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CHAPTER ONE

 

The purr of a low-pitched engine caused Hunter Knight to throw down the financial report he was reading. What idiot would be driving a sports car onto his ranch? He stood, and strode to the open door. A fire engine red vehicle with a fine sheen of dirt parked in front of the office.

Hunter lazed against the door jamb as the driver’s door opened. A well-coiffed head of deep red hair appeared, then shoulders encased in a brilliant white shirt. He straightened, as the woman bent over and pulled something out of the vehicle.

His blood heated as it hadn’t done in a long time at the sight of this gorgeous woman. He shook his head. He didn’t even know who this person was. He waited while she slipped on a blue jacket on. The car door slammed and she marched around the car. Hunter stared at her.

The tailored business suit hugged her curves. His fingers itched to strip off her jacket and shirt at see what lay beneath as his gaze roamed her from head to toe.

His groin tightened as his gaze took in her mouth-watering curves, legs that went on forever, and delicate feet encased in high heels. His physical reaction to this woman startled him. He’d been celibate for far too long. That had to be it.

“Can I help you?” His voice sounded strangled to him.

She smiled and the impact went straight to his southern regions. “Hi. I’m looking for Susan.”

“Susan isn’t here right now.” His sister had run into town to pick up a batch of new forms. Who was this woman? A memory of her tickled at the back of his brain.

“Oh.” Her smile faltered a bit. “Well, I’m Jessica Sinclair, the new office manager.”

“Hell no.” What was his sister thinking? Yes, he agreed they needed help in the office. Yes, he told his sister to take care of it. But...this woman had city girl written all over her. She wouldn’t last a day in the Texas summer heat. Jessica...wait a second. “Jessica Sinclair? As in my sister’s college roommate and party girl?” He’d heard about Jessica’s college exploits from his sister. Although he’d only met her briefly at graduation, he knew she was the last thing the Double K Ranch needed.

“I’m sorry?” A tiny frown appeared on her forehead, then her eyes widened with recognition.

“I can’t believe Susan would hire you. I don’t have time for amateurs.”

Her lashes whisked down concealing her amber eyes, then lifted. Fire brewed in her gaze. Her shoulders stiffened. “I can assure you, Mr. Knight, I am a professional and I can run an office.”

“Oh really.” His gaze swept from those dainty feet, up her amazing body to her rosy face. “High heels have no place on my ranch.”

Her lips pressed together. Damn if his groin didn’t tighten as he wondered how she would taste. Cut it out, Knight. You don’t need the complication a city woman would offer. But play time might be worth the headache, if she wasn’t off-limits.

“I talked to Susan last night. She assured me the office manager job was available and mine.” She lifted her hand, shading her face from the hot Texas sun.

“It is.” He wouldn’t lie. He needed an office manager. “Come in out of the sun.” The last thing he needed was her passing out from sun stroke. He turned and sauntered back to where he’d been sitting. A second later he heard the click, click, click of her heels on the floor. “Have a seat.” He dropped down onto the leather chair.

Jessica glided over to the chair in front of the desk. The sunlight streaming through the window intertwined with her hair. Not red hair, but chestnut, almost a cinnamon color. Would it smell like his favorite scent?

Get a grip. City girls and country cowboys didn’t mix. Hadn’t his ex-wife proved that to him? His ex cared more about his money than him. He shook his head to clear away his morose thoughts and leaned back in the chair as she settled down onto hers.

“If the job is still available, then what is the problem?” Her tone was questioning, but firm.

“As I said, I need someone who can run this office.” He ignored the way his blood heated as he stared at her.

“I assure you, I can handle the job.” She sat with her back straight, shoulders tight, and fingers tangled in her lap.

“Which end of a horse do you keep clear of?” He tossed the question out.

“Both ends.” Confidence oozed from her silky voice, and his annoyance level rose along with his awareness of her.

“What is an Angus?”

“Cattle.”

“What do you do if a horse has colic?”

“Call a vet.” She let out a sigh. “My understanding is I’m going to run the office, not be a ranch hand.”

Hunter liked her spunk, but he didn’t need a party girl distracting his workers. He leaned forward, forearms on the wooden desk. “Dallas is over a two-hour drive.”

“And?” A note of impatience crept into her voice, and he bit back a grin.

“Longville doesn’t have a mall, or a movie theater. Just a general store which is attached to the feed store. You’ll be bored in a week.”

Her head snapped up and fire flashed again in those amber eyes.

“Don’t presume to tell me how I would feel.” Her voice was tight, controlled as if she was holding onto her temper by a thread.

Let’s see if he could break that thread and prove a city girl doesn’t belong.

“You’re a city girl. You don’t belong on my ranch.” His gazed raked over her body, lingering at her breasts straining against the fabric of her blouse.

“You know nothing about me, Mr. Knight.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, Ms. Sinclair.” He had her now. “Were you not the one who caused a riot at Alpha Delta House on the campus of Arizona University?”

She squirmed in her seat as a slight blush filled her cheeks.

“That wasn’t my fault.” Her voice was faint.

“And were you not the one who snuck into the boy’s campus housing and stole the quarterback’s jersey, which you then wore to the big game?”

Her chin dipped. “That was a long time ago. I’m a different person now.”

He shook his head. “Tell me, what would you do if the barn was on fire?” He forced himself not to give into the haunted look on her face.

“Call the fire department.”

“Wrong.” He slapped his hand on the desk. Victory soared through is veins. “You’d get the horses out first, then call the fire department. You’re unsuitable for this position.”

Her shoulders slumped. Hunter sat waiting for her to either cry or storm out. The seconds ticked by, nothing happened. She took a deep breath. Her head rose, her spine stiffened, and she stared straight at him with fire blazing in her eyes.

“None of this has to do with an office job. I’m a darn good office manager. And from what Susan told me, you’re desperate for help.” She glanced around the room, noting the stacks of filing and overflowing paperwork on the desks, before her gaze settled back on him. “Frankly, Mr. Knight, I don’t see applicants lined up for this job.”

Hunter leaned back, rubbed his chin, and struggled not to smile. He liked how she fought back in spite of being a city girl. But she had a point. The ranch needed an office manager. Plus, if he was going to be able to ride in the National Finals Rodeo he needed to be out on the ranch keeping fit, not in the office doing paperwork he hated.

His hand slipped down and rubbed his right knee. Nothing like a few thousand pounds of bull to sideline his career for a few months. But how was he going to deal with Jessica? Technically, he needed her in the office in a professional capacity, but dang it, he wasn’t ready to deal with another city girl. He also wasn’t prepared for his attraction to her.

****

Jessica Sinclair sat on the hard chair, fighting her instincts to get up and run. She needed this job. The creditors were pounding at the door, thanks to her ex-fiancé Ned. Why had she ever trusted him? Somehow, Ned managed to max out every credit card she owned and got a personal line of credit in her name as well.

When she discovered Ned’s deeds he was out of town on business, or so she thought. Until she called him and some woman answered with Ned yelling in the background for the woman to get her ass in bed.

Jess’s fingers curled into her palms. The sharp sting of nails digging into her skin brought her back to the present. Yep, she needed this job. So she’d put up with Genghis Kahn if it got her the job.

But why was Hunter Knight so damn handsome? His wide shoulders begged a woman to lean against them. Jeans clung to his thighs and hips like a second skin. His raven hair reminded her of black satin sheets, and those, oh so, soulful brown eyes. They reminded her of fine chocolate, smooth and sinful.

This cowboy was too handsome, too cocky, and had no right to judge her based on her past. Yes, her impulsive nature had gotten her into trouble from time to time, but those days were over.

Okay, well, maybe not her impulsive nature. She struggled against slumping in the chair. Was it her fault she decked her boss when he goosed her at a work party? Was it her fault her boss’s boss was there? Yep, that had gone over well. It wasn’t like she would get a good reference from them.

Jess shifted her shoulders in small movements to ease the tension. She couldn’t show Hunter any weakness. If she did, he’d exploit it like all men did. An oppressive silence filled the room. Jess fought not to rub her stomach to relieve her apprehension.

“I’ll admit there’s not a line of applicants.” His whisky smooth voice slid over her skin in a subtle caress.

A long breath slipped from her lips. How could she overcome his objections? “How about a trial period?”

Where the hell had that come from? She ran the total in her meager checking account around in her brain. There was enough, if she was careful. She could pay the creditors pounding at her door their minimum until she got on her feet. Damn her ex-fiancé. She wouldn’t be in this situation if it wasn’t for him.

“A trial period?” His eyes narrowed as his gaze focused in on her.

A shiver swept up her spine. “Yes.” She’d thrown down the gauntlet. “I’ll work as the office manager for three months for room and board.”

“And what happens at the end of that time?” His voice was calm.

“If I do a satisfactory job, you will pay me not only for the three months, but a nice bonus.” Her stomach clenched. “If I fail, I leave without a word and you’re out nothing.”

Susan had told Jess the job came with a place to stay, plus Jess was welcome to eat in the main house. Jess held Hunter’s gaze as the room went silent. He had nothing to lose, but she could lose everything. Not that she hadn’t already.

“I accept your offer.”

His tone was reluctant, but when the words penetrated her brain, she barely stopped herself from jumping up and dancing. Hunter rose to his feet and held out his hand. Her gaze shifted from his sensuous lips to his outstretched hand. She rose and put her hand in his. Rough skin caressed hers. Heat flowed from him, worming its way from her palm, up her arm, until it invaded her whole body. Alarm bells sounded in her head. This man was dangerous to her well-being.

“I’m glad we have that settled.” Elephants took up residence in her stomach, but she ignored them. This would work out. She’d make sure of it.

A car door slammed. Jess jumped and Hunter released her hand.

“Susan, get in here,” he yelled.

Susan. Oh thank goodness. Maybe she could get away from this stubborn, handsome, sexy cowboy.

“You bellowed.” Jess turned to see Susan breezed through the door.

Now that she’d seen them together, Jess noticed the family resemblance. Both had high cheek bones and firm chins. Susan’s dark hair brushed her shoulders, but her eyes were a lighter shade of brown.

“Jess, you’re here.”

Susan pulled her in for a hug. It had been a while since Jess had seen her friend. They talked on the phone weekly, but it wasn’t the same.

“Damn you look good, girl,” Susan said.

“You don’t look half bad either.” Jess extracted herself from Susan’s embrace.

“Clean living.” Susan laughed. “Come on, I’ll show you where you’ll be staying.” She grabbed Jess’s arm and started to pull her out of the office.

Jess glanced back over her shoulder. Hunter stood there, arms crossed over his chest, a shit-eating grin on his face.

“I’ll see you later,” he said.

Why did his words send a shiver through her? She wasn’t afraid of him, only how he made her feel.

“I’m so glad you’re here.” Susan said as they strode out into the bright sunshine.

“Me too.” Jess pushed Hunter out of her mind as she paused beside her car. “I can’t thank you enough for the job offer.”

“No biggie.” Susan waved her hand. “We really need the help.”

“Yeah well, after Ned...”

“That piece of cow poop.”

Jess burst out laughing at Susan’s words.

“Come on, give me a ride in this baby.” Susan opened the passenger door and slid in.

With a laugh, Jess climbed into the driver’s seat and started her car. Chills crept over her skin as she looked around, even with the harsh sunlight coming through the windshield. How ironic. Her only hope for fixing her financial situation was working on a ranch that supplied stock to the rodeo where her father had been killed by a bull.

****

The next morning, Hunter paused beside the small cottage. His sister had volunteered him to oversee Jess moving in. He’d argued with Susan that he had plenty of things to do, but she pointed out the ranch hands were busy fixing fences and checking on the horses in the back pasture.

Since he couldn’t ride a horse for long periods of time yet, he didn’t have much choice other than to sit in the office and listen to his sister nag him. He rounded the corner of the cottage to see a local moving van pull up. Hunter frowned. It wasn’t big van.

“Hi, Ty,” John said as he climbed out of the cab.

“Hey.” John ran a small moving company. Well, more than that, they moved furniture, but also livestock and anything else someone wanted transported.

The door of the cottage opened, Jessica walked out and down the two stairs. The white tank top molded to her breasts. A pair of purple short shorts showed off her long legs and tight ass. His groin tightened.

One of John’s men let out a wolf whistle. Hunter frowned. Didn’t she know better than to dress like that for a bunch of working men? This woman was going to attract trouble like honey drew bees.

“Miz Sinclair,” John said.

“That’s me.” She held out her hand.

Did her tone have to be so sweet?

“Nice to meet you.” John took the proffered hand. “It shouldn’t take too long to unload.”

“Thanks, I appreciate you storing everything.”

She flashed a sexy smile as Hunter sauntered up to the pair. John was still holding her hand. “Miss Sinclair, a moment of your time, please,” Hunter said.

John released her hand as Hunter took her by the elbow and led her inside the cottage.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Annoyance tinged her voice at his manhandling.

“Do you have any clue what can happen to a woman who is dressed like you are?” He kept his voice low and tight.

“What are you talking about?”

“If you are going to work here, you can’t be running around dressed like this.” He fingered the strap on her tank top.

“Excuse me.” Color rose to her cheeks, and she started to pull away.

Hunter grasped her shoulders. “There are very few women on the ranch.”

“So?”

“This isn’t a college dare, where you can sneak into the boys’ dorm and steal the quarterback’s team jersey. These are men. And while they’ve been warned you’re off limits, you’re still one hell of a temptation.”

The color in her cheeks grew darker and her lips pressed together. She shifted her stance causing his hands to fall away from her shoulders. “I can handle myself.”

“Want to bet?” Before the last word left his mouth, he caught her wrists and pinned them against the wall. He slid closer pressing his chest against her breasts. “So, what are you going to do now?”

She grinned. He barely sidestepped when she lifted her knee to his groin. But in doing that, he had to release one of her arms. Before he could recover, pain radiated from his gut and his breath whooshed out of him.

The little vixen drove her fist into his solar plexus in the move of a seasoned prize fighter.

“Satisfied?” A smug smile spread over her lips.

“I guess,” he muttered. He’d concede it seemed she could take care of herself.

“Good. What are you doing here, anyway?” She stepped away from him and pushed a stray piece of hair behind her ear.

The pain diminished, and he could finally take a deep breath. “Susan sent me over.” He leaned against the wall. “There are a few ground rules we need to get straight.”

“What is it about men and rules?” She huffed out a breath.

“I am your boss.”

“Fine.” She wrinkled her nose at him. “I guess I have no choice in the matter.” Jess leaned against the wall and crossed her arms below her breasts.

Oh hell. The woman wasn’t wearing a bra, he could see her nipples straining against the fabric. Hunter forced his gaze away from the tantalizing sight, but it didn’t help.

“You need a different vehicle than that skateboard on wheels.”

“I’m not getting rid of my car.” She pushed away from the wall. “Isn’t there a ranch vehicle I can use?”

He nodded. “For runs into town, yes.”

“Okay, one rule settled. Next?”

Her saucy tone set his teeth on edge. “You will not run around the ranch dressed like this.” His gaze raked over her bare skin. How would her skin feel beneath his palms? Silky smooth he imagined.

“I will dress professionally in the office, but what I wear on my own time is my business not yours.”

She had a point, not that he liked it. “Agreed. No flirting or dating any of my ranch hands.”

“As if.” She threw her hands up in the air. “Dating a cowboy is the last thing I want to do.”

“You don’t like cowboys?” His eyebrows rose. Usually women were falling all over him and the other hands.

“Nothing against cowboys in general. It’s the Y chromosome I have a problem with. I haven’t found a man yet who is trustworthy or reliable.”

His lips turned down. “That’s not what I heard.”

Jess froze. Her features went blank. “And what did year hear?” Her voice was strained.

“Susan mentioned you were a real party animal in college and dated a lot of guys.”

Her face flushed. “I did, but that was college.”

“So, at the advanced age of twenty-six, or is it twenty-eight, you’ve outgrown your wild ways?”

“Experience is a wonderful cure.” Anger filled her voice. “And for the record I’m twenty-eight.”

“Don’t use your experience on my men.”

“Yes, sir.” She snapped a saucy salute. “Anything else, sir?”

Her tone should have warned him off, but he enjoyed getting a rise out of her. She rose to the bait so easily. “How about a kiss?” Where the hell had that come from?

“Go kiss a cow.” She turned and stomped away.

A smile crossed his lips. The material of her shorts clung to her rear and he had to shift his stance to ease the pressure in his groin. He wasn’t going anywhere. He was going to make sure no man made a move on her unless it was him.

The thought sent a jolt through him. Had he changed his mind about this city girl? No. But flirting with her was fun. She was a pleasant distraction until he could ride again.

****

“Where the heck did I put those sheets?” Jess said out loud later that afternoon. The living room was a sea of cardboard boxes. She didn’t remember having this much stuff. How would she fit it in this small quaint cottage.

“What are you searching for?”

Jess glanced up to see Hunter lounging against the door frame. Her tormentor was still here. No matter what she did, she couldn’t get him to leave. He’d stayed and at times helped unload boxes into the cottage.

He pushed away from the wall and shuffled into the room. Jess had watched him more than she wanted to admit during the day. Now he was limping. How had he been hurt? She shook her head. It was none of her business. He was her boss, nothing more.

“I’m trying to find the box marked linens.” She pushed another box marked miscellaneous out of her way. Hell, she should have gone though all these boxes before she left L.A.. She’d make a pile for donations and take them into Longville.

“Is this what you’re looking for?” He held up a set of blue satin sheets.

“Yes.” She let out a sigh. He would have to find those.

“Nice.” His fingers caressed the silky material. A tremor started low in her belly.

“Thank you.” She held her hand out for the sheets.

“Let me help you.” He dropped them back into the box and picked it up. Before she could protest he was striding into her bedroom.

Drat the man. He couldn’t leave her alone. The moving crew had left an hour ago, and yet he was still here. The last place she wanted him was in her bedroom. Thank goodness the bed was already put together.

“You’ve helped me enough for the day,” she said following him into the room. “Why don’t you go home?”

“I couldn’t possibly leave until I’ve helped you make this lovely bed of yours.” He stood next to the bed, with a sexy grin on his face, box in hand.

Jess groaned as the image of him in bed with her. She mentally slapped herself. Her one other luxury in life, a king sized bed. “I can make it myself.”

“But you don’t have to.” He pulled the sheets out and set the box on the floor.

Jess let out a breath. Maybe, if the gods were smiling on her, he’d leave when they were finished.

They worked together silently. By the time they were done, sweat ran between her breasts. She brushed her hand over her forehead as her gaze met Hunter’s. The heat increased. Oh lord, this was the last thing she needed, to be attracted to this cocky cowboy. Hadn’t her mother’s heartbreak over her cowboy husband shown Jess what a man like Hunter would do to her heart? Let alone her experience with Ned, her ex. Men were trouble.

“Could you please open the window?” she asked.

“Hot?” His muscles tightened and defined as he pushed the window up.

Her mouth dried out. “I’m a little warm.” She fanned herself. The cool breeze soothed her flaming skin.

“Are you getting sick?” He crossed to stand in front of her. “It’s not that hot today.” He raised his hand to touch her forehead.

“Not sick, just warm.” She shied away from his touch.

“Are you sure?” He advanced with a wanton gleam in his eyes.

“Yes,” she whispered as she retreated until her back hit the wall. Oh crap, this wasn’t good.

“What are you afraid of?” He moved with her.

“No...nothing.” She silently cursed the stutter.

“Liar.” He placed his palms against the wall, trapping her.

Her spine molded to the wall behind her as his breath caressed her cheeks. A pulse began deep within her core, and traveled through her veins.

No, she couldn’t afford to let him affect her like this. “I am not a liar.” She tilted her head back to stare him in the eye. She wouldn’t show this man weakness. Men like him took joy in exploiting weakness in a woman.

He leaned closer, his lips scant inches from hers. The warmth of his skin seeped through her shirt to her breasts. It wasn’t fair. She couldn’t be attracted to him. She arched her neck.

“Hunter.”

Her body jolted at an unknown man’s voice. “Oh God,” Jess whispered. She held her breath as Hunter’s mouth hovered above hers, then he dropped a kiss on the end of her nose before stepping away.

“Be right out, Chris,” he yelled.

Jess took a deep breath trying to calm her racing heart.

“Ranch hand. Since we’re through for the moment, I’ll see what Chris wants then head for a shower,” Hunter said.

“Good idea.” Yeah, she needed a cold shower to clear her muddled brain.

“Want to share that shower?”

Her head jerked up to see him with a sexy grin on his face. “Not today, cowboy.”

“I’ll take a rain check then.” He paused next to her. “And I plan to collect.”

Jess watched him saunter out of the room, then she fell onto the newly made bed as her knees gave out. Oh dear Lord, what was she going to do? She’d best remember he was toying with her to scare her off the ranch. That’s all it was. Because no way in hell would she succumb to her attraction to Hunter Knight.

****

Hunter wiped the sweat off his brow. He’d fought to control his reaction to Jess while they made the bed. When she bent over to tuck in the cover, her round derriere begged for his caress.

He needed a shower all right. A cold one. He enjoyed pushing Jessica’s buttons, but he hadn’t expected his own reaction to be so intense. When was the last time he’d been with a woman? A while, well over a year. Between being on the rodeo circuit and the ranch he hadn’t had time for a quality relationship.

Jessica was all woman. A little aggressive flirting wasn’t going to scare her away. Nope. She’d fight him the entire way, making him work for success. A grin spread across his lips. Getting her off his ranch was going to be fun.

She’d even admitted she’d liked to party and play. He remembered all the stories Susan told him about Jess and her wild ways. She might not want to get involved with him, but she didn’t tell him to take a hike either.

Her amber eyes had filled with desire when he was close to her. She was as affected as he was by the intimacy of her bedroom. And as for driving her from the ranch? He was toeing a fine line here. Susan was technically Jessica’s boss. He also owned the ranch though, and he’d get rid of a city girl as a matter of survival.

“Hey, Hunter,” yelled Chris.

“What’s up, Chris?”

“Wild Thing is acting up again.”

Well, so much for a shower. He followed Chris out to the pasture where Wild Thing stomped around, head held high, nostrils flaring and his eyes wild. Damn, his rankest bull was not having a good day.

He motioned Chris to head further down the fence line as he strode to the gate where two other hands waited with a horse. Even with his bum knee, he could ride for short periods of time. Swinging himself into the saddle, he took the reins and nodded.

The ranch hands opened the gate, and the horse trotted in. Hunter took the rope one of the cowboys held out to him. Wild Thing was going to breed if it was the last thing that damn bull ever did. Hunter held up his hand, and two other cowboys on horseback entered the area. Time to wrangle up this bull. He adjusted the rope and guided the horse with his knees. The horse hadn’t taken three steps when Wild Things gaze zeroed in on him and the bull charged.


 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Jess wiped her hand down her jeans before she entered the office the next morning. She could do this. After catching up with Susan over dinner last night, she’d relaxed more. But this morning, Jess was again unsettled by Hunter.

“He’s just a man,” she whispered to herself. Yes, but what a man he was. Up close, she’d seen his well-defined muscles from working the ranch. Her fingers itched to traces those muscles, to feel their strength.

She shook her head. Thoughts like that would get her into trouble. She didn’t need Hunter or any man in her life. This was about starting over, not making the same mistakes.

“Good morning, Jess,” said Susan as she strode into the office. “You’re early.”

“Not for me.” It was just a little after seven. Jess did her best work in the mornings before anyone else could disturb her. “I don’t sleep much past six anymore.”

“You were always an early bird, even when you partied late at night.” Susan tilted her brunette head.

“And you loved to sleep in until noon.”

Susan laughed. “I miss those days. There’s coffee, bagels, and cream cheese in the break room. If you want something more, I can run down to the bunkhouse, and ask Paddy to fix you up a plate.”

“Paddy?” Jess pictured a big Irish man with a white beard.

“He’s the bunkhouse cook.”

“Bagels are fine.” She usually didn’t eat much for breakfast.

“Great. I’ll give you the nickel tour.” Susan smiled. “Let’s start with the break room.”

Jess’s nerves settled down as Susan showed her around. The office building was larger than she realized. Three offices, the reception area, supply room, and break room. There was also a large room which held a mahogany table with big comfortable chairs. Connected to the conference room, as Jess had dubbed it, was what she could only call a display room.
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