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She’s roses...

Caving to her best friend’s crazy ideas is one thing, but Kim Martin knows she isn’t equipped for a two-week pack-horse trip into the Colorado mountains—especially with a rough-edged cowboy as their mountain guide. His outdoor style might jump-start some women’s libidos, but a city woman like Kim finds him—(almost? barely? definitely?) irresistible.

He’s rawhide...

Thad Winchester’s patience for city women wears as thin as the seat of his jeans—but there is something about the plucky blonde that puts his hard-and-fast, don’t-touch rule, to the test. Kim Martin alternately aggravates and enchants him—but she might just be the woman he needs to share his Flying W. Ranch. If he can get past his rules and make the first move.

When things heat up between them, an argument sends Kim flying away from camp on her horse and into the wilds of the mountains. Alone. Can she navigate her way back to the camp? Will Thad find her? And if so, can they work out this push-pull magnetism between them to some sort of positive scenario?

This opposites attract, contemporary western romance novel will leave you wondering if these two characters will ever find a happy medium, not to mention their way permanently into each other’s arms.
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​Chapter One
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This all boils down to one thing—cowboy lust, pure and simple.

Kim Martin squinted, staring ahead at the string of horses leading up the mountain. She didn’t see the pines, or the azure sky, the big white puffy clouds, or the snow-topped Rockies in the background. No, all she saw in front of her was a bunch of horse asses—and cowboys. Which may, or may not, be the same.

“Of all the things I thought I’d be doing this summer,” she muttered, “spending two hours staring at a horse’s butt certainly wasn’t on the list.”

She leaned down to pat her mount on the neck, hoping that if she were nice to the old nag, she would be nice to her. She grimaced and cooed, encouraging words to the huge roan mare.

Or were they to herself?

“Just keep your sweet nose in that horse’s tail, honey, and everything will be just fine.”

“What?”

Kim glanced one horse up to her best friend, Jillie, and tossed her a fake smile. “Just talking to good ol’ Rosie here. We’re becoming fast friends.”

“Good.”

Jillie smiled and turned to face the string of horses. “See, I told you it would be easy,” she threw over her shoulder. “They’re like robots. Nose-to-tail, down the trail.”

Kim made a face. Jillie was an accomplished horsewoman. She’d learned from her father, who exercised thoroughbreds back in Kentucky. Kim didn’t know diddly squat about horses. She was more accustomed to betting on thoroughbreds at Keeneland or handing out trophies at the Junior League horse show than sitting on the back of one and riding. How did she get talked into this?

How had they gone from high school teachers to cowgirl wannabes all in one afternoon?

The teacher’s conference. The reason they’d come to Colorado. Where they should be right now. But Jillie had this thing for horses, not to mention cowboys....

Kim couldn’t care less about any old cowboy. She was a born-and-bred city girl. One used to the finer points in life. And she liked her men the same way. Civilized.

She sucked in a cleansing breath. She’d made it this far. Certainly, the rest couldn’t be that bad. Glancing at her watch, she realized the corral was only fifteen minutes behind them. But the ride was two hours long! Two long, insufferable hours on the back of this piece of smelly horseflesh. She sneered at Jillie, who was totally at home on her horse’s back.

Kim felt ridiculously out of place.

Her chin length blonde bob fluttered about her face. Risking letting go of the tight grip she had on the reins, she tucked each side behind an ear.

How did I get into this? Bribery, of course. And cowboy lust.

Kim loved Jillie dearly. In short, she’d do just about anything for her. Jillie had whined the entire evening before about a trail ride and Kim? Well, she’d caved.

Big time.

Rosie lifted her head and impatiently shook it back and forth. A burst of adrenaline shot through her. Muffin, Jillie’s horse, had picked up a little speed and put several feet between them. Rosie’s sonar kicked in and she loped toward Muffin’s tail. Kim bounced nervously in the saddle and tightened her grip on the reins as Rosie sped forward.

She wished she hadn’t lied about having ridden a horse before.

“Speak of the devil,” she mumbled as the cowboy she’d lied to rode closer. Kim hoped he wasn’t the one who’d put a hand to her rear, helping her into the saddle as she struggled to get a foothold in the stirrup. She’d nearly sailed over to the other side. Jillie had laughed hysterically. Kim’s cheeks grew hot at the memory.

She really hadn’t thought it funny.

The cowboy tipped his hat to Jillie, then glanced back at Kim. “Everything all right back here, ladies?”

She eyed him curiously as Jillie struck up conversation. Casual, friendly, familiar banter. Jillie laughed out loud, shaking Kim out of a momentary trance. She studied her friend’s face.

Something’s fishy here.

“What?” Jillie must have asked her a question, for it seemed she was expecting an answer.

The cowboy chuckled.

“Oh, nothing,” her friend returned. “I was just sharing with Mack here your equine-phobia.”

Mack?

Kim tightened her grip on Rosie’s reins and straightened her back. “Oh, and I suppose you think that’s funny?” She risked letting go of the reins for a second while reaching to rub Rosie’s neck. See, she wasn’t afraid.

Jillie shook her head. “No, not that. He was telling me about a man they had here last week. Tumbled right off his horse and rolled down the mountain a few feet. I told him I hoped that didn’t happen to you.”

Kim gave her a saccharin-sweet smile. “Thank you very much, but I fail to see the humor.”

Mack pulled his mount closer. “Don’t worry, I’m watching the back of the trail. Lean forward when we go uphill, lean back in the saddle when we go down. Let Rosie guide you. She knows what to do.” He turned away. “Oh, and keep her right behind Muffin and don’t let her stop to eat. We lost the last rider who did that.”

A wry grin broke his face. Then he glanced back at Jillie, who flashed him a healthy smile. He tipped his hat to Kim before he turned his horse around and started toward the middle of the string. Kim turned her gaze on her so-called friend.

What’s going on here?

She kept the thought to herself. “Cute, Jillie. Now everyone will know I’m a novice.”

“Honey, everyone knew you were a novice the moment you put your dainty Skecher-clad foot in the stirrup.”

“Ha, ha.” Kim let her gaze fall from Jillie’s face to the pack of horses in front of her. She couldn’t help it if she didn’t own a pair of riding boots, could she? Her Skechers were as close to sporty as she owned.

“Isn’t he cute?” Jillie tossed over her shoulder, her gaze riveted to the cowboy.

“What? Who?”

“Mack.”

Mack? And when did you make this intimate acquaintance, my friend?

“Oh. Yeah. I guess.” For a cowboy. She huffed out an exasperated breath. Cowboys, in her limited experience, were not cute. They were scruffy and dirty and rude and ill-mannered.

“The other one’s cute too, don’t you think?”

Other one? “Who?” She sounded like an owl.

“You know. Thad Winchester. The cowboy way up there in the front, leading us up into the mountain.”

She glanced at the lead horse. Ah, yes. Thad Winchester. The owner of the ranch and their leader extraordinaire. He’d certainly left a lasting impression before they’d started out. Kim found him gruff as an old grizzly. Too business-like. The way he’d shouted instructions before they’d started the trail ride, you’d have thought they were getting ready to head into battle, or something.

“So, what do you think of him?” Jillie asked.

“I don’t think about him.” And I’m not impressed.

“C’mon, Kim, you know what I mean.”

Kim rolled her eyes. “I imagine he’s about as tough as an old armadillo. Cute doesn’t jump into my mind when I look at him.”

Jillie ignored her. “Mack says they’re good friends. Maybe after the trail ride, the four of us could—”

Kim risked lifting her right hand into the air. “Whoa. You’re not doing this to me, Jillie. When we get out of here, I’ve got a date with a hot bubble bath and a pint of Double Fudge Ripple. You’re not setting me up with half of the cowboy-stud-twosome from Durango.”

Jillie turned in her saddle. “But they’re cowboys, Kim. Honest to God cowboys.”

“Forget it.”

Kim didn’t give two hoots about any old cowboy. She’d take a suit and tie and loafers any day. She liked a man to smell of after-shave, new leather, and squeaky-clean soap. She liked a man to drive a sleek sports car, shiny and smooth, not straddle the back of an animal.

Kim liked polish. Sophistication. A glimmering diamond. Not one in the rough. And preferably one who came bearing roses.

Thad Winchester just didn’t fit the bill.

****
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“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Jillie whispered moments later.

“Yeah.”

Momentarily, Kim lost her sense of fear. It was a beautiful picture-perfect scene laid out before them. Below was the valley they’d left an hour earlier. Varying hues of green and shades of brown mingled with a kaleidoscope of wildflowers. The baby-blue afternoon sky perfectly framed the picture from above. The mountains climbed majestically on either side. She couldn’t deny it was a breathtaking sight. It differed from the Kentucky bluegrass she’d grown up with, which had a beauty all its own. She was almost glad they’d come.

“But I still can’t believe you talked me into this. If I get out of here alive, you owe me big time.”

“Yeah, well, I’ll buy you dinner.” Jillie looked at Kim and smiled. Jillie’s gaze drifted off as Mack rode up to them.

“Movin’ on, ladies,” he directed, smiling broadly at Jillie.

“All right.” Jillie grinned.

He winked and deftly turned his horse. “Good. Just keep in line as Thad leads us down the mountain.” He glanced at Kim. “Remember, lean back in your saddle, ma’am, and let Rosie do the work.” He turned his horse and headed toward the middle of the string.

Kim threw him a sarcastic smile, then turned a glare on Jillie. “Did you freakin’ hear that? He just ma’amed me. I’ve never been called ma’am in my life, except by my students. And I bet I’m not even as old as he is.”

Jillie giggled. “Relax, Kim. Out here, I think every woman over twelve is a ma’am. Has nothing to do with age.” She glanced ahead. “There they go. I’ll get in front, you follow me.”

Kim’s gaze drifted to Cowboy Thad preparing to lead them down the mountain. There was one thing she could say about him. He was all cowboy with that long-legged, thin-hipped, lean cowboy look. She wondered why Jillie hadn’t gone after him. He seemed authentic enough. A chill settled over her, though, as she remembered him glaring when she’d nearly fallen off her horse back at the corral. He was the only one who hadn’t laughed and had looked more disgusted than anything.

The man needs to get a grip. Or maybe a life beyond the ranch.

The second Rosie’s head lowered to the grass, Kim jerked her attention back to the trail ride. Jillie and her horse headed over the knob—the others already gone before her. Rosie chomped. A tremor of fear rippled through Kim’s abdomen. Thad Winchester was forgotten.

Not supposed to let the horse eat.

Panicking, Kim jerked on the reins. The horse didn’t budge. “Damn. Damn-damn-damn Rosie. Don’t get hungry on me now.”

Jillie’s head disappeared over the mountainside.

Rosie still chomped.

Kim froze.

“Shit!”

After a moment, she sucked in a breath of courage and pulled on the reins. Hard. Rosie strained against her hands and pulled more grass into her mouth.

“C’mon, honey,” Kim sweet-talked. “We’ve got to get going, sugar. We don’t wanna get lost up here.”

When her cooing didn’t help, she gave one more solid jerk on the reins and Rosie’s head came up. Kim pressed her knees slightly into the horse’s sides and pulled the reins harder. Rosie started moving—but in reverse!

Panicking at the horse’s faulty back-stepping up the mountain, Kim let her hands fall to the saddle horn, just to get a tighter grip. The sudden stopping of the horse’s backward movement jarred her for just a second, until the horse moved again—forward, and with a mite more speed than Kim wanted—searching for a tail to put her nose into, she guessed. The panoramic view of the valley below—the one that she had leisurely perused moments earlier—whisked by in a blur as Rosie took off like a shot and galloped over the hill.

“Oh, freakin’ hell!”

She was in trouble. Then all rational thought flew out her head.

“Ro-sie... Slow. Down!”

Her brain whirred.

Pull on the reins! Pull! Pull on them!

The words banged around inside her skull as she flew down the Rocky Mountain terrain at what seemed the speed of light.

Pull on the stupid reins? Where in the hell are they?

She risked a glance to her hands wound tight around the saddle horn, the reins woven through her fingers, her ten perfectly manicured fingernails digging into her palms. Painfully. She couldn’t move. Rosie descended at a fast clip.

Everything around her seemed contradictory, like silent slow motion and fast-forward, all at once. By now, everyone in the string of horses in front of her had stopped at the sound of her screams. Someone raced up the mountain toward her, shouting. She couldn’t tell who or what. She didn’t give a damn. All she knew how to do was hold on for dear life and pray she made it to the end of the string. Intact. She felt like flopping fish holding onto a bucking bronco—and knew it wasn’t pretty.

And when this thing was through, she was going to kill Jillie Abernathy for bringing her to this godforsaken Colorado backwoods. Even if she was her best friend.

Kim fought back a funny clutching at her throat. Huffing out one thick breath after another, she suddenly felt dizzy, and a little nauseous. She would not make it.

“Lean back in your saddle! And hold on!”

Only—a—few—more—feet.

Good old Rosie. She headed straight for Muffin’s tail. Abruptly, the horse met her mark.

Unfortunately, Kim didn’t.

In a blur, she rolled over the horse’s neck and landed in an unflattering position on her fanny at Rosie’s front hooves with a “Humph!”

Hooves?

Or were those boots?

Dazed, Kim shook her head, then looked again.

Boots. Definitely boots.

The toes of a pair of dusty brown boots were the first thing she saw after the clouds subsided and she’d rid her brain of the fuzz. Or most of it, anyway.

Faded denims, slightly worn at the hem, fit tight over the well-worn boots. Her gaze traveling upward found the Wrangler’s stretched over firm, muscular thighs. A braided leather belt with a dull silver and turquoise buckle wove through the waistband of his jeans. He wore a denim western-cut shirt with pearl snaps. His hands balled into fists and parked on either hip, his shirt cuffs rolled back to reveal wisps of dark hair on tanned skin.

She gulped. A strange, sinking sensation yanked at the pit of her stomach.

Squinting, Kim brought a hand up to shield her eyes and searched for his face. The sun glared behind him, reflecting off the clear blue of the afternoon. All she saw was a dark shadow framed by a black cowboy hat.

And all she heard was the deep resonance of his voice as it bounced across mountain and valley.

“What in the hell did you do to my horse?”

His horse? What did your precious horse do to me?

Kim jumped to her feet.

The last coherent thought she had then, before the bright lights sparked and the blackness claimed her, was that Cowboy Thad seemed a mite upset.

****
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Thad Winchester knew, as soon as he’d set eyes on the pert blonde trying to get a foothold on old Rosie, this was going to be a long afternoon. He knew it because he and Mack had seen it all before. It was the reason he was about to insist they concentrate only on pack trips from now on. Besides being more profitable, they could insist that experienced riders only sign up for the trips.

Then he wouldn’t have to deal with the cute little vacationers who thought it was such a hoot to ogle the cowboys and play Annie Oakley for the afternoon.

He knew he shouldn’t be that way. When Mack had suggested they open the ranch for trail rides and pack trips, at first Thad had balked at the idea. He was a rancher. His father had never resorted to other means to make a living. Why should he? But times had changed and today, a rancher had to do what a rancher had to do to keep the wolf from the door. Since he trusted Mack’s business sense, he started thinking about it more seriously.

And, since cattle prices were down and the Durango area pulled in a lot of tourist trade these days, well, he’d finally researched the idea and found with a little elbow grease and some planning, they might develop a lucrative business on the side.

But it had turned into more than that. They had turned quite a profit. Thad had become quite the businessman. Mack’s experience in the corporate business world had helped. And after three years, he now took his business mighty seriously.

That’s why he hated to see inexperienced riders on his horses. And why in the hell they lied to make it appear they had more practice in the saddle than they had, he’d never know. Didn’t they realize they were only making things difficult for themselves?

And everyone else.

Like the blonde. He’d heard her tell Mack she used to ride when she was younger. Having your daddy lead you around on a pony twice a year is not the same as having ridden horses. And Mack? Thad was going to have to have another talk with him. As smart and business-savvy that he was, he was also damn gullible when it came to a pretty face.

So, he’d put the cute blonde on Rosie. Rosie was too big for the barely five foot and two-by-nothin’ woman and was used to someone who at least knew how to handle the reins.

He’d known there would be trouble from the git-go. And now, here he was, staring down at trouble like she owned the place.
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​Chapter Two
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“Kim! Wake up!”

Someone shook her shoulder. Jillie? Oh, why didn’t she just leave her alone and let her sleep until this nightmare was over?

Kim raised a hand to her face and tried to rub away the cobwebs. Had she passed out for a moment? The last thing she remembered was arcing over Rosie’s head like an Olympic gymnast vaulting over a pommel horse.

No, that wasn’t the last thing she remembered.

Her eyes fluttered open. A jet black, hooded gaze stared down at her. Simultaneously, her brain and body jerked into alert mode.

Kim jumped to her feet again, angry that she’d let herself in for this kind of humiliation.

“Sit down.” Large hands forced her back to the ground. Before she knew it, those hands expertly groped over each of her legs, sliding up and down as if in search of something.

Still a bit disoriented, she kicked back away from him. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

He caught one ankle to halt her kicking.

“Get away from me!”

He crouched beside her, unfazed. “No broken bones there, that’s for sure. What about your arms?” He released her foot. Kim drew both legs underneath her.

“My arms are fine. Stop!” She wasn’t hurt and she wanted him gone. Someone in the crowd snickered as the last shred of her dignity stripped away at his manhandling.

“Let me see.”

Roughly, he grasped one upper arm and pulled it out straight. His callused hands ran up and down her skin to where her t-shirt sleeve began. Then he inspected the other. “I think you’re okay. What about your head?”

“I’m fine.” She rubbed her forehead. “Just a little bump.” Kim figured she’d passed out more from hyperventilating while speeding down the mountain than the fall. She hadn’t hit her head that hard, if at all. She remembered huffing out huge breaths on her quick descent. “It’s this damn thin air up here.”

“Then what about your backside?”

Heat hit her face. Kim stood and brushed the dust from her backside. “I’m fine. My backside is none of your business. Thank you very much. Now, let’s get going.”

For the first time during this debacle, they made eye contact. Dark, almost black eyes, narrowed by the sun, glinting back at her like impenetrable steel. Thick dark eyebrows covered those eyes, only adding to the brooding quality he emitted. A thick swipe of whiskers hung over his upper lip. A few streaks of silver graced his temples. His tanned face held a fine, weathered look.

She swallowed. This, indeed, was a cowboy.

“Then get back up on your horse and ride.” He stepped away.

“No thanks. I’ll lead her down.”

Thad jerked back and glared. “Don’t think so.”

Garnering strength, and realizing she was probably stupid to challenge the man, she grasped Rosie’s reins and took a step forward. “You’re crazy if you think I’m getting back on that horse.”

His gaze narrowed more. He snorted, then grabbed the reins out of her hands. “Get back on that mare and ride. Give me your foot.”

Kim narrowed her own eyes. “I will not.”

His boots toed her tennis shoes. “Let me put it this way, Miss City Girl. Picture yourself on the gravity side of a thousand pounds of horseflesh and you’ll change your mind soon enough. Now get on that horse. I’ve got a schedule to keep.”

Miss City Girl? Why, of all the...?

She had half a notion to hike down the stupid mountain all by herself, to hell with the horses and the riders and the cowboys and even Jillie. Then she thought about what he’d said. She glanced at Rosie, then down the mountain. It was a steep decline.

Slowly, she turned to Mr. Thad Winchester.

She so didn’t want to do this.

“All. Right. Just keep everyone out of my way. If Rosie starts going like that again, I’m taking her straight to the corral.”

Thad brought his right hand to his chin to cover his mouth. Was that a smirk? Then he rubbed it across his mouth as if in contemplation—which only flustered her more. Suddenly, the temperature spiked. Was he laughing at her?

Jillie, having dismounted her horse, elbowed Kim. “C’mon, follow me. Get on the horse, okay?” She watched her gaze pass from Thad to Mack and then back to her.

“Fine. Just keep your horse in front of me,” she snapped, not too happy with Jillie, either, at this moment.

“All right. Come on.”

Kim jerked the reins out of Thad’s hands and turned toward her horse. She stretched to put her left foot in the stirrup. As soon as she made contact, she jumped, then once again felt a heavy hand to her rear. It was almost a slap! This time she whirled her body expertly into the saddle, turned, and riveted her gaze at the man standing beside her. Some chuckles went up from the crowd. She felt the tiny pulsing vein in her neck throb, and the flush of her skin start there and travel upward to her cheeks.

She met his gaze and held. “Don’t try that again, mister.”

Thad braced his stance and stared back. Not a muscle in his face flinched. “As long as you stay on that horse and ride, I won’t.”

Horse’s ass.

Kim watched him stride to the front of the line, mount a beautiful buckskin, and without a backward glance, start the procession. Gritting her teeth, she clutched the reins, and kept her gaze glued to the back of Thad Winchester’s body all the way. She couldn’t help it.

She didn’t pay one bit of attention to where Rosie had her nose, the rest of the ride.

****
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Kim threw her leg over Rosie’s back, then slid off the horse. Every muscle in her backside was tight, and her inner thighs screamed at each attempt to put her body back into a normal standing position. She stepped closer to Jillie, watching as she smoothed her hand over Muffin’s neck and down the coarse hairs around her bridle. She nickered and turned to lead her away, placing a quick kiss on the horse’s jowl.

Kim grimaced.

“Guess we need to take Muffin and Rosie to the barn.” Jillie turned and looked at Kim.

“I’ll take them.” Mack stepped up beside her, another broad smile across his face. Kim rolled her eyes as Jillie smiled back.

I need to get out of here. Please, Jillie, let him take the horse.

“All right,” Jillie said, her gaze on Mack.

She didn’t follow as Jillie and Mack walked the horses toward the barn.

At least Jillie found her cowboy.

The two disappeared into the depths of the barn and Kim stood watching, waiting and ready to get the hell out of Dodge. Thad Winchester strode out of the barn then, halting when he saw her.

She nearly whirled in the opposite direction, but their gazes met and held. Something popped between them. Anger? Probably. She guessed he didn’t like to be crossed. Well, the feeling was mutual. But it was more than the precise, narrow-eyed look he’d thrown at her—it was almost like a sensation of crackling tension that filled the air between them. And suddenly, she wasn’t sure if it was dislike or anger. It was....

Almost....

Sensual.

Glancing away, Kim stepped backward several quick steps, then bumped into a gate. Turning, she kept her gaze straight ahead as she made her way to the parking lot, wondering why her stomach was trembling.

“No,” she whispered. “No. He’s a cowboy. He can’t make me feel like that.”

Shaking away the feeling, she headed for their rental car, trying to rid her head of how he’d looked a moment earlier. She had to forget it. Now. Think about something else. Forget about how his hands felt as they rubbed up and down her arms, her legs. Ignore it. Think about something else. Forget this disaster of an afternoon. It couldn’t be over soon enough.

She quickly made her way to the car and grumbled as she jerked open the car door. Trail-riding was the last thing she ever, ever, wanted to do again in this lifetime.

Never, ever again.

Plopping down in the passenger seat, she kicked off her shoes, propped her feet up on the dash, leaned against the window, and closed her eyes.

“And now she gets a cowboy,” Kim muttered, thinking of Jillie. “Not that I want a cowboy, because I don’t. No siree. Cowboys are rude, obnoxious Neanderthals. Give me a man in a suit any day.”

She exhaled. Slowly.

She hated getting yelled at. Hated being embarrassed. Hated arrogance in a man. And more than any of those, she hated feeling inadequate. Why had she let Jillie talk her into this?

Well, thank God it was all over now.

She pinched the bridge of her nose with forefinger and thumb, trying to erase a slight ache starting just behind her eyes. Tension. She needed to get out of here.

Where is Jillie?

She glanced out the window and saw Mack toss a goodbye wave to her best friend from across the corral. Jillie waved back, then turned toward the car—smiling. Smiling! They were always smiling at each other. It was sickening. Kim clutched her stomach and closed her eyes again, pressing closer to the window.

Asleep. She’d pretend to be asleep. She and Jillie could hash this thing out when they got back to the hotel. She was in no mood for anyone else to take pot-shots at her. Closing her eyes, she tried to relax against the window.

The car shifted as Jillie settled in beside her. Kim didn’t acknowledge her presence. The engine roared to life, and they started down the gravel drive. The only thing she could think about at this point was what she was going to do when they got back to the hotel.

A bath. A long, hot bubble bath. Then, a touch-up to her manicure, she’d chipped a nail on her fall. And after that, perhaps room service and a nice long nap. And she’d dream, of course, of men in suits who smelled of spicy cologne. Men who shaved and took baths regularly. Men who brought her champagne and roses.

Roses. Yes. She loved roses.

She smiled.

Not men who reeked of sweat and grime and rawhide.

She felt the car shake as they hit a bump in the road. As they rumbled further down the rutted dirt road, Kim got drowsy. The action of the car’s engine, coupled with her exhaustion from the afternoon’s events, pulled her into a quick state of unconsciousness. Her last thoughts before she drifted off were of how she never, ever, in her life wanted to see another horse, or cowboy, again—for as long as she lived.

Never.

And then Thad Winchester’s handsome face slipped into her mind.

****
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They stopped with a jolt. Kim opened her eyes and jerked forward to a sitting position. She glanced groggily at Jillie.

“Thank God. I need a bath.” She yawned. Dusk was settling around them and she couldn’t wait to hit those cool, clean sheets of their hotel room.

Jillie smiled weakly. “Uh, yeah, well, about that....”

Kim closed her eyes again, stretched her arms up over her head and leaned first left, then right, trying to ease the kinks out of her back. She sat back on the seat with a whoosh, then opened her eyes to look at Jillie.

Who was still sitting there, watching her.

She laid a hand on the door latch. “Well, let’s go. The further I get away from the memories of the past two hours, the better. I’ve got plans for tonight.” Kim could tell that Jillie heard her, but her gaze tilted somewhat past her out the window. A worried little grin flew over her lips and she finally looked straight at her.

“There’s been a change in plans.”

“Right,” she snorted. “You don’t even know my plans.”

Jillie shook her head. “Doesn’t matter.” Her gaze slid out the window again.

Fully awake now and realizing that something was off-kilter, Kim turned toward the view outside her window. She sucked in a huge amount of air, then coughed, her eyes watering.” Oh, my God,” she whispered, then swiped her eyes with the backs of her hands and looked again.

There was no hotel. There was no Durango.

There was only a large log ranch house that seemed to spread for acres, several barns, and a corral full of horses.

Horses!

Cowboys!

Mack sauntered toward the car.

And behind him was the cowboy of her nightmares. Thad Winchester.

Twisting back, she demanded, “Wait. Are we back at the ranch?”

Jillie pulled in her lower lip and bit. As her eyes grew wider, Kim turned back to the window. Had Jillie just been driving her around while she slept? She could see the main barn down the hill, the one where Mack and Jillie took the horses to earlier.

“I don’t believe this. Jillie?”

Silence came from the other side of the car.

“No.” Kim shook her head wildly. “No. Tell me this isn’t true.”

Jillie lifted the latch on her door handle. “Trust me, Kim. It was all on a whim. Well, well, that’s Mack over there, isn’t it? And isn’t that Thad Winchester behind him? I can’t believe it,” she bantered nervously. “You hush now, okay? Get out of the car, be quiet, and let me do the talking.”

Hush now? Oh, as soon as I can wrap my fingers around your neck....

Jillie left Kim sitting alone in the car and slammed the driver’s side door.

She yanked her own door latch and fell out of the car toward Jillie. “What in the heck are you talking about?”

“Shush.” Jillie threw her a look.

Mack and Thad walked toward them, their faces aimed toward the ground, voices blending in hushed conversation. Oh, geez! I don’t want another encounter with this man. She slipped behind Jillie’s taller frame, hoping the falling dusk would help shield her from view. Maybe she could make herself inconspicuous.

Another couple stood off to their left, carrying backpacks and duffel bags. And there was another guy with a saddle.

Kim risked a quick glance toward the cowboy duo. The only thing she saw was Mack’s wide grin shining at Jillie. He chuckled and seemed proud as a peacock. Which made no sense. Her hopes plummeted.

She risked another glimpse to Thad. His nose buried in a clipboard, he wrote something on a small piece of paper clipped to the top. Suddenly, his voice boomed out across the corral and back. He never looked up and still scribbled while he spoke in quick, loud thrusts of his rich voice.

“Thad Winchester, here. This is my ranch, The Flying W. Mack Montgomery, here,” he gestured to his left, “is my, um, foreman for the week. What you’ve signed on for is a two-week pack trip into Starvation Gulch. We leave early in the morning. Everyone will pull their weight. We’ll all have jobs. Now, let’s see who we got. I don’t think everyone is here yet.”

He called off a man’s name. The guy with the saddle answered. Kim looked about. What is this? Did he say pack trip? Starvation Gulch?

He called off another. No response. And another. Couldn’t he just look up? Then he called out a woman’s name. The saddle guy’s partner said, “Here!” Next came the name of Thelma Hopkins. Silence. Then Dottie James. That’s when Jillie stepped forward. Kim leaned into Jillie’s back and tripped a little closer to the men.

What was happening here?

Jillie’s words tumbled out. “Mr. Winchester. Thelma is my grandmother. Dottie is hers. They couldn’t make it on the trip, and since they’d already paid, they sent us instead. You should have an email to that effect sometime last week. You did, didn’t you? Well, at any rate, we’re here, and Dottie and Thelma won’t be. So, I hope that will be okay, all right?”

Kim’s mouth dropped open. Surely she’s joking. She pinched Jillie’s back, refusing to let the word panic enter her mind.

Peeking around Jillie’s shoulder, she watched Thad Winchester’s gaze lift from the clipboard. He looked at Jillie, narrowed his gaze, then breathed deeply. Slowly, he turned to look at Mack. “What do you know about this?” It was more of an accusation than a question.

Mack shoved his hands into his pockets and kicked at the ground. He nodded. “Thelma Hopkins called and canceled. Guess the email got lost in junk mail or something.” He met Thad’s gaze head on.

Kim was shaking, but she couldn’t approach Jillie with this absurd notion of them going on some pack trip thing unless she gave herself away. If only Thad would leave, then she could talk her out of this ridiculous idea and get Mack to take her back to the hotel. Jillie could do what she wanted.

“Where’s your gear?”

Jillie took another half-step toward the men. Kim stumbled again. “Um, gear? Well, you see? Um, Portland, I think. Our luggage got lost on the flight. All we have is we are wearing and what’s in our backpacks in the car. Do you think you could help us out there?”

We have backpacks in the car? Kim was so enthralled by Jillie’s fabrication that she didn’t notice when Thad Winchester took two steps toward them.

“You,” he said, pointing at Jillie. “I know you.”

Kim hid her face in Jillie’s back as he moved closer. She didn’t feel the pressure of his fingers on her upper arm until it was too late.

“And you. Ah, hell, Mack. What in blazes is going on here?”

Startled, Kim flung back and faced him head on. For a moment, Thad’s dark eyes crinkled at the corners into tiny slits. It was then she broke the silence.

“Don’t worry.” She tilted her chin up. “I’m not into this any more than you are. Just find someone to take me back to Durango and we’ll let the lovebirds ride off into the sunset. I have no desire to make it a foursome.”

Thad cocked a thick eyebrow.
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​Chapter Three
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As Thad glared at the blonde standing in front of him, only one word came to mind—trouble—Trouble with a capital T. And probably in more ways than one. He’d thought it early this afternoon, he knew it for sure now.

Her glare matched his tit-for-tat. But he also saw something else. Her blue eyes were cool and steady. Although her breathing was labored, she tried hard not to show any signs of weakness, emotion, not to back down.

But the more he stared, he also noticed the little things, like the tiny beads of perspiration popped up in her pretty blond hairline and the nervous quiver of her lower lip. He had a feeling this was a strong woman, one who usually got her way. A woman who was high-maintenance and probably had a good deal of money.

This was a woman of breeding. A woman who sported manicured fingernails, brand name tennis shoes and blue jeans, an expensive haircut, and jewelry.

Like he said. T-r-o-u-b-l-e.

But at this moment, she was a woman out of her element—and she knew it. And she knew he knew it, too. She was uncomfortable, and she wanted out. She was not the type of woman who could make it on a ranch—let along a pack trip into the mountains. Well, he’d see she got her wish. He had a ranch and business to run. He took pride that his trail and pack business was not for the faint of heart. He offered some substance on his trips—rugged territory, primitive camping, and hard work. No time to coddle a city slicker, no matter how attractive that city-slicker might be.
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