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Lightning Over Bennett Ranch is one of Amber’s few sweet, clean romances, but she doesn’t want you to miss out on her sexier stuff. Sign up for her newsletter and be automatically entered in her monthly contest. New subscribers get a gift!

 

How about free ebooks? Join Amber’s Steamy Readers ARC Team and check out her review copies. It’s free to join.
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Amber is excited to announce a brand new opportunity for her SUPER FANS to hang out with her and show support in her writing. Consider signing up to one of her available REAM tiers for bonus e-content, early access to new releases, and physical goodies like signed paperbacks, swag, and mystery gifts (when this limited-time-only tier is activated).
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A broken heart and an impossible list. Her white knight cowboy is only a dream.

 

Melody Bennett is through with love. Years earlier, the young drifter she’d fallen head over heels for left without a word of goodbyes, so she cast aside her notions of happily ever after. Working on her family’s ranch and caring for her beloved horse fills her days, but the strict criteria she’s judged all her past boyfriends by keeps her alone at night.

Then Max Fortaine returns. His stolen kisses promise forever, but regrets and secrets wedge between them. How will she ever trust the cowboy again with her heart?

 

– Lightning Over Bennett Ranch is a clean western romance novella. No cheating and HEA guaranteed.

– Second edition. Fully revised.
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Dedication
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To Gregory, my loving husband... Max is one of your favorites of my romance book heroes, so this story is for you.
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“C’mon, Lightning. Faster.” Melody Bennett leaned forward and whipped the leather reins.

The chocolate-brown stallion switched from a controlled three-beat canter to a four-beat gallop. The muscles in his back flexed as he sped across the fertile, grassy pasture.

“That’s my boy.”

Lightning neighed and galloped even faster.

Her heart soared. The wind stung her cheeks and loosened strands of her curly blonde hair from her ponytail. The noon sun blazed hot in the clear August sky and prickled her skin. Too bad she’d forgotten her hat. After about a mile, she slowed him to an amble—the natural four-beat gait for the Rocky Mountain breed. She’d trained him since he was a colt, and though she cared and provided for many horses at Bennett Ranch, Lightning was her baby.

She snorted and stroked his thick, flaxen mane. Baby, indeed.

The sweet ten-year-old horse was one of the biggest horses on the ranch, weighing in at over a thousand pounds and reaching sixteen hands high, or approximately sixty-four inches. She adored him, and besides, she would probably never have children of her own. Love, romance, and relationships—it wasn’t in the cards for her. She had a few close friends in her small community of Willow Creek, Montana, but why bother with lying, no-good men?

She pulled the reins and stopped the horse at the end of the pasture. The rich scent of evergreen wafted from the forest beyond the fence and tickled her nostrils. She tugged the reins again, and the horse turned to face the way they’d come. What a sight.

Forty-plus acres of low rolling hills spread before her. A white four-rail fence that she’d painted dozens of times encircled the property and divided the acreage into four ten-acre pastures. The stable, family house, and dormitory dotted the center like white stones among a field of brown and green. A long driveway cut between the front two pastures and opened onto the road that led to Willow Creek and the neighboring town of Livingston.

Four generations of her family had worked, cared for, and lived on Bennett Ranch. Her brothers, Dave and Steve, and their pregnant wives would ensure the family line continued.

Lord knew Melody wouldn’t, to her mother’s dismay.

She rubbed the bridge of her nose. At least her father understood her need for independence and her cautious attitude toward men, but he was partially to blame for the latter. If she continued to follow her criteria to the letter, she would likely remain alone forever. Fine with her. She was better off single than trapped in a loveless marriage with an unfaithful husband.

She whipped the reins, and Lightning raced across the field. Her gut twisted with old hurt. Damn you, Max. Screw you, Harvey.

Her father had scared Max off years earlier, and now her mother was pushing Melody to give the cheating scumbag, Harvey, a second chance.

No way! Harvey was dead to her. If only the same rang true for Max Fortaine.

She’d given him her love, but after he abandoned her, she built a wall around her heart. Neither Harvey nor the others she’d dated after Max were up to par with her standards—a strict criterion she measured all her boyfriends with. Why were good cowboys so hard to find?

Lightning ambled across toward the homestead. A few other horses grazed in the pasture, and one of them neighed as Lightning hurried past.

After she steered him toward an open water trough, she slid from his back and dropped the heavy saddle and bridle on the ground. The horse drank from the clean water as she lifted his legs one at a time to check for injuries from the ride. Though she and the ranch hands inspected and cleaned the fields often, she never knew when or what kind of debris would scratch a horse’s leg or pierce the hoof.

Good. He was fine. She pressed a kiss to her faithful stallion’s nose, hoisted the gear to her side with one arm, and left him in the pasture. Avoiding the gate and the ranch hands working near it, she tossed the saddle and bridle over the fence that separated the rich field from a hard, sterile plot. Then she climbed over the sturdy rails and heaved the items back into her arms.

No one maintained the sacrifice area—the stable, paddocks, and two houses—as they did the pastures. What was the point? The horses never grazed there.

Her mother, however, treated the flowers and rhododendrons around the main house like a precious foal.

Melody headed to Lightning’s individual paddock—a rectangular-shaped, fenced-in pen that led to his stable stall—and pressed her free hand to the ground. The dirt and top layer of sand was solid and hard. Good. The paddock bordered two others, and she checked the ground in those as well. Since she’d shoveled manure out of Lightning’s paddock and disposed of the wet bedding in his stall that morning, she hadn’t bothered to check the ground then.

She entered the stall through the Dutch door and blinked several times to adjust to the dim light. The pump system cranked from the lofty ceiling rafters and pushed out cool air. She lifted her ponytail from her sweaty nape to catch a breeze. Ooh, nice. The insulated metal roof repelled heat during the summer and retained it during winter. Good thing, too, for the horses and workers. She latched the door behind her and stored the gear on a shelf.

Her stomach rumbled. Served her right for skipping lunch. She dusted dirt from her jeans and grimaced. Okay, clean up first. Then eat.

In the washroom, she splashed cool water on her face and downed a mouthful. Blinking back the liquid clinging to her eyelids, she scrubbed her hands, arms, and face with a bar of soap. Suds stung her eyes, and she washed the lather away.

She left the room as voices echoed from the canteen across the hall.

“Miss Melody did what?”

She froze. Dread crept up her spine. Who was talking about her? Why couldn’t the ranch hands see her as one of the guys, as they did Dave and Steve? Even though she sometimes joined the workers for snacks or beer, they always tamed their raunchy mouths around her.

“I never thought she would do somethin’ like that,” a man stated in a gruff tone. “She’s weird around men when it comes to datin’ ’em.”

“That’s why.” Angus—she recognized that voice!

He’d worked on the ranch for over twenty years and was her father’s most trusted confidant. The tall, heavyset lead ranch hand oversaw productions whenever Wayne Bennett traveled for work, which was pretty dang often.

“Her daddy kicked that drifter off the ranch after he caught the man and his daughter naked in an empty paddock, covered in hay.”

Her cheeks warmed. Oh, God. Why in the world was Angus gossiping about her and Max? Run. She shouldn’t let the men know she was eavesdropping. Then again, she had nothing to be ashamed of. Everyone made mistakes. With a deep breath, she strode into the room.
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