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      “Milady, did you know you have a spot of dirt on your otherwise lovely gown?” Ellie spoke to Autumn in a strong Old English accent as they walked through the Renaissance fair. Ellie gave a little shooing motion as if sending small children away. “One of those grimy street urchins must have brushed against you.”

      Autumn laughed. “I do believe you are correct, Lady Ellie.” She smirked as she shook her head. “Your accents are always perfect. You’re so good at them.”

      Ellie gave a delicate sniff. “Flatter me no more. I know you wish only to get out of paying for lunch.” Then she grinned and spoke in a normal tone of voice, a hint of country in her accent from growing up on a ranch. “I’m paying. I’m so grateful for you introducing me to the world of voice acting and just all of it.”

      “Nothing doing.” Autumn raised the hem of her gown as they walked from the dried grass onto the dusty earth. “You’re the one with the amazing voice and abilities.”

      “There you go again.” Ellie was glad she was wearing a shorter gown so that she didn’t have to worry about it dragging in the dirt—she’d learned from being at the fairs in the past.

      “Oh, dear.” Autumn pressed her hand to her chest. “Look at that fine specimen of a cowboy. He’s a bit out of place amongst all the lords and ladies here.”

      “My, my, my.” Ellie sighed as she looked at the long, tall, cool drink of water. “I swore off cowboys, but that’s a man to make a woman think twice.”

      The cowboy pushed the brim of his hat higher with one finger as his gaze drifted over the crowd. Ellie wished she could see the color of his eyes—brown, maybe, because of what she could see of the dark hair at his nape.

      Autumn moved closer to Ellie. “Can you see him dressed up for the fair, wearing tights?”

      Ellie shot a horrified gaze at Autumn. “Oh, God, no. No, no, no.”

      A giggle escaped Autumn, and Ellie turned back to stare at the cowboy. Autumn spoke in a mischievous tone. “Maybe you should introduce yourself.”

      “And leave one of my best friends high and dry?” Ellie shook her head. “I won’t do that.”

      Autumn slipped her cell phone from the pocket she had sewn into her Renaissance gown and glanced at the screen. “I have to run anyway—I didn’t realize it was so late. It’s already time to meet up with Josh.” She looked apologetically at Ellie. “I’m so sorry we don’t have time for lunch.” She inclined her head toward the cowboy. “Why don’t you see if he’ll be your lunch date?”

      Ellie hugged her friend. “I just might do that. Go have some fun with Josh.”

      Autumn grinned as they parted. “Go get that man.”

      “Hmmm.” Ellie glanced his way. “Seriously, though, a cowboy? You know my background.”

      “Sure, but you know a lot of good ones. Your brothers are among them.” Autumn smiled. “Don’t let the bad ones chase you away.”

      “I suppose you’re right.”

      “Always am.” Autumn flashed a grin. “Full report expected.”

      Ellie rolled her eyes. “Maybe.”

      Autumn laughed, gave a little wave, then walked away. Ellie watched her for just a moment before turning back to look at the cowboy.

      He wasn’t there anymore. She scanned the crowd, then found him with his shoulder hitched up against a tree. He appeared to be watching one of the shows scattered around the festival grounds.

      Holy cow, the man was built. His cowboy shirt wasn’t tight, but with his broad shoulders and the way the fabric fit him, you could tell he had a hell of a body. And oh, my goodness, but his Wrangler jeans fit him perfectly. Nice and snug around the hips and thighs. She’d sure like to see his ass in them.

      Yes, she had to admit she was intrigued. She strolled toward the cowboy, smiling. Her corset was snug around her chest, but her dress flowed around her hips and down to her shins. Her Renaissance outfit was authentic for a young maiden, neither of royalty nor a peasant.

      She walked to the right and came up behind the tree he leaned against. She eased around the trunk until she stood on his left, her shoulder almost touching his. “Kind sir, methinks you are in the wrong century, cowboy.”

      

      The lovely voice that spoke in an Old English accent brought Tucker’s attention to a beautiful woman who was now at his side. He hadn’t noticed her approaching.

      The corner of his mouth curved as he studied her. Damn, she was gorgeous. Her wheat-colored hair flowed over her shoulders in soft waves, and long brown lashes framed her sea-blue eyes. She smelled of strawberry lip gloss.

      He shifted his position so that he fully faced her, keeping his eyes on hers. “You have a nice voice.” He loved the sensuality in it and could listen to her for hours.

      “Thank you.” She smiled, and it about knocked him off his feet. “I’m Ellie.” She spoke in a normal tone and extended her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “The pleasure is all mine.” A slow heat burned in his belly as he took her small hand. “I’m Tucker. I own a ranch outside of Gold Canyon.”

      “Currently, I live in Chandler,” she said.

      So, Ellie was a city girl.

      She tipped her head to the side, her long hair sliding over her shoulder as she slipped her hand from his. “Cattle rancher?”

      “Horses.” Damn, he just couldn’t keep his eyes off her.

      She nodded toward the path lined with shops and food vendors. “Would you like to join me for a turkey drumstick and a tankard of ale?”

      “Sounds mighty fine.” The aroma of roasted meats had been teasing his belly, and he’d been about ready to head off for something to fill it.

      They fell into step together. “Now you know I raise horses. What keeps you busy?”

      “I’m a social media expert.” She smiled up at him. “I also started doing voicework about two years ago.”

      A gust of wind whipped around them, raising Ellie’s skirts to swirl around her knees. He allowed himself to sweep his gaze over her body as she bent to hold them down. He couldn’t help but notice the tops of her breasts swelling over the corset she wore.

      He held back a groan. Holy hell, but he wanted to cup them in his hands. A hint of a darker pink appeared, so close to a nipple popping out. The ache in his groin was more than he’d ever felt when looking at a woman he didn’t even know.

      She tugged up her corset as she straightened, and he tore his gaze from her breasts, hoping she hadn’t seen him staring.

      He cleared his throat, willing the heat in his belly to return to a normal state. Damn, but his jeans felt tight. “I was here as a teenager, but didn’t try the turkey drumsticks. I take it you like them?”

      “They’re a part of the experience.” Her sensual voice made it all the harder to bring himself under control, but he managed.

      To his great relief, they reached a vendor who sold what they wanted. Ellie fished a small wallet out of a pocket sewn into her skirt, but he held his hand up in a motion that told her to put it away. “Being a city girl, you might not know that a cowboy always pays. Non-negotiable.”

      Her lips curved, a hint of amusement in her eyes. “When you put it that way, I guess I’d be in for a fight otherwise. Thank you, kind sir.”

      He placed their order and took the drumsticks the vendor handed him. He gave one to Ellie, then passed a cup of ale to her, and she thanked him.

      They walked away. “Not exactly a tankard, but it’s ale.” She raised the cup. “Here’s to meeting new people.”

      He raised his cup and touched it to hers. “To a beautiful woman who smells like strawberry lip gloss.”

      She laughed and sipped the ale. “Not bad.”

      Tucker took a bite of his roasted turkey, enjoying the savory flavor of the meat as he chewed. He swallowed. “Hits the spot.”

      “Told ya.” Ellie took a smaller bite of her drumstick, and he couldn’t help but watch her as he ate his own.

      After she chewed her bite and swallowed, she sipped her ale. She tipped her head and looked at him as they walked. “Do you always watch women as they eat?”

      “Pardon me for staring.” He wasn’t sorry but didn’t want to chase her away. “You’re just so damned beautiful, and you’re a nice young lady.”

      “Not that young.” She smiled. “Thank you for the compliments.” They continued walking through the village created for the fair. Some attendees wore modern clothing, but many were dressed in traditional Renaissance attire.

      They stopped by a small crowd laughing in reaction to physical comedy performed by a man dressed as a court jester. The huntsman bore a slight resemblance to Robin Hood, a legendary figure created in medieval times that gained even more popularity during the Renaissance.

      Ellie took a few steps closer to the stage to watch, and Tucker moved beside her, arms folded across his chest.

      Holding a bow, the huntsman squared off in front of the jester. The jester balanced an apple on his head. The huntsman drew an arrow from the quiver strapped across his back and nocked the arrow.

      The jester made faces at the man with the bow, who calmly released the arrow. Fragments flew when the arrow sliced through the apple. The pieces rained down on the stage as the arrow stuck in the bullseye of a large target behind the jester. The audience cheered.

      Ellie laughed, her eyes sparkling when she looked up at Tucker. “Would you like to stay with me and watch the show?”

      He gave a nod and a smile, his face breaking into an amused expression.

      The jester stuck his tongue out at the huntsman and made crude comments while he picked up a straw resting on the side of an upended crate. He held the straw so that it stuck up from his head, and he made grotesque faces that made the audience laugh.

      Tucker studied the archer. The man nocked an arrow and drew the bowstring back. He released the arrow, and a moment later, it pinned the straw to the target, dead center in the bullseye.

      “Time for a volunteer from the audience, if any are not faint of heart.” The jester scanned the crowd, ignoring raised hands. He grinned when his eyes rested on Ellie. “Wonderful of you to volunteer, Milady.”

      “Me?” Ellie’s eyes widened as the jester jogged down the three steps from the stage straight for her. She stepped back, bumping against Tucker and trodding on his booted foot. “Uh, no⁠—”

      The jester leered and cackled when he grabbed Ellie by the wrist and dragged her up the steps and onto the stage. Tucker had to restrain himself from going after her, but if she truly had objected, he was sure she would have made it loud and clear.

      

      Ellie’s heart thumped when the huntsman approached the target and removed the two arrows he’d shot. She straightened her spine and assumed her voice actor mode, drawing on her experience in voiceover work.

      “Unhand me, sir.” Ellie jerked her arm from the jester and raised her chin as she spoke with emphasis in her Old English accent. “What is the meaning of this?”

      “Come, dear. It is truly a small thing.” The jester looked delighted as she fell into the part, and he pushed Ellie toward the target.

      “I shall scream.” She balked, but in the next moment, the jester and the huntsman grasped her arm on either side of her and guided her to the target.

      “You are quite mad.” She struggled for show—and the men were much too strong to be dissuaded. “Release me,” she commanded.

      The jester cackled. “It will be over soon, depending on whether you survive.”

      Hoots, shouts, and laughter came from the audience. What did Tucker think of what was going on?

      In mere seconds, they strapped her to the target by her arms and legs in a big X-marks-the-spot.

      Despite her acting bravado, her heart raced. Was this huntsman really going to shoot at the target with her pinned to it? She’d seen these kinds of things, and he had to be a professional. If he’d ever hurt anyone, that would have been game over for his career. At least, that was what she assumed.

      That did nothing to calm her fears. She continued to struggle against her bonds until the huntsman unslung his bow.

      The jester patted her shoulder and gave a maniacal laugh. “You might wish to be still for this part.”

      Ellie didn’t need to be told as the huntsman sighted the target and aimed. She screamed as he released the bowstring and then heard a soft thunk as the arrow penetrated the target near her right cheek.

      Holy crap, that was too close.

      Another thunk and an arrow quivered against her other cheek.

      Okay, the arrows being so close to her was far too much. She wanted out of there.

      “Enough is enough, boys.” The low cowboy drawl carried across the stage as Tucker pushed the huntsman’s arrow down before he could nock it.

      “What is the meaning of this?” The jester stood in front of Tucker, hands on his hips. “Be gone, abomination!”

      Tucker, who had to be six-four in his sock feet, looked even taller from his boots to the top of his Stetson. He towered over the smaller man before him, maybe five-six at best. Tucker picked up the jester by his upper arms, set the sputtering man aside, and strode toward Ellie.

      He gave her a gentle look. “Ready to get out of here?”

      “Yes, please.” She looked at him gratefully as he pulled out a pocketknife and made short work of the ropes pinning her to the target.

      “My knight in shining Wranglers.” She projected the words in Old English, then gasped as Tucker scooped her up in his arms and carried her across the stage. Cheers came from the audience.

      She rested her hand against his broad chest as she glanced at the huntsman and jester, who were doing their best to go along with what was happening.

      The audience continued to cheer and shout as Tucker carried Ellie down the steps, the crowd clearly thinking this was all part of the show.

      His embrace was so strong and comfortable that it sent warmth throughout her. His masculine scent filled her lungs, and she gripped his shirt in her fists, instinctively pressing herself closer.

      When they were well away from the show, Tucker lowered her, and she slid from his arms until she stood on her own two feet again. She smiled up at him, brushing her clothes down.

      “After that second arrow, I was ready to get out of there.” She straightened as she spoke. “Thank you, Tucker.”

      “You’ve got a bit of apple in your hair.” His fingertips brushed her scalp, sending tingling sensations over her, as he removed the small fragments and let them drop to the dust. He smiled down at her. “I have to check on the horses in the stables. Interested in coming with me?”

      “Why yes, kind sir.” She looped her arm in his and raised her chin. “I trust you will get me to the palace with haste.”

      Amusement glittered in his moss-green eyes before he looked up and guided her through the vendors toward the jousting arena.

      “You handled yourself well on stage.” He glanced at her. “It was convincing enough that I thought you might have arranged something earlier with that duo. But when I saw your eyes when that first arrow hit, I knew you didn’t want to be there.”

      She blew out her breath and held her hand to her belly. “I still feel a little jittery from it. I thought they would have a plant in the audience for that act, someone who was okay with being shot at. So, I was more than surprised when the jester dragged me onstage.”

      “You put on a fine show.” He rested his hand on her back, guiding her around a puddle and a pile of horse dung as they neared the arena. “You’re a natural.”

      She shrugged. “I’ve always liked to do voices from the time I was young. Whenever I heard a new accent, I mimicked it until it sounded right.” She smiled at the memories of her childhood. “You should have heard my dolls chatting it up. Sometimes, each one of them would have a different accent.”

      “Do you speak any languages other than Old English?”

      She laughed. “I’m fluent in Spanish, and I’m fair with Japanese. I’d try to study another language if I had the time. Maybe Swedish or Italian.”

      “Swedish?” He raised an eyebrow. “Have you been to Sweden?”

      She shook her head. “It’s on the bucket list.”

      “I hear it’s a beautiful country,” he said as they reached the arena.

      Cheers and jeers drowned their conversation when the yellow knight was hit dead on his chest plate by his opponent’s lance. The yellow knight flew off his horse and landed flat on his back while the blue knight’s horse trotted back to the starting point.

      “The competition is fun to watch.” Ellie and Tucker continued as the crowd quieted in anticipation of the next joust. “Do you supply the horses for the fair?”

      Tucker shook his head. “My friend does. He hires a trainer for this type of thing, and he sells them to Renaissance reenactors across the U.S.”

      “Is that all he does?” she asked. “Provide horses for Renaissance fairs?”

      Tucker shook his head. “It’s just a side thing. He trains horses for show, which is one of the things I do on my ranch.”

      “Sounds interesting.” Ellie had been on plenty of cattle ranches but never a horse ranch. She wanted to ask if she could visit his ranch, but it was a bit forward of her. If he asked for her number or gave his to her, she’d ask him the next time they talked. She didn’t want to seem too anxious.

      But a cowboy? Returning to ranch life—was that even something she wanted to do?

      She wasn’t sure, but this man intrigued her more than any man she’d ever met.

      They reached the stables and walked in through the open doors. Smells of horses and alfalfa hay swept over her—familiar scents from growing up on McLeod Ranch.

      Tucker thought she was a city girl, but she wasn’t ready to reveal her background to him until she got to know him better, if that was in their future.

      They stopped at the first stall, where a powerful Quarter horse gelding stamped the ground as if anxious to join the jousting competition.

      Tucker smiled, caught the horse by his bridle, and spoke in a soothing tone as he stroked the gelding’s long neck. Ellie watched the big man, wishing she could hear whatever he said to the horse.

      She imagined Tucker speaking to her intimately, whispering soft words in his low country drawl. A shiver ran over her skin as she imagined his big hands caressing her.

      He turned his smile on her, and her cheeks warmed as if he’d heard her thoughts. She moved toward the next stall, where a dappled gray mare tossed her head as they approached.

      “You are gorgeous.” Ellie stroked the mare from her forelock to her muzzle along the white blaze.

      The horse lipped her palm with her soft muzzle, tickling Ellie and making her laugh. She really needed to go riding again. She’d been so busy she hadn’t gone to her parents’ ranch to climb into a saddle and set out for a Superstition Mountain trail.

      Ellie turned to Tucker to see him watching her. The way he looked at her made her feel like the most beautiful woman in the world. She was far from it, but she loved the attention. She wanted to ask him if he’d like to ride with her, but instead said, “I wish I had a treat to give her.”

      Tucker slid his fingers into his right front pocket and held up his closed fist. She opened her hand, and he dropped five sugar cubes on her palm. “In case you want to share with any of the other horses.”

      She grinned at him. “Thank you.” She slid four cubes into her pocket, then offered the dappled mare the fifth one. “Here you go, sweetie.” The mare took the treat, then bobbed her head as if in thanks.

      The horse in the next stall whickered as Ellie and Tucker walked to the stall. The gelding was pure white from mane to tail.

      “Aren’t you the fancy man?” Ellie held out a cube in one palm while patting his thick neck.

      The gelding snorted and lipped her palm, and the sugar disappeared as Ellie stroked him. “I bet you beat all the other horses in the arena.”

      He bumped his head against her arm, asking for another treat.

      Tucker rested his forearms on the stall door. “You’re good with horses.”

      Ellie flashed him a smile. “I’ve been around my fair share.” She gave the horse a last pat on his neck. “See you, big guy.”

      A knight dressed in a suit of armor hurried in with his squire, who led a roan that walked as if missing a shoe.

      The knight gave them a brief nod. “My horse threw a shoe. I need to take one of the backups.”

      “I’ll call the farrier.” Tucker nodded toward the second stall they’d stopped at. “Take the gray.”

      The stableboy removed the roan mare’s costume as the knight took the dappled gray out of her stall. They put the red costume on the horse and secured it.

      Tucker took the reins of the roan. “Good luck.”

      The knight climbed onto a wooden step stool, swung his leg over the back of the horse, and seated himself in the saddle. At his urging, the mare, looking proud in her costume and raring to go, trotted out of the shed.

      “I need to call the farrier.” Tucker smiled at Ellie as he drew his phone out of his pocket. He selected a number from contacts and brought the phone to his ear. “Got a moment?” A second later, he told the farrier about the shoe and that the horse was needed for the fair. Tucker finished with, “Great, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      He slid his phone back into his pocket. “That’s taken care of. Now we have to hope none of the others lose a shoe and end up lame.”

      She looked at the five remaining stalls. “Which one is injured?”

      Tucker nodded toward a stall on the other side of the shed. “The black gelding.”

      Ellie moved in that direction. “You poor thing.” She stroked the majestic horse. “I bet you don’t like missing all the action.”

      She went still as she realized she’d lost track of time. She pulled her phone out of her dress pocket and saw it was already four p.m. “Oh, my gosh. I’m late.” She met Tucker’s gaze. “I have really enjoyed spending time with you. I’m sorry I have to rush off like this.”

      Tucker looked disappointed, then smiled. “I’ve had a great time, Ellie. If you have a moment, I’d like to give you my number, and you can call me.”

      “I’d like that.” She returned his smile, then followed him to an area full of horse tack and jousting equipment. He found a pencil and a grimy notepad. He jotted down his information and handed it to her.

      She glanced at the neat, masculine printing and slid the paper into her pocket. “I’ll give you a call later this week.”

      He gave a nod. “Sounds good.”

      Impulsively, she hugged him, then darted back before he could return it if he wanted. “Thank you for rescuing me.”

      She whirled and hurried out of the shed and through the crowded fair. Her mother had an injury to her right leg and couldn’t drive, so Ellie had promised to take her grocery shopping.

      That was ten minutes ago. Her mother was German and had always insisted on punctuality, so she wouldn’t be thrilled about waiting another fifteen minutes for her to get to the family ranch outside of King Creek.

      Ellie texted her mom a quick apology and ran the rest of the way through the fair to her car, feeling warm and happy from her time spent with one sexy, sweet, intelligent cowboy.
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      On a Tuesday morning, Ellie guided her Lexus SUV down the highway to her appointment in Gold Canyon. Now that she lived in Chandler, it was a much longer drive than when she lived in King Creek. But she didn’t mind the drive—she was used to it with clients all over the valley. She had listened to countless audiobooks over the years while she drove.

      A memory of the cowboy she’d met at the Renaissance fair made her sigh with disappointment. She had probably lost the number he’d given her as she ran through the festival grounds. All she knew was that it wasn’t in her pocket when she got home.

      Apparently, it wasn’t meant to be, she thought. Well, he’d been a cowboy, and she’d sworn off them. She’d just never met a man like Tucker.

      Ellie’s GPS told her to exit the freeway, and she followed the instructions until she was on one of the dirt roads leading to the various ranches in the area.

      Maddee Rawlings, who called her yesterday, said the ranch she represented needed a possible website redo and a social media overhaul. They didn’t do much for social media—they had accounts but little on them.

      Ellie had reviewed all of it. The website was professional and reasonably decent, but didn’t stand out, and it didn’t tell a story. People would want to know more about the business. An engaging narrative and photos would help. As for social media, they seriously needed help, and she was the one for the job.

      Due to her success with the voicework projects she had been involved with, she had to either take on fewer social media clients or hire someone to assist her. She loved working with people to better their businesses, but she enjoyed her budding career as a voice actor just as much.

      She reached a barbed wire fence broken by a cattle guard. Rawlings Ranch and a picturesque horse were carved into a large sign to the right of the cattle guard. The wheels of her SUV thrummed over the metal rails as she continued on.

      When she rounded a bend, a considerable ranch-style home sprawled out behind a circular driveway. Ocotillo, prickly pear, and other varieties of cacti were artfully grouped at the center of the driveway. Southwestern landscaping framed the portico over the pathway leading to the front door. The rancher had hired a fantastic landscape architect.

      The ranch buildings were surrounded by tall desert willows, palo verdes, mesquites, and many more trees native to this part of Arizona, which shaded the yard.

      A pair of black and white Border collies with tuxedo markings bounded toward her vehicle and greeted her with loud barking to announce her arrival.

      Ellie grew up with Border Collies and Australian shepherds, fantastic ranch dogs with great herding instincts. She parked in front of the house, just past the walkway, leaving room for another car to drive around hers.

      Leather binder in hand, she made her way behind her Lexus, noticing the coating of dust on the SUV’s back window. The Border collies trotted to either side of her.

      Before she reached the front door, it swung open, and a gorgeous redhead stepped out. “You’re right on time.” The woman gave a brilliant smile. “You must be Ellie. I’m Maddee Rawlings. Welcome to Rawling’s Ranch.”

      “Great to meet you in person.” Ellie returned the redhead’s smile. “You have beautiful dogs.”

      “Piper and Penny are the sweetest.” Maddee looked at the Border collies. “You’re both good girls. Thanks for meeting our guest.”

      Maddee gestured for Ellie to come in, so Ellie accompanied the statuesque redhead through the massive front door.

      The interior was even more spacious inside than it looked from the outside. Soaring vaulted ceilings and wide-open spaces gave it an almost palatial feel, western-style. A professional decorator must have designed the place with old-time and modern cowboy décor.

      “I love your home.” Ellie turned to Maddee. “It’s stunning.”

      “It’s not mine.” Maddee walked through an archway with Ellie at her side. “I live on a smaller property, in a much smaller house, a few miles away.”

      Ellie drank in the beauty. Despite the home’s grandeur, it wasn’t over the top, and the house felt comfortable.

      She peeked through another archway and saw an expansive kitchen with stainless-steel appliances.

      Next, they passed a family room with the biggest TV she’d ever seen in a built-in entertainment center. Every electronic device one could need was in the entertainment center, and lots of overstuffed furniture that looked well-used and comfy filled the room.

      They walked through a doorway into a study. Built-in bookshelves lined two of the walls. On the right was a large desk with a monitor and two comfortable armchairs in front of it.

      Maddee gestured to Ellie to follow her, and she went behind the desk, slid into the chair, and entered the password. A moment later, she looked up at Ellie. “I logged into our website, so you can take a look around the backend and see if it’s something you can work with or if you think he needs a new site.”

      The redhead stood and motioned for Ellie to slip into the chair. Maddee grabbed one of the armchairs and pulled it around so that she could sit by Ellie.

      Ellie faced Maddee. “Before I left home, I spent some time reviewing the site and the social media accounts. You’re right, they need work.”

      The sound of a phone ringing automatically made Ellie want to check to see if it was her own, but Maddee slid one out of her pocket and put it to her ear. “Hi, Liz. Just a moment.” She turned to Ellie. “I need to take this.” She pointed to the computer. “Have at it.”

      “Will do.” Ellie studied the site design. It was good, but it needed to be more engaging and user-friendly. She could refer a good friend to do the website aspect while Ellie took on the ranch’s social media presence.

      The wheels in her head turned faster as ideas came one after another. She opened her leather binder and jotted down notes on a yellow, legal-sized pad. When she needed to record the stream of ideas flooding through her mind, she preferred to write them down by hand. When she entered them into a document later, more ideas would germinate.

      What she needed was a tour of the property. When Maddee returned, Ellie planned to ask her more about the ranch, what they did, and what they had to offer their clients.

      

      Piper and Penny took off for the barn while Tucker knocked the dirt off his boots on the mat at the back door before he entered his kitchen. Where was Maddee, and whose car was in the driveway?

      As he made his way through the kitchen, he took his western hat off long enough to rake his fingers through his hair, then tugged it down again. He reached his study and came to a hard stop in the doorway.

      A woman sat at his computer, staring at the screen. Not just any woman, but Ellie, the gorgeous blonde he’d met at the Renaissance fair a week and a half ago. How did this beautiful vision come to be sitting in his chair?

      Tucker hitched his shoulder against the doorframe and folded his arms across his chest as he watched her move the mouse and squint at the screen. He looked forward to seeing her sea-blue eyes when she caught him staring at her.

      He’d enjoyed her company at the Renaissance fair and had hoped she’d call or at least send him a text message, but he’d never heard from her. She might have been too busy, or maybe she hadn’t enjoyed their time together as much as he had.

      Why was she here and behind his desk? Not that he was complaining.

      Ellie frowned at the screen and tapped a pen on the yellow pad on the desk, which held nearly a page full of notes. She eased back in the chair, still tapping the pen.

      God, she took his breath away.

      “Fancy meeting you here,” he drawled.

      Ellie startled, then looked up and met his gaze. She seemed to catch her breath as her lips parted and her cheeks reddened.

      She smiled as she composed herself. “Well, if it isn’t my knight in shining Wranglers.”

      The corner of his mouth quirked. “At your service, ma’am.”

      “Don’t ma’am me.” She pushed the chair back and stood. “I’m not old enough to be a ma’am.”

      He couldn’t help but feel amused around Ellie. Something about her made him want to smile. “I stand corrected.”

      Ellie moved around the desk, wearing snug jeans, a purple blouse, and well-worn cowboy boots.

      When she reached him, she tipped her head back and met his gaze. He could drown in those sea-blue eyes. She didn’t seem displeased to see him. He was more than glad she was here.

      He wanted to stroke her hair so badly he ached with it. “You decided to drop by instead of call?”

      She smiled, and he nearly took her into his arms. “I’m sorry. I lost your number somewhere between leaving you and my parents’ place. I did plan to call.”

      Tucker wished he could sweep her into his arms like he had on that stage. “Not that I mind, but how did you find me?”

      “I found Ellie, and you’re hiring her.” Maddee stood at his elbow, a brow raised. “You two know each other?”

      “We met at the Renaissance fair.” Tucker looked from his sister back to Ellie. “The way I remember it, we had a pretty good time.”

      “You remember correctly.” Ellie flashed a grin. “Is this your horse ranch?”

      “Yep.” Tucker gave a slow nod.

      Maddee eased between them and plopped into the remaining chair. “Don’t mind me. I’m enjoying the show.”

      “Sorry, Maddee.” Ellie laughed. “We’re just surprised to see each other.”

      “I gathered.” Maddee smirked. “What did you think when you checked out the website?”

      “It has a professional look but doesn’t have heart and soul.” She looked from Maddee to Tucker. “When you’re passionate about something, you need to let it show.”

      His gut tightened. It was like she was talking about something other than his website.

      He strode around the desk and placed the armchair in front of his desk. “Have a seat.”

      She took it, and he sat behind his desk in his leather office chair. A little distance would be a good idea. His jeans had started to feel tight.

      He felt a bit more control with the desk between them. “What do you propose?”

      Ellie stood and reached over the desk for her notepad, and he nearly groaned at a glimpse of her cleavage. Gripping the pad, she settled back into the armchair, looking and sounding business-like. “I have a lot of ideas. We can review them now, and I’ll send a proposal within the next day or two. I do think you’ll need to hire a website designer and I know just the person.”

      Tucker had to force himself to pay attention as she discussed the best way to engage his audience with his site and social media, which his sister had set up and he’d never used. He didn’t know the first thing about it.

      When she finished, she settled back in the chair. “Any questions? It shouldn’t take me too long to write up the proposal.”

      “You don’t need to send a proposal.” He glanced at his sister, who gave a nod. He continued, “We’d like to hire you. When can you start, and what do you need from us?”

      Ellie looked caught off guard before she composed herself again. “A tour of your operation and an explanation of what you do on the ranch and what you offer would be a good start.”

      “Do you have time for a tour now?” He was trying his best not to look or sound too eager, but he figured he was failing epically. “I have about an hour before one of my customers arrives.”

      

      Ellie’s belly fluttered as she looked into Tucker’s moss-green eyes. The odds of ending up in his home seemed astronomical. But here she was, and here he was. Holy hell, how’d she get so lucky?

      He looked so damned good in his brown Stetson and a well-worn jean jacket over a black T-shirt. She wanted him to touch her in the worst way—make that the best ways possible.

      She cleared her throat. “Perfect. I’ll be able to get started sooner since I’ll know more about your operation once you’ve shown me around.”

      “I’ve got some bookkeeping to do.” Maddee, looking amused, got to her feet, her red hair sliding down her back, her green eyes sparkling. “Think you can manage on your own?”

      The corner of Tucker’s lips curved. “I can handle showing Ellie around, Sis.”

      “Have fun,” Maddee tossed over her shoulder as she swept out of the room.

      Ellie stood, notepad in hand, as Tucker walked around the desk. She tipped her head back and gazed into his eyes. “I forgot how tall you are.”

      He stared at her as if drinking her in. “I didn’t forget how beautiful you are.”

      Warmth flooded through her. A defense mechanism kicked in when she was embarrassed or complimented. She affected a Southern Belle accent and fluttered her hand before her face as if fanning herself. “I do declare, dear sir, you are most certainly a flatterer.”

      He grinned. “Come on. Let’s get this show on the road.”

      She walked with him down the hallway, glad he shortened his stride so she didn’t have to hurry to keep up.

      They went into the enormous kitchen that she’d noticed earlier. “Do you like to cook?”

      “I like to grill and make chili.” He looked down at her. “That’s about the extent of my cooking abilities.”

      “But this kitchen.” She gestured around her as they walked. “What a waste to not use it.”

      “I have a cook who comes in to prepare lunch for my staff.” He shrugged as they passed a long white table with benches on either side. “Lupe should be here soon to whip up some lunch. She’s a great cook—her fantastic food spoils everyone around here, especially her Mexican dishes. Most of the time, there are leftovers, so I’m set for dinner every day she’s here.”

      “Mexican is my favorite food.” She grasped her pen and got ready to write. “How many employees do you have?”

      “Five.” He gripped the backdoor handle and opened it. “They’ve all been with me for years. I hire short-term staff as needed.”

      Ellie jotted down the information, then followed him outside. “I need photos for your social media accounts. Do you think your employees would mind being photographed at work?”

      Tucker closed the door behind them. “Probably not Jose, one of my trainers. He’s an old coot who doesn’t trust computers, much less social media, so you’re not likely to get his photo. The others—we’ll have to see. Jose’s wife is Lupe, and they live on an acre of my property, closer to the Superstitions.”

      The Border collies trotted up to meet them, and Ellie rubbed behind each dog’s ears as she greeted them.

      A soft breeze lifted Ellie’s hair off her shoulders as she straightened. “Your sister is your bookkeeper?”

      He gave a nod as they crossed the circular drive, the dogs at his heels. “She has her own place that she runs, too, so she just does the bookkeeping and payroll. My assistant, Carrie, handles most of the communication and any business I don’t need to address personally.”

      They stopped, and Tucker nodded toward a corral, where a man of about thirty was working with a young mare. “While I show you around, I’ll introduce you to Luke, one of my trainers.”

      Ellie took in the massive structure before them. “That must be your stables.” A gust of wind whipped her hair into her face.

      “Yep.” Tucker reached out and brushed the hair away from her eyes before she had a chance to. His fingertips trailed over her cheek, and their gazes held for a long moment before he broke the link and indicated the stables with a nod. “First, I’ll introduce you to the horses.”

      They walked together toward the massive stables, a huge barn to its right. She couldn’t find the words to say anything for a long moment. His touch had unnerved her and set her off-balance, which was unusual for her. She was rarely at a loss for words.

      The stables’ and the barn’s exteriors were painted Wedgewood-blue, and giant juniper trees ran alongside each side of the buildings.

      “Hold on.” Ellie stopped and pulled her phone out of her pocket. Tucker stood beside her as she took pictures of the buildings. She lowered her phone and looked at Tucker. “I’ll bring my camera out and take pictures around your property, but I want to get some today.”

      “Sounds good,” he said as they headed the rest of the way to the stables.

      The dirt they walked over was hard-packed from years of use. “How long have you owned this ranch?”

      Tucker lifted his hat and pushed his fingers through his hair. It was mahogany-brown with hints of red that caught the sunlight as he thought about her question. He tugged his hat back down. “Hell, it’s going on eleven years now.”

      Her brows knitted. “How old are you?”

      He stopped in the stables’ doorway and looked at her. “Thirty-five.”

      “You were only twenty-four when you bought this place.” She tipped her head to the side. “That’s pretty amazing.”

      He shrugged. “It started out as a small operation, but it’s grown over the years, and we’re good-sized now with a solid business.” His lips twisted in amusement. “Now that you know how old I am, how about you return the favor?”

      Ellie tossed her hair over her shoulder and tipped her chin as she spoke in an aristocratic English accent. “Sir, you should never ask a lady her age.” Then she broke out into a grin and reverted to her normal voice. “I don’t mind you asking. I’m twenty-eight.” She was seven years younger than he, not too big of an age gap.

      He winked, and her tummy flipped. “Come, meet everyone.”

      They walked into the cool recesses of the stables. Light poured through skylights all the way down the aisle. It was bigger inside than she’d thought, and the sounds of horses whickering and making soft noises carried through the building.

      “I raise Quarter horses.” The first stall held a gorgeous red mare with a big belly. He rested his arms on the top of the stall. “This is Sunshine, one of my prize breeding mares.”
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