about ten years ago at a rodeo in Dallas. You were with your dad.”

Her mental Rolodex flipped quickly through the events of that rodeo until she snagged the one that contained this overconfident cowboy. Dalton McBride, top-notch bull buster from Dumas, Texas. Her father sang his praises after he managed to ride their star bull Persnickety the full eight seconds and winning the title. Her father remained Dalton’s biggest fan, much to her annoyance, until Cody’s untimely death a year later.

He had even offered Dalton a position on the ranch whenever he retired from the rodeo circuit, which made Jessica nearly throw a fit of epic proportions.

It was after that same rodeo where he conquered their bull that Cody had invited him out for a congratulatory dinner. Jessica remembered that night, thinking he was exactly the kind of flirtatious Romeo that first cowboy had warned her about, trying to worm his way into her heart with pretty words that held no truth. By then she was about twenty pounds heavier and purposely plainer. When he talked of her charm and her comeliness, and she knew damn well she had neither. She’d made sure of it.

His insincere flattery and over-confident charm hadn’t succeeded then, and he wasn’t succeeding now. If he had come searching for a job, she certainly wasn’t going to hire him. Not after the way he’d behaved, no matter what promises her father made. “Mr. McBride,” she began stiffly, but he cut her off.

“Dalton,” he corrected with a lopsided grin.

“Mr. McBride,” she repeated, hostility laced through her tone. “I don’t know what promises my father made you, but we’re full up on hands right now.”

He didn’t seem particularly worried. “That’s not what I hear. I hear one of your men is about to get hitched and move to the city, another starts college in the fall, and two are out sick.”

Any surprise of his knowing these things she quickly swallowed. Clearly he had done his homework and had an annoying advantage in this ambush. “Perhaps you didn’t understand me,” she quipped. “I would be full up on hands if I lost all my men as far as you’re concerned. There’s no way I’d hire you after the way you’ve treated me today. And my father wouldn’t have been so quick to promise you a job had he known what kind of man you really are.”

An eyebrow rose. “What kind of man I am? Funny, I’m not the one who opted to take an afternoon bath in the buff in the great outdoors.” His smile etched deeper. “Talk about naked fury.”

“This is my property!” she exploded. “I can do whatever I please! You, however, have no right to sit there and get your jollies watching a naked, defenseless woman squirm!”

This impassioned speech evoked uproarious laughter from the cowboy as he stood to full height. “You may be naked... and you are definitely a woman. But defenseless? I highly doubt it.” Piercing green eyes seemed to strip away the barrier of the water between them. “This is certainly to my advantage, though.”

A tiny tremor of foreboding inched up her spine. “How do you figure?”

“As you can probably guess, I’m jobless. Odds are I can outlast you if you are waiting on me to leave, because I have nowhere to go. Then you’ll be further embarrassed having to display your no doubt virtuous nakedness to a stranger. However, if you promise me a job, I could be persuaded to leave you to the privacy all vestal virgins deserve.”

Her eyes narrowed and her voice dropped. “There’s no way in hell I’d ever hire anyone like you. Not now. Not fifteen minutes from now. Not ever.”

He brought his hand to his chin. “You know, you have a point there. I guess that leaves me one choice.”

Her eyes widened as she watched his strong fingers begin unbuttoning his shirt. Her voice was shrill as she cried out, “What are you doing?”

“You’ve heard that old adage, ‘if you can’t beat them, join them’?”

Her mouth dropped open in honest incredulity. “You’re not coming in here!”

“It’s a hot day,” he reasoned with incredible gall. “And it’s not like you’re my boss or anything.”

He seemed utterly serious as he pulled the shirt from his jeans and tossed it onto the pile of her clothes. She gulped as she glanced over his strong, naked chest. Dark wisps of hair clung to his tanned, muscled torso, a black line leading suggestively toward the snug jeans. His eyes never left her face as his fingers slid down his body to the fastener of those jeans, releasing them easily to expose more of his muscular stomach. Whether it was panic or titillation that started to overtake her, she couldn’t be sure. But she knew she couldn’t take the chance he’d join her in the water. Tiny fingers of guilty stimulation began to curl her nerve endings at the thought of that powerful naked body in close proximity to her own.
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She married him to save her ranch. She had no idea what it
would do to her heart.
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