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      Thanks for grabbing May’s Cowboy Roman. I’m so excited for you to meet Roman and Rachel!

      

      Make sure you don’t miss out on any of my new releases by signing up for my newsletter here. You’ll get a free instalove story when you do!

      

      SWAK!

      

      Eve

    

  


  
    
      
        
        May’s Cowboy Roman

        Cowboys of Mustang Mountain

      

        

      
        She won’t stop digging, and I might not be able to protect her from what she finds.

      

      

      
        
        I’m the man people call when something’s off with a horse, and the one they avoid when the job’s done. I keep my distance, keep my head down, and keep my past—and the scars it left behind—to myself.

      

        

      
        Then Rachel Grable shows up.

      

        

      
        She’s in town to cover Mustang Mountain’s first rodeo, but it doesn’t take long before she starts asking questions. Questions about horses that don’t add up, records that don’t make sense, and things that were never meant to be looked at too closely.

      

        

      
        I should shut her down. But she’s the first woman who doesn’t look at me like I’m broken, like there might still be something in me worth saving. So I stop pushing her away, and let her get close enough to matter.

      

        

      
        This town buried the truth a long time ago. Now she’s digging it back up. Walking away would mean letting her face it alone, and that’s not something I can do.  Because somewhere along the way, she stopped being a problem I needed to avoid and became the one thing I don’t know how to lose.

      

        

      
        But if I don’t stop her, she’s going to uncover everything… and I won’t be able to keep her safe when she does.

      

        

      
        The Cowboys of Mustang Mountain carry regrets, rivalries, and reputations they’ve never quite outrun. They’re the men who fix fence lines by day, fight their demons by night, and swear they don’t need anyone. Their pasts are messy. Their scars are real. And their hearts are locked down tight.

      

        

      
        Until the right woman walks into their path and shakes the dust off their hardened hearts. Women who aren’t afraid to push back, dig deep, and call these cowboys out on every wall they try to hide behind.

      

        

      
        On Mustang Mountain, even the roughest cowboy can find a future, but only if he’s brave enough to love the woman who won’t let him walk away.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            ROMAN

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t have the time or the desire to stop. The car sat on the shoulder a few miles outside of town. Hazard lights blinked against the dark. I was close enough to catch the pale, yellow paint in my headlights, but I didn’t recognize the car.

      I wanted to keep driving. Whoever it was could sort out their own problems, call someone else, wait for daylight or roadside assistance, or do whatever the hell people did when their vehicles quit on them in the middle of nowhere.

      Instead, I took my foot off the gas, pulled off behind the car, and cut the engine. In Mustang Mountain, when someone's stranded and you've got the tools to help, you stop. Simple as that.

      I stepped out, my boots crunching on the gravel, the May air cool but not cold. The car's hood was closed and the engine silent. There wasn’t any smoke, and I didn’t catch the smell of burnt rubber or oil. If I could offer help, I would, but I hoped whoever sat inside the car had already called for a tow and would send me on my way.

      A woman got out of the driver’s side and turned toward me. She was a curvy little thing and stood there with her arms crossed, her weight shifted to one hip, and her body language settling somewhere between irritated and defiant. Something inside my chest stirred as I let my gaze run over her, catching on the flare of her hips, and the way her shirt fit tight enough to leave nothing to the imagination.

      I tried to shake it off. Whoever she was, she was way out of my league, even before I had the accident that left my face looking like I’d met the wrong end of a chainsaw.

      She didn’t look panicked or scared. Her stance made her look like she was personally offended by the inconvenience of a breakdown. Her dark blonde hair caught the light from my truck. She had it pulled back from her face, making it easy to watch her tracking me in the dark. 

      Most people looked away when I stepped into their line of sight. They dropped their gaze or found something else to focus on so it wouldn’t look like they were staring at the ragged scar that cut down the side of my face. But she held her ground and watched me approach, her gaze steady and unflinching.

      “My car broke down,” she said.

      “Looks like it.”

      “And I haven’t had much of a signal since Marion.” Her mouth twitched into something not quite a smile. “I don't suppose you're a mechanic.”

      “Close enough.” I moved past her toward the hood, not waiting for permission. She stepped to the side to give me some space. I crouched down, running my hand along the edge of the hood until I found the release. “Pop the hood?”

      She leaned in through the driver's side window, found the lever, and the hood lifted with a soft click. I raised it the rest of the way and leaned in, noticing the faint warmth from the engine block.

      I checked the battery terminals first. That was always the simplest answer. My fingers brushed against the connections and found the negative terminal loose. Corrosion had built up around the clamp enough to cut the power completely. It was an easy fix… the kind of thing that only needed thirty seconds and a steady hand.

      I didn't offer an explanation, just grabbed the wrench I’d shoved in my pocket, tightened the connection, then scraped the edge of the terminal clean with the flat of my knife blade. The corrosion flaked away, and I wiped my knife against my jeans before securing the clamp.

      “Try it now.”

      She disappeared into the car without questioning me. The engine turned over on the first attempt, then hummed smooth and strong, like it had never stopped. Problem solved.

      I lowered the hood, let it drop into place with a solid thunk, and stepped back. That should have been the end of it. A simple roadside fix didn’t require any kind of conversation.

      But when I looked up, she was standing next to the car again, her door still open, and the engine running clean behind her. And she was watching me with a kind of curiosity I’d never gotten used to.

      “Thank you.”

      I nodded. Then I turned back toward my truck because there wasn't anything left to do, and I'd already given her more time than I wanted.

      “Wait.”

      I stopped but didn't turn around.

      “What's your name?”

      Most people didn't ask. Most people took the help and drove away, relieved to be moving again and not particularly interested in the stranger who'd made it possible. But her tone made it sound like she wasn't done with me yet. Like she wasn’t trying to be pushy, just… interested.

      I turned far enough to see her standing there with her arms uncrossed, her posture open but not vulnerable.

      “Roman.”

      She offered a small smile. “I’m Rachel.”

      I didn't return the smile, just stood there while the silence stretched and waited for her to realize that was all she was going to get from me.

      My lack of response didn’t seem to bother her. “Where am I, exactly?”

      “Mustang Mountain is five miles that way.” I jerked my chin in the direction she'd been heading. “The center of town's about ten minutes if you keep going straight.”

      “Thanks. That’s where I’m headed. What kind of town is it?”

      “Small.”

      The corners of her mouth quirked up again. “That's descriptive.”

      I didn't owe her more than I'd already given, and the longer this went on, the less it felt like a simple roadside stop. She was still watching me with that same focus, and something about the intensity of her expression made me want to disappear.

      “Well…” Rachel stepped back toward her car, one hand resting on the open door. “Thanks for stopping. I appreciate it.”

      I nodded again, then headed for my truck without waiting to see if she'd say anything else. Gravel crunched under my boots, the sound loud in the quiet, and I climbed into the cab without looking back.

      The engine started smooth. I pulled onto the road, my tires finding asphalt again, and drove past her car where it sat idling on the shoulder. Her hazard lights still blinked, though they didn't need to anymore.

      I caught sight of her in the rearview mirror as I passed. She still stood by the open door, watching my truck disappear into the dark with that same unflinching attention. Like she'd already decided this wasn't the last time she'd see me and was filing away details for when it happened again.

      That feeling settled wrong in my chest. Heavy and uncomfortable. Telling me this moment wasn't as simple as it should have been.

      Most people didn't look at me twice. Most people took what I gave them and didn't ask for more, content to let me stay on the edges where I belonged. But Rachel hadn't looked away. She hadn't pretended not to notice my scar or my silence or the way I kept everything locked down tight. She'd looked past all of that and asked questions anyway.

      I should have kept driving when I saw the car on the shoulder. Should have let someone else stop, someone who didn't have reasons to stay away from people who asked too many questions. But I hadn't. And now Rachel had a name for me, a face to match it, and probably a dozen more questions forming in the back of her mind that I didn't want to answer.

      The lights of Mustang Mountain appeared ahead, scattered and dim against the valley floor. I slowed as I hit the edge of town, the familiar weight of home settling back over me. This town was the kind of place where everyone knew your story whether you told it or not, where silence was easier than explanation and distance was safer than letting anyone close.

      I turned down the road toward my ranch, my tires humming on the pavement, and tried to shake the image of the blonde standing next to her car, watching me drive away like she wasn't done yet. Fixing a car was easy. It took thirty seconds and a wrench for the problem to be solved. But walking away from someone who looked at me like that—like I was a puzzle she'd already started working on—wasn't.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            RACHEL

          

        

      

    

    
      The briefing my editor gave me before I left Bozeman covered the main points of my assignment like rodeo logistics, the names of people I should interview, and a basic history of Mustang Mountain. But he hadn’t mentioned how adorable the little downtown area would be. With hand-painted signs in storefront windows, hand-carved wooden benches sitting under awnings, and a community bulletin board so plastered with flyers I couldn't see the cork underneath, the town was bursting at the seams with charm.

      I pulled into a spot along Main, grabbed my messenger bag, and got out of my car. After that silent giant of a man fixed my car last night, I’d headed straight to the cabin I’d rented. Today, I wanted to explore the downtown area and start making a few connections so I could start researching the community interest piece I was writing about the upcoming rodeo.

      It was early, but a few people were out and about, moving along the sidewalk like they had all the time in the world. When was the last time I’d been somewhere people walked this slow?

      Everyone I passed offered a smile but still seemed to give me a quick once over. An older man outside the hardware store stared at me, his hand frozen on the door handle. A woman watering flower boxes across the street stopped mid-pour, tracking me as I headed toward the Mercantile. That was where I’d meet Ruby Nelson, the woman whose cabin I was renting while I was in town. I’d found the key on the kitchen table when I arrived last night along with a note inviting me to stop by for coffee this morning.

      I almost passed right by a door half-hidden by gorgeous hanging baskets full of flowers. “Good morning. Beautiful day, isn’t it?”

      Turning my head toward the voice, I spotted a petite woman standing in the doorway. She wore a smile that made her eyes sparkle and a purple apron with Noted embroidered across the chest.

      “It's my grand opening,” she said, nodding toward a sign in the window. “You look like someone who might appreciate good paper.”

      I smiled as I glanced at the front window. “What gave me away?”

      “Your bag.” She nodded toward my messenger bag. “Writers carry those. Journalists too, I'd guess.”

      “Guilty.” I liked her immediately, which didn't happen often. What did that say about me? Obviously, I needed to get out more. “I'm Rachel.”

      “From the magazine in Bozeman, right? Welcome to Mustang Mountain. I’m Marie. Come in if you'd like. I've got the best selection of notebooks you’ll find this side of the Rockies and some paper featuring Montana wildflowers that I make by hand.”

      “I’ve never been able to turn down a stationary store.” I followed her inside. The shop smelled like lavender and old books, two of my favorite scents. Shelves lined every wall, filled with journals, stationery, and handmade cards. A small table near the window held a stack of leather-bound notebooks, their edges worn soft.

      I ran my fingers over the one on top. “These are beautiful. Do you make them?”

      “No. They’re made by a local leather worker. He does custom saddle work mostly and started the journals as a side project.” Marie picked one up and turned it over. “I doubt I’ll be able to keep them in stock.”

      A handmade leather journal would be a complete upgrade from my regular spiral notebook and a luxury I couldn’t resist. “I'll take this one.”

      “Perfect.” Marie moved to the register to ring me up.

      As I followed her, movement near the door caught my eye. Orange and gold wings fluttered, carrying a butterfly into the shop. It landed on the edge of the counter between us.

      Marie lowered her voice into an almost-whisper. “Well, hello there, beautiful.”

      The butterfly rose a few inches into the air and landed on my wrist. I barely felt it… just the faint whisper of legs against my skin and wings opening and closing in slow, patient beats.

      “That's good luck.” Marie smiled as she wrapped the leather journal in a few sheets of lavender tissue paper. “Or maybe more than that. My grandmother used to say a butterfly landing on you means change is coming.”

      I watched its wings gracefully open and close. “What kind of change?”

      “The kind you don't see coming.” She slid the wrapped notebook across the counter. “Sometimes it's a new beginning. Sometimes it's love, whether you're ready for it or not.”

      “I'm here for a story,” I said with a soft laugh. “Not a romance.”
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