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Disclaimer

This book is a work of fiction only. Any resemblance of events, action, or persons alive or dead is purely coincidental.
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Chapter 1
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Maggie Thompson tapped her fingers nervously against the steering wheel as she turned off the dusty road onto a long gravel driveway. The crunch of gravel under the tires was oddly soothing as the old farmhouse came into view, its weathered white siding glowing softly in the late afternoon sun. A gentle breeze swayed the branches of the towering oak tree in the front yard, and a sense of peace seemed to settle over the land. Maggie took a deep breath, letting the stillness calm her.

“This is it, Emma,” she murmured, glancing back at her daughter in the rearview mirror. Seven-year-old Emma was leaning forward, nose practically pressed against the window as she took in the wide-open fields surrounding them. “What do you think?”

Emma’s eyes were wide with wonder, a grin spreading across her face. “It’s big, Mommy! There’s so much space! Can we get a dog? Or... ” Her face lit up even more as her gaze swept over the neighboring property. “Or a horse? Do you think they have horses here?”

Maggie laughed softly, shaking her head. “Let’s settle in first, okay? One step at a time.”

She pulled up in front of the farmhouse and cut the engine, the sudden silence leaving room for the reality of the moment to sink in. This wasn’t just a house. It was a new beginning, a fresh start for both of them. After the chaos of her divorce and the messy aftermath over the last two years, Maggie had been desperate for a change. Whiskey Creek, Texas, with its small-town charm and slower pace, had seemed like the perfect place to rebuild.

But as she looked around at the unfamiliar landscape, the weight of uncertainty pressed down on her chest. What if she’d made a mistake? What if they couldn’t make it here on their own?

No. Maggie straightened her shoulders, pushing the doubts away. She could do this. For Emma’s sake, she had to.

“Ready to check it out?” Maggie asked, her voice stronger than she felt.

“Ready!” Emma’s enthusiasm was infectious, and Maggie smiled as they both climbed out of the car.

Before they could make it to the front steps, a deep, friendly voice called out from across the yard.

“Y’all need any help with those boxes?”

Maggie turned, blinking in surprise as a tall figure approached from the direction of the neighboring property. He moved with an easy grace, his long legs eating up the distance between them in a matter of moments. A well-worn Stetson shaded his face, but as he drew closer, Maggie could see the sharp lines of his jaw and the easy smile curving his lips.

Jake Weston. The name floated up from the depths of her memory, from when she’d signed the mountain of paperwork for the house. He was the owner of the ranch next door, the man responsible for looking after the property until she’d moved in. But the dry legal descriptions hadn’t prepared her for the reality of him, the rugged good looks, the broad shoulders, or the way his blue eyes seemed to hold a hint of laughter even as they studied her intently.

“Hi, I’m Jake,” he said, tipping his hat in a polite, almost old-fashioned gesture. His gaze shifted briefly to Emma, who was staring at him with open curiosity, then back to Maggie. “Jake Weston. I thought I’d stop by and say welcome. Need a hand?”

Maggie felt her throat tighten with a sudden, inexplicable rush of nerves. This wasn’t some casual neighborly interaction, Jake’s presence was too solid, too commanding. She was acutely aware of her rumpled clothes and the faint smudge of dirt on her cheek. Great first impression, Maggie.

“Um, hi,” she managed, forcing herself to meet his gaze. “I’m Maggie. And this is Emma.”

Emma offered a shy wave, her wide eyes still locked on Jake. “Hi.”

Jake’s smile softened as he crouched down to Emma’s level, his voice dropping to a gentle, easy drawl. “Well, hi there, Emma. You like horses?”

Emma’s entire face lit up. “Yes! Do you have horses?”

Jake chuckled, glancing up at Maggie with a knowing look. “We’ve got plenty. You’re welcome to meet them anytime you like.”

Maggie cleared her throat, trying to regain some semblance of control over the situation. “We’re just getting settled in, but thank you. We might take you up on that offer once we’re a little more... unpacked.”

Jake straightened, his gaze lingering on her a beat longer than necessary. There was something in his eyes, a mix of curiosity and something else that made Maggie’s pulse quicken despite herself.

“Understandable,” he said, his smile widening. “But really, if you need anything, anything at all, don’t hesitate to ask. My brothers and I are just a holler away.”

“Your brothers?” Maggie asked, her brows lifting. “How many of you are there?”

“Three younger ones,” Jake replied with a rueful grin. “They’re supposed to be helping me run the ranch, but they’re more trouble than they’re worth half the time.”

“Jake!” a new voice called out, and Maggie turned to see a whirlwind of activity heading their way.

“Speak of the devils,” Jake muttered under his breath, his smile turning fond as three younger men came into view, each one distinct in his own way.

The first, a tall, lanky man with a mischievous grin, practically bounded up the driveway. “Cody Weston, at your service,” he said, sweeping an exaggerated bow that made Maggie stifle a laugh. “Any heavy lifting that needs doing, I’m your guy.”

The second, a more serious-looking man with an intense gaze, stepped forward next. “Nate,” he introduced himself curtly. “If there’s paperwork or logistics involved, I’m the one to see. Otherwise, I’m just here to keep these two in line.”

“And that’s a full-time job,” the third man, a broad-shouldered, sun-kissed blonde with a carefree smile, added. “Dylan Weston. The best-looking of the bunch, if I do say so myself.”

“Dylan,” Jake said with a sigh, shooting him a half-amused, half-exasperated look. “This is Maggie, and her daughter, Emma. Our new neighbors.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Dylan said smoothly, his smile widening as he winked at Emma. “You like ice cream, kiddo? I’ll bet we could find some at the house if you’re interested.”

Emma looked up at Maggie, her expression hopeful. “Mommy, can we?”

Maggie opened her mouth to politely decline, but Cody interrupted with a dramatic groan. “Aw, come on, Maggie. Don’t be such a stick in the mud. We don’t bite. Promise.”

Before she could formulate a response, Jake stepped in, his voice low and steady. “We don’t want to intrude. Just thought we’d say hello and make sure you had everything you needed.”

There was something about the way he said it, the sincerity in his eyes, the calm reassurance in his tone, which made Maggie’s reservations melt away just a little.

“Well,” she said slowly, glancing down at Emma’s pleading face. “Maybe we could come over for a little bit... just to say hello properly.”

“That’s the spirit!” Cody exclaimed, already turning on his heel and motioning for them to follow. “You’ll get to see what real Texas hospitality looks like.”

As they made their way to the Weston house, Jake fell into step beside Maggie, his presence a steady, grounding force amidst the chaotic energy of his brothers. Their arms brushed lightly as they walked, and Maggie felt a tiny jolt of awareness shoot through her.

“Are you sure you’re okay with this?” Jake murmured, his voice pitched low so only she could hear.

Maggie glanced up at him, surprised by the question. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

Jake’s smile was small and private, his gaze dropping briefly to her lips before flicking back up to her eyes. “Just making sure I’m not overwhelming you, is all.”

Maggie’s breath caught, and she shook her head slightly. “You’re not. It’s... nice. Having neighbors who care.”

Jake’s expression softened, his smile turning gentle. “Good. Because I have a feeling we’re gonna be seeing a lot of each other.”

The quiet promise in his words sent a shiver down Maggie’s spine, and for the first time in a long time, she found herself looking forward to whatever came next.

The short walk across the lawn felt longer with the Weston brothers leading the way, their cheerful voices filling the warm evening air. Maggie couldn’t help but notice the way Jake hung back slightly, walking beside her rather than charging ahead like his brothers. It was a small gesture, but it spoke volumes about the kind of man he was, thoughtful, aware, and clearly accustomed to managing the chaos of his family.

“Is it always like this?” Maggie asked softly, glancing up at Jake as they approached the porch steps.

He chuckled, shaking his head. “You mean loud and disorganized? Pretty much. But it grows on you. Or at least, I hope it will.”

She found herself smiling. “I’m not sure ‘disorganized’ is the word I’d use. But it’s... lively.”

“That’s a polite way of putting it,” Jake murmured, his gaze lingering on her face. “But I think you’ll fit right in, if you don’t mind a little craziness now and then.”

Maggie’s smile faltered for just a second, long enough for Jake to notice. His brow furrowed, and he leaned in slightly, his voice dropping even lower.

“Too much, too soon?” he asked, genuine concern in his tone.

Maggie shook her head quickly, forcing herself to relax. “No, no. It’s just...” She hesitated, searching for the right words. “I’m not used to having so many people around. It’s been just me and Emma for a long time.”

Jake’s expression softened, his eyes searching hers with a depth that made her breath catch. “You don’t have to explain. I get it.”

There was something in his gaze, something understanding and achingly sincere, that made Maggie’s heart twist. It wasn’t pity or judgment. It was something much gentler, much kinder.

“Thank you,” she whispered, barely audible above the rustling breeze.

Jake just nodded, his lips curving into a small, reassuring smile. “Anytime.”

Before Maggie could get too caught up in the unexpected tenderness of the moment, Cody’s voice rang out from the porch.

“Y’all coming, or what? We’re not running a tour service over here!”

“Calm down, Cody!” Nate shot back, elbowing his brother in the ribs as they both stepped inside. “Give ‘em a chance to breathe, for Pete’s sake.”

Dylan, who had already claimed a spot on the couch, stretched his long legs out and grinned lazily at them as they walked in. “You know, we should start charging admission. People would pay good money to see the Weston brothers in their natural habitat.”

Jake rolled his eyes, his hand hovering lightly over Maggie’s lower back as they stepped into the house. The touch was subtle, almost imperceptible, but Maggie was acutely aware of the warmth of his palm through the thin fabric of her shirt. She resisted the urge to lean into it, cursing her own reaction.

“Don’t mind them,” Jake murmured, leaning in close enough that his breath tickled her ear. “They’re just showing off.”

“Oh, I’m sure,” Maggie replied dryly, feeling a spark of humor bubble up despite herself. “Is this your way of scaring off the neighbors?”

Jake’s lips twitched in amusement. “More like my way of testing their patience. You still here? Guess that means you passed.”

She couldn’t help but laugh softly, the tension in her chest loosening just a bit more. It felt good, too good, to let go like this, to let herself enjoy the easy banter and the friendly chaos of the Weston household.

The inside of the house was a curious blend of rustic charm and lived-in comfort. The walls were lined with family photos, the furniture a mix of sturdy wood and worn leather, and the faint scent of something sweet and familiar hung in the air. Maggie felt a pang of homesickness she hadn’t realized she’d been carrying since they’d left Dallas. This was what a real home felt like, warm, welcoming, filled with laughter and life.

“Come on, Emma!” Dylan called, patting the spot beside him on the couch. “Let’s see what kind of trouble we can get into before dinner.”

Emma glanced up at Maggie, her eyes shining with excitement. Maggie nodded, giving her permission to go ahead. “Just be careful, okay?”

Emma scampered over to the couch, climbing up beside Dylan and immediately launching into a barrage of questions about the ranch and the horses and whether or not they had any pets.

“Do we have pets?” Dylan repeated, feigning shock. “Emma, let me tell you, we’ve got the friendliest ranch dog in all of Texas, and I bet he’d love to meet you.”

“Really?” Emma’s voice rose with enthusiasm. “Can I meet him now?”

“After dinner, squirt,” Jake cut in gently, his smile fond as he watched Emma’s eager expression. “But I promise you’ll get the full tour.”

Emma nodded solemnly, clearly taking the promise to heart. Maggie’s chest tightened at the sight, a mixture of gratitude and a strange, unexpected warmth filling her.

“Let me guess,” Cody drawled, lounging against the doorframe. “Jake’s already roped you two into staying for dinner, huh?”

Maggie’s gaze flickered to Jake, who was watching her with a quiet intensity that made her stomach do a little flip. “Something like that.”

Cody’s grin widened. “Then you’re in for a treat. We Weston boys may not look like much, but we sure know how to put together a meal.”

Jake snorted, shaking his head. “Speak for yourself, Cody. Last time you tried to cook, you nearly burned the house down.”

“That was one time!” Cody protested, throwing up his hands in mock indignation. “And I was trying to make a flambé.”

Nate, who had been quietly observing the exchange with his usual calm demeanor, rolled his eyes. “Cody, we’ve been over this. Setting something on fire isn’t the same as making a flambé.”

Laughter rippled through the room, and Maggie found herself smiling, caught up in the easy camaraderie of the brothers’ banter. It was clear they cared deeply for each other, despite, or perhaps because of, the constant teasing and ribbing.

“Alright, alright,” Jake interjected, his tone laced with exasperated affection. “Let’s not scare off our guests with talk of near-housefires.”

He turned to Maggie, his expression softening as his gaze held hers. “You like barbecue? We’ve got ribs, brisket, and the whole works.”

Maggie nodded, a genuine smile tugging at her lips. “Sounds perfect.”

“Good.” Jake’s eyes lingered on her for a moment longer than necessary, and when he finally looked away, Maggie felt a flutter of something she hadn’t felt in a long time.

Interest. Attraction. Possibility.

But she couldn’t let herself get carried away. She was here to start over, to give Emma a stable, happy life, not to get tangled up with a handsome cowboy and his chaotic family.

And yet... when Jake’s hand brushed lightly against her arm as he led her into the dining room, Maggie couldn’t deny the way her heart skipped a beat. Maybe, just maybe, starting over didn’t have to mean closing herself off completely.

Maybe it could mean opening up to something new.

“Welcome to the Weston ranch, Maggie,” Jake said softly, his voice low and sincere. “I hope you and Emma will feel right at home here.”

Maggie glanced up at him, her chest tightening with a mix of emotions she hadn’t expected. “Thank you, Jake. We already do.”

The smile he gave her then, slow, genuine, and filled with something that looked an awful lot like hope, was enough to make her wonder if, just maybe, she’d found more than a fresh start in Whiskey Creek.

Maybe she’d found a place, and a family, to belong to.

As they made their way into the dining room, Maggie took in the large wooden table that looked like it had seen its fair share of family dinners, discussions, and maybe even the occasional wrestling match if the deep scuff marks on the floor were anything to go by. A mismatched set of chairs surrounded the table, and a large stone fireplace stood at one end of the room, giving it a cozy, inviting feel.

“Wow, this is...” Maggie trailed off, searching for the right words. She turned to Jake, whose eyes were still fixed on her, a small smile playing on his lips.

“Rustic?” he suggested.

“Homey,” she corrected softly, her gaze wandering over the collection of photographs and old cowboy hats adorning the walls. There was a warmth here, a sense of history and family that made the room feel alive. “It’s nice.”

Jake’s smile deepened, and for a moment, Maggie felt like he was seeing more than just her, like he was peering into her heart. It was both thrilling and terrifying.

“Alright, let’s get this show on the road,” Cody announced, clapping his hands and breaking the moment. “Dinner’s not gonna cook itself.”

“Not unless you’re planning on ordering takeout,” Nate muttered dryly, earning a snort from Dylan.

“Everyone, into the kitchen!” Dylan declared, waving his arm like a conductor directing an orchestra. “I’ll grab the meat. Cody, you’re on grill duty. Nate, you... ”

“Supervise,” Nate finished, raising an eyebrow. “Because I’m not letting you two turn this into a smokehouse.”

“Hey, we’ve gotten better!” Cody protested, but there was a twinkle in his eye that told Maggie this was a familiar back-and-forth between the brothers.

“What about me?” Jake asked, his tone mild as he watched his brothers with an amused expression.

“You,” Dylan said, pointing dramatically at Jake, “can sit this one out. Be a good host and keep Maggie company.”

Maggie blinked, caught off guard by the unexpected suggestion. “Oh, I can help, too... ”

“Nonsense!” Dylan waved off her protest. “You’re our guest. Besides, we can’t have you doing all the work when you just moved in. Let Jake handle the hosting duties. He’s good at that.”

“Better than I am at cooking, anyway,” Jake added with a self-deprecating grin.

Before Maggie could argue further, Cody and Nate had already moved into the kitchen, bickering good-naturedly over which spice rub to use for the brisket, and Dylan was digging through the refrigerator with a look of intense concentration.

Jake leaned closer, his voice low and almost conspiratorial. “They’ll have it under control... more or less. How about we sit outside for a bit while they get things ready?”

Maggie hesitated, glancing at Emma, who was happily chatting away with Dylan about the proper way to make mac and cheese.

“She’s fine,” Jake murmured, his gaze following hers. “Dylan’s got a knack for entertaining kids. Plus, I think she’s found herself a new best friend.”

Maggie’s shoulders relaxed a fraction. Emma’s laughter rang out, clear and carefree, and the sight of her daughter so happy and at ease made Maggie’s heart swell. Maybe it was okay to let go, just a little.

“Alright,” she agreed softly. “But if I hear any yells for help, I’m coming to the rescue.”

Jake chuckled, his hand lightly grazing her lower back as he guided her toward the back door. “Fair enough. But trust me, you’d be more useful on fire extinguisher duty.”

They stepped outside onto a wide wooden deck that overlooked the sprawling ranch. The sun was beginning its slow descent, casting a golden glow over the fields and bathing everything in a soft, warm light. Maggie leaned against the railing, taking a deep breath of the fresh, clean air.

“It’s beautiful here,” she murmured, more to herself than to Jake. “So peaceful.”

Jake stood beside her, his gaze not on the landscape but on her. “Yeah, it is,” he agreed quietly. “I love this place. It’s more than just a ranch, it’s... everything.”

Maggie turned to look at him, her curiosity piqued by the quiet intensity in his voice. “How long has it been in your family?”

“Three generations,” Jake said, his tone laced with pride and affection. “My grandfather built the original house, and my dad expanded the ranch. After he passed away, it fell to me to keep things going.”

A shadow flickered across his face, gone almost as quickly as it appeared. Maggie’s heart tightened in sympathy.

“That must have been a lot of responsibility,” she said gently.

Jake shrugged, a rueful smile curving his lips. “Yeah, it was. Still is, some days. But it’s worth it. This place, my brothers... they’re worth it.”

There was a wealth of unspoken emotion in his words, a fierce protectiveness that tugged at something deep inside Maggie. She knew what it was like to carry the weight of responsibility, to feel like you had to hold everything together for the sake of the people you loved.

“I think you’re doing a great job,” she said softly. “Your brothers clearly look up to you.”

Jake’s smile turned a little wry. “Yeah, well, they have a funny way of showing it sometimes. But we’re a family. We stick together, no matter what.”

Maggie nodded, her gaze drifting back to the fields beyond. “That’s what I want for Emma, too. A place where she feels safe. A place that feels like... home.”

Silence fell between them, heavy with shared understanding. Then, Jake reached out and gently turned her to face him, his fingers warm and strong against her arm.

“You and Emma... you’ll always have a place here, Maggie,” he said quietly, his blue eyes serious and unwavering. “Whether you need a hand, a friend, or just a quiet spot to breathe, you’ve got it.”

Maggie’s breath caught. There was something so genuine, so real, in the way he said it that she found herself unable to look away.

“Thank you,” she whispered, the words carrying more weight than she’d expected.

Jake’s gaze softened, his thumb brushing lightly over the fabric of her shirt. “Anytime.”

For a moment, the world seemed to narrow down to just the two of them, the warm evening air, the soft rustle of leaves, and the steady, reassuring presence of the man standing so close she could feel the heat radiating off him. Maggie’s heart thudded painfully in her chest, a mixture of nerves and something far more dangerous coursing through her veins.

She should step back. Put some distance between them. But before she could make herself move, the screen door burst open, and Dylan’s voice shattered the fragile moment.

“Uh, Jake?” Dylan called, looking flustered as he glanced back into the kitchen. “We’ve got a little situation here. Something’s... boiling over. And it’s smoking.”

Jake’s shoulders slumped, a low groan escaping him. “I swear, I can’t leave them unsupervised for five minutes.”

Maggie bit back a laugh, the tension between them dissipating as quickly as it had formed. “Looks like your family needs you, cowboy.”

Jake shot her a helpless look, then turned back toward the house. “I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere, okay?”

“I’ll be right here,” Maggie promised, her heart still fluttering from the intensity of their conversation.

Jake gave her one last lingering look before disappearing back into the house. Maggie exhaled slowly, pressing a hand to her chest as she tried to steady her racing heart.

This was supposed to be a fresh start, a new beginning. And yet, with every passing moment, it felt more and more like she was falling headfirst into something she wasn’t sure she could handle.

But when Jake returned a few minutes later, slightly disheveled and grumbling about his brothers’ lack of basic cooking skills, Maggie found herself smiling despite herself.

Maybe, just maybe, Whiskey Creek, Texas, wasn’t just going to be a new chapter for her and Emma.

Maybe it was the beginning of something beautiful. Something unexpected. Something worth taking a risk for.

And as Jake leaned against the railing beside her, his arm brushing hers in that gentle, unassuming way that sent little sparks of awareness skittering through her, Maggie thought that maybe, for the first time in a long time, she was ready to take that leap.
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Chapter 2
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Maggie pulled up to the sprawling Weston ranch, the gravel crunching beneath the tires of her SUV as she rolled to a stop in front of the large barn. The house was set back a bit, its wide front porch bathed in the soft golden light of the setting sun. Rolling hills and neatly fenced pastures stretched out in every direction, dotted with grazing cattle and a few curious horses who lifted their heads to watch the new arrivals. A sense of calm settled over Maggie as she took in the picturesque scene.

“Wow, Mommy! Look at all the horses!” Emma’s voice rang out with pure excitement from the back seat, her nose pressed up against the window.

Maggie smiled, her heart swelling with love for her daughter. This move to Whiskey Creek, Texas, had been a leap of faith, a way to escape the painful reminders of the past and find a place where they could both heal. And while Maggie was still nervous about what the future held, seeing Emma’s happiness made every difficult moment worthwhile.

“Come on, sweetheart,” Maggie said, turning off the car and opening her door. “Let’s go say hello.”

Emma practically tumbled out of the SUV, her feet barely touching the ground before she was darting toward the front porch, where the sound of lively voices and laughter drifted out from behind the screen door.

“Wait for me, Emma!” Maggie called, hurrying to catch up.

But before she could reach the steps, the door swung open, and Jake Weston appeared, his tall frame silhouetted against the warm glow of the interior lights. He wore a soft, worn flannel shirt rolled up at the sleeves, his dark hair slightly mussed as if he’d been running his fingers through it all day. Maggie’s pulse did an unexpected little skip at the sight of him, but she quickly pushed the feeling aside.

“Evening, Maggie. Emma,” Jake greeted, his voice that familiar low rumble that seemed to settle right into her bones. He leaned against the doorframe, his smile slow and easy. “Glad you could make it.”

“Hi, Uncle Jake!” Emma chirped, her smile wide and bright as she bounced on her toes. “Are we really going to have a barbecue?”

Jake’s grin widened. “That’s the plan, kiddo. We’ve got all sorts of good stuff cooking up. Hope you two came hungry.”

Maggie glanced past him, catching sight of Nate, Cody, and Dylan clustered around the kitchen island, each one engaged in some sort of culinary mayhem. Smoke curled up from the stove where Cody was fussing over something that looked suspiciously charred, while Nate stood beside him, muttering under his breath and shaking his head. Dylan, meanwhile, was leaning against the counter, laughing so hard he could barely stand upright.

“It smells... interesting,” Maggie said diplomatically, trying not to laugh at the obvious chaos inside.

Jake sighed, scrubbing a hand over his face. “Yeah, we’re not exactly the best in the kitchen. Ranch work, we’ve got down. Cooking? Not so much.”

“Well, I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Maggie replied, but there was a hint of doubt in her voice that she couldn’t quite hide.

“Don’t worry,” Jake said, dropping his voice to a conspiratorial whisper as he leaned closer. “If things get too out of hand, we’ll make a quick escape and head to town for burgers.”

Maggie’s laughter bubbled up unexpectedly, the sound light and genuine. “Deal.”

Jake’s eyes softened as he watched her, something warm and unspoken passing between them. Maggie’s breath caught, and she quickly looked away, focusing on Emma, who was tugging at Jake’s hand with barely contained enthusiasm.

“Come on, Uncle Jake! I wanna see the horses again!”

“Alright, alright,” Jake said, letting Emma pull him along with a good-natured grin. He glanced back at Maggie, jerking his head toward the front door. “You want to come in, or would you rather tour the barn first?”

“Why don’t I see what kind of damage your brothers are doing in the kitchen?” Maggie said dryly, her lips twitching with amusement.

Jake chuckled. “Brave choice. Good luck.”

With a playful wink, he let Emma lead him toward the barn, leaving Maggie to face the Weston brothers and their culinary disaster zone.

Taking a deep breath, she stepped inside and was immediately greeted by a cacophony of noise and the distinct smell of something burning.

“Don’t you dare put that on the salad!” Nate snapped, pointing a finger at Cody, who was holding a container of what looked like dried chili flakes.

“It needs a little spice,” Cody protested, his grin unrepentant. “You’re such a stick in the mud, Nate.”

“You don’t put chili flakes on salad!” Nate shot back, looking like he was about two seconds away from strangling his brother. “Do you even know how to make a salad?”

“I know how to eat one,” Cody said with a shrug. “That’s all that really matters, isn’t it?”

“Excuse me, fellas,” Maggie interjected, holding up her hands as she stepped forward. “Do you mind if I take over for a bit?”

Three sets of eyes turned to her, a mixture of surprise and relief flashing across their faces.

“You’d do that?” Nate asked, his shoulders sagging with what could only be described as pure, unadulterated gratitude.

“Please,” Maggie said, casting a wary glance at the counter cluttered with mismatched bowls, half-chopped vegetables, and what appeared to be a blackened lump of... something. “Before you burn the house down.”

“Hey, that’s not entirely fair,” Cody grumbled, but he stepped back, tossing the container of chili flakes onto the counter. “We were doing just fine.”

“Sure, and I’m the Queen of England,” Maggie teased, rolling up her sleeves. “Alright, boys. Here’s the plan. You’re going to follow my instructions, and I’ll get this place back in shape.”

Cody gave her a mock salute. “Yes, ma’am. Whatever you say.”

Maggie turned to Nate, who was watching her with a look that bordered on reverence. “You, chop those veggies into bite-sized pieces, not too small, not too big. Just... normal.”

Nate nodded quickly, grabbing a knife and getting to work with the precision of a man who’d just been given a lifeline.

“And you,” Maggie said, pointing at Dylan, who looked like he’d been waiting for his turn to contribute. “Grab those biscuits out of the oven. Don’t let them burn.”

Dylan scrambled to obey, pulling open the oven door and carefully extracting the tray of biscuits. He frowned at the slightly overdone tops, but when he looked up and caught Maggie’s encouraging smile, he straightened with a proud grin.

Maggie moved around the kitchen like a general directing troops, giving instructions and adjusting heat levels, her no-nonsense attitude taking control of the chaos. The brothers followed her every word, their usual banter replaced by focused concentration.

“I’ve never seen them so quiet,” Jake murmured in her ear, making her jump slightly. She hadn’t even noticed him come back in.

Maggie glanced up at him, surprised to see the genuine admiration in his eyes. “Maybe they’re just afraid I’ll kick them out if they don’t listen.”

Jake laughed softly, the sound low and rich. “I think you’ve got them wrapped around your little finger already. Me included.”

Maggie’s breath hitched, her gaze locking with his. There was something in the way he looked at her, something deep and earnest that made her pulse quicken and her stomach do a funny little flip.

“I doubt that,” she managed, her voice coming out softer than she’d intended.

Jake’s smile turned slow and knowing. “I wouldn’t be so sure.”

They stood there, the kitchen bustling around them, the brothers’ voices and Emma’s laughter blending into a warm, comforting background hum. For a moment, it felt like they were the only two people in the room.

But then the timer on the oven dinged, and the moment shattered.

“Ribs are done!” Dylan announced triumphantly, pulling open the oven and releasing a mouthwatering aroma that made Maggie’s stomach rumble in appreciation.

“Let’s get these on the table before Cody finds a way to ruin them,” Nate muttered, but there was a lightness to his tone that hadn’t been there before.

“Too late!” Cody shot back with a cheeky grin.

Maggie laughed, shaking her head as she helped transfer the food to serving dishes. Despite the earlier chaos, the meal came together beautifully, ribs, roasted potatoes, a fresh salad (thankfully free of chili flakes), and biscuits that were just this side of overdone.

They all gathered around the large dining table, Emma perched between Jake and Dylan, her face alight with joy as she chatted with the brothers like she’d known them for years.

Maggie found herself seated beside Jake, their shoulders brushing every now and then as they passed dishes back and forth. His warmth seeped into her, his presence grounding and steady. There were moments when she caught him looking at her, his gaze filled with something that made her heart stutter.

It wasn’t love, no. It was too soon for that. But it was... interest. Curiosity. A spark of something that could become more, if she let it. And that scared her more than anything else.

But for tonight, Maggie decided to let herself enjoy it. To laugh at Cody’s outrageous stories, to tease Nate about his salad-making skills, and to smile back at Jake when he looked at her like she was the most fascinating thing in the room. As the night wore on, the Weston brothers’ voices filled the space, weaving a lively tapestry of stories and laughter that made Maggie feel more welcome than she’d felt in a long time. Every so often, Jake’s deep chuckle would join in, and Maggie couldn’t help but be drawn to the sound, low and steady, like a promise of something good.

“You know, this might be the best dinner we’ve had in ages,” Dylan declared, pushing his empty plate away with a satisfied groan. “Who knew Maggie could wrangle us into actually making something edible?”

“It was a team effort,” Maggie said with a modest smile, but there was a touch of pride in her voice.

Cody waved his fork in the air. “Nah, it was all you. If you hadn’t stepped in, we’d be eating whatever charred mess I tried to grill and that sad excuse for a salad Nate was putting together.”

“Hey!” Nate protested, though he was grinning. “I’d like to think I was doing alright before you tried to sabotage me.”

“Right, because adding chili flakes to lettuce is totally a five-star dish,” Dylan teased, leaning back in his chair with a lazy grin.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





