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        When Madeline Soto bids on a cowboy at the town’s holiday auction, she’s not looking for romance—just a chance to prove she’s still got it. Enter Leeland Blackwood: a quiet, steady veterinarian standing in for his thrill-seeking twin brother. Lee’s plan? Explain the mix-up, bow out gracefully, and return to his routine. But when sparks fly faster than sleigh bells, neither can resist the pull of something unexpected.

      

        

      
        Madeline’s got two kids, a full plate, and no time for a cowboy, no matter how charming. Lee’s never seen himself as anyone’s hero, let alone a ready-made family’s. But with Christmas magic in the air, misunderstandings, meddling townsfolk, and a sprinkle of mistletoe might just rope them together for good.

      

        

      
        Get ready for a festive romp filled with laughter, heart, and one unforgettable cowboy Christmas
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      “What do you mean, you don’t have time for this? They’re your children, William!”

      Madeline Soto could feel tears threatening in her eyes, but she blinked rapidly to hide them from her two boys standing in front of her ex-husband. They might be young, but they were far too perceptive for their age. She had tried to keep the worst of the arguing away from them, which had always been easy since they were so young and her husband had perfected the art of avoiding anything unpleasant. Unfortunately, that generally included her and their children. He had already moved on to a new life, a new girlfriend, and he had no time for anything else. Bastard.

      “Madeline, don’t be a bitch. I have to work. Besides, he’s sick and I don’t know how to deal with that. He’d preferred to be with his mother, anyway.”

      She glanced up at Kyle, her five-year-old, from where she was already cleaning up the vomit where he had lost whatever had in his stomach. He truly looked miserable as he clung to his older brother. It could be because of the pile of vomit on William’s shoes, something that gave her immense satisfaction, even if she had to deal with the clean-up herself. Kyle probably was afraid of William’s reaction, though Madeline would never allow anything to happen to her boys.

      “You’re a doctor. Surely you know how to handle sick children. You did a rotation in pediatrics.”

      He sniffed, that arrogant sound he picked up from his mother that never failed to irritate the hell out of her. “The worst few months of my life. I’m an orthopedic doctor. I don’t deal with kids. That’s your job as their mother.”

      She paused and stared up at him, disgust rising in her. What had she ever seen in this sanctimonious, pompous asshole? Oh yeah. He came from her hometown, they had the same goals, and she thought they could be the power couple her mother had always wanted. How delusional she had been. Once the reality of married life had sunk in, William had started looking for a way out, starting with interns. Once he was secure in his position and a divorce wouldn’t harm his job, he bailed on them, first making sure she was the bitch in the scenario.

      She didn’t help the image with her reaction and her ball-busting attitude since. Maybe she should have made some adjustments, but the hell with catching more flies with honey. She’d rather protect her babies and herself. That was more important. No one else cared.

      “Boys, go inside. Corey, take Kyle to the bathroom and take everything off. I’ll be right there.”

      The boys took off, knowing her tone. She tossed the towel in the wastebasket and slowly rose. “You’re a real bastard, you know that? What did you do, fill them with junk and dump them back here when it got to be too much?”

      He stood there in designer jeans and a sweater that cost as much as his child support check that he was late on again, and glared at her. “There was the hospital charity fundraiser today. I had to take the boys. They were completely out of control. Running around with the kids, eating everything, sledding. If they had just stayed with Courtney, everything would have been fine.”

      “Courtney? Your latest bimbo? Why weren’t you they with you? And it sounds like they were being children, playing and having fun. Did you expect them to sit in a corner and do nothing?”

      “Courtney is not a bimbo. Unlike you, she is studying to be a doctor. And yes, I expect them to conduct themselves like Sotos, not like wild children. They should not be running everywhere. They should walk places, sit where they’re told, and…”

      “Be seen and not heard? That’s so old school. That’s not how to raise children, William.”

      Madeline barely flinched at the old insult about her lack of advanced education. She made a decent living as an administrator at the hospital. She had been lucky not to be fired when her marriage broke up. But she knew she had to be careful. If it ever came down to her or William, she would lose. He never failed to remind her of his or his family’s weight at the hospital. But she refused to raise her children like his parents did.

      “And that’s why we’re not together.”

      “No, we’re not together because you couldn’t keep your dick in your pants,” she corrected.

      He narrowed his gaze and sneered at her. “Always going for the low-class comments. I stand corrected. That’s why we’re not together. Now, I have to go to the hospital. I have a patient. And you might want to call off your lawyer. You won’t win this battle.”

      “You owe me child support. I can’t rely on you to give me the checks, so I have to go to the online system, which is actually the law in Montana. I should have never agreed to the unorthodox agreement.”

      He glared impotently at her, knowing he would lose the case. She refused to back down this time. She had backed down during the divorce proceedings, believing he actually cared about the kids and wanting to keep their private business between them and not including the hospital in their business. But since he had not kept up his end, well, she needed to do what was best for the boys.

      He let his gaze travel over her. “Looks like you were planning to go out tonight. Sorry to disrupt your plans.”

      His tone implied he wasn’t sorry at all. She lifted her chin. “Yes, I had plans since my ex had his weekend with his children.”

      He gave her his nastiest smile. “Oh well. Have fun.”

      And he swept out of the house, slamming the door as he went. Asshole.

      “Mommy? Are you mad?” Corey, her eight-year-old, spoke from the doorway, his voice small and sad.

      She sucked in a deep breath and turned, a bright smile on her face. “Of course not, honey. Why would I be mad?”

      He dropped his head and studied the tops of his snow boots. “Because I let Kyle eat too much and get sick.”

      She squatted front of him and hugged him close. “That wasn’t your fault. Sometimes these things happen. Did you have fun today?”

      He nodded. “Until dad got mad at us. Courtney cried too.”

      Madeline stifled a smile. That relationship wasn’t destined to last long. “I’m sorry, sweetie. Don’t worry about your father. He shouldn’t have yelled at you or Kyle.”

      Corey looked at her, his lower lip quivering. “But you were going out tonight.”

      She hugged him again. “So we stay in, get some pizza and watch a movie. Why don’t you go find us one on television, okay? I’m going to check on your brother.”

      A brilliant smile crossed his face, and he hugged her briefly and raced into the living room. She sighed and stood. She wondered if she could limit William’s visits with the boys. She hated how their spirits were so downtrodden when they came home. But if she did anything, she would get whipped back to court so fast. She could only hope William started bailing on his weekends before he even took them. He already bailed on his dinners during the week and was picking them up later on weekends, and dropping them off earlier. It might end up being for the best in the long run. She just had to keep documenting everything.

      Now to check on Kyle.
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        * * *

      

      Leeland Blackwood pulled his Ford F250 outside the small bungalow and parked. If his twin brother, Levi, wasn’t already in the emergency room with a compound fracture to his lower leg, he’d kill him for putting Lee in this position. They had played the twin switcheroo since high school. Few people could tell the Blackwood twins apart, even their mother, to be honest, and Lee had rarely wanted to test that boundary, though Levi was more than happy to flirt with the line as often as possible.

      But that was the difference between the brothers and why Levi was in the hospital and Lee was taking his place on this auction date tonight. Lee had been all for calling the woman, a Madeline Soto, and telling her the truth, but Levi had been insistent that she had been looking forward to this date at the distillery for a week, and he didn’t want to disappoint her. The date had been arranged by the auction and they would lose money and the reservations and on and on and on. His brother could talk the ear off an elephant and lay the guilt on better than their going to church twice on Sunday Catholic mother.

      Lee agreed just to shut him the hell up. Besides, it was for charity and he didn’t want to disappoint the poor woman who needed the date. I mean, she had to buy one, so she must be desperate, right?

      Levi had just grinned, though that could have been the OxyContin, and told him that this date would be good for him too, since Lee hadn’t been out on a date since Noah had filled the ark. Asshole. He’d been busy building up his veterinary practice since taking over from Doc Harris, so forgive him for actually having a job other than chasing thrills.

      Now he sat outside the bungalow, looking at the brightly lit Christmas tree, the inflatable reindeer and Santas on the front lawn, and a bad feeling brewed in his stomach. This didn’t appear to be the home of a lonely single woman. Though she could just enjoy the holiday.

      He got out of the truck, headed to the front door, and rang the bell. The door opened and a tiny human stood there. “Who are you? Do you have our pizza?”

      “Corey? Who is it? I told you to never open the door without asking who it is.”

      A woman walked up behind the boy wearing a stunning electric blue dress that hugged serious curves. Her dark hair cascaded over her shoulders, framing a full face. She had beautiful blue eyes and full, kissable red lips that gave him x-rated visions that he had no business having in front of children.

      “Levi? You’re early.”

      He glanced at his watch, suddenly uncomfortable with the situation. “Um, I don’t think so. I thought we said six.”

      Or had his brother set him up, asshole?

      She let out a frustrated breath and glanced at something inside. “No, you’re right. I lost track of time. As you can see, I don’t think this is going to work out.” Her head turned at a noise behind her, eyes widening in alarm. “Oh crap. I’ll be right back.”

      She raced away, leaving him with the small boy who stared at him. “So you’re not the pizza guy?”

      “Nope, sorry. No pizza. What kind were you getting?”

      “Pepperoni. Well, half. Kyle doesn’t like anything on his pizza.”

      Lee nodded. “I like Pepperoni. I also like hamburger on it, and sausage. But not mushroom.”

      Corey, that was the boy’s name, wrinkled his nose. “I like hamburger but not mushrooms. You want to come in?”

      He shrugged and went inside, closing the door behind him. The house was cozy and fully decorated for the holidays. The tree was funky, kind of wonky and covered with all kinds of homemade ornaments that were clearly made by the kids. There were stockings hung on the mantle, one with a red elf and one with a green one. Garland twisted along the mantle to accent the stockings.

      Toys were scattered on the floor, and Corey had resumed playing with a Lego set, building something that looked rather intricate for his age, something Lee’s younger brother, Gavin, would probably love and may have built at some point in his life.

      Lee squatted next to him. “What are you building?”

      He looked at Lee like he was stupid. “It’s a castle.”

      Damn, that seemed advanced for a kid his age. “Do you need any help?”

      Corey never even spared him a look. “No.”

      A noise in the doorway had him look up. Madeline stood there with another boy on her hip, maybe five years old. He rested his head on her shoulder and studied Lee with eyes so much like his mother. Lee straightened and walked over.

      “I’m sorry. They were supposed to be with their father today, but Kyle wasn’t feeling well. They just got back and I haven’t had time to find a babysitter. I think we’ll have to cancel.”

      There was clear regret on her face and, while he hadn’t wanted this date, now that he was here, he felt bad. “How is Kyle feeling?”

      “I think he’s better now. He had a little too much junk food and excitement. He’s fine now. A quiet night and early bed and he’ll be fine. But it doesn’t matter. I won’t be able to find a babysitter.”

      An idea sparked. “Hang on. Let me see what I can do.”

      He stepped into her kitchen and made a call. “Yo, what’s up?”

      “Hey, Gavin. Want to make a little extra money?”
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