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Chapter One
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The first thing she noticed was the way he looked at her hands.

Not her face. Not the curve of her waist or the dust on her skirt. Her hands—working the rope, fingers tight on the worn bucket handle as she hauled it up from the well. Most men looked where they thought they were supposed to. This one watched where the truth lived.

That alone made her wary.

The bucket crested the rim with a slosh, water spilling over the edge and darkening the dirt at her feet. She set it down carefully, flexing her fingers once before straightening. The sun was high, heat pressing down without mercy, the sky stretched wide and pale above the open land.

Then she felt him.

Not a sound. Not a word. Just the unmistakable sense of being watched by someone who wasn’t careless about it.

She turned.

He stood a few paces away, hat pulled low, shirt open at the throat, sleeves rolled to his forearms. Dust clung to his boots and the hem of his trousers like he’d ridden hard and far. He wasn’t smiling. He wasn’t leering. He was simply there—still as if he’d been carved out of the heat.

Her pulse kicked once, sharp and unwelcome.

“You lost?” she asked.

His gaze lifted from her hands to her face, slow enough to feel deliberate. His eyes were dark, steady, the kind that didn’t rush answers.

“No,” he said. His voice was low, roughened by sun and distance. “Just passing.”

Men who were just passing didn’t stop at wells. They didn’t stand close enough to smell soap and dust and water.

She bent again, fingers closing around the bucket handle. “Then you won’t mind stepping aside.”

He didn’t move right away.

Instead, his eyes tracked the line of her arm, the flex of muscle as she lifted. The look wasn’t crude—but it wasn’t innocent either. It lingered, charged, aware.

The wanting in it startled her.

She straightened sharply. “I said—”

He stepped in then, close enough that the space between them tightened fast. His hand came up, not touching her, but hovering near the handle.

“You’re fighting the rope,” he said. “Let it rest.”

Her breath caught before she could stop it. She hated that—hated how quickly her body reacted to him, how the nearness of his heat unsettled her.

“I don’t need help,” she said.

“I can see that.”

His fingers brushed the rope anyway—light, brief, intentional. The contact sparked up her arm like heat along a fuse.

She yanked the bucket back. “Don’t.”

His hand dropped at once. “Fair.”

But he didn’t step away.

She held his gaze, chin lifted, daring him to test her again. He didn’t smile. Didn’t apologize. He only looked at her with an intensity that felt like a question he wasn’t asking out loud.

“What do you want?” she demanded.

He glanced at the bucket, then back at her. “Water.”

She studied him—his hands, scarred and capable; the way his weight rested easy on his heels, balanced, ready. This was not a man unused to resistance.

She handed him the dipper without a word.

Their fingers touched again—this time unmistakably—and the jolt went straight through her. He noticed. She saw it in the tightening of his jaw, the brief flare in his eyes.

He drank slowly, watching her over the rim.

She folded her arms, refusing to shift under his gaze. “You done?”

He lowered the dipper. “Almost.”

He handed it back. Their fingers lingered a fraction too long.

That was when she knew this wasn’t going to be simple.

“You shouldn’t stand so close,” she said.

“Why?”

“Because people talk.”

He leaned in just enough to make the warning meaningless. “Let them.”

Her breath came shallow now, chest rising beneath her blouse. She hated that too—hated that he could see what he was doing to her.
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