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      Can a bet only have one winner?

      

      You’d think that a college town would have a lot of job opportunities, but that’s not the case in Sequoia. I’ve already exhausted all the businesses in town, but no one is hiring.

      

      No one but the Stud Farm.

      

      When I went out the night before my interview with some friends hoping to blow off some steam and celebrate summer break, it was meant to be fun.

      

      Instead, I ended the night by slapping Griz Ford.

      

      I didn’t know that it was him, I swear. I figured that out the next day when I showed up for my interview at the Stud Farm and found him grinning at me across the kitchen table.

      

      I figure there’s no way that I’m getting this job, but he surprises me, and we end up making a bet.

      

      30 days.

      

      I work for him, cooking for him and cleaning his house. In that time, he’ll try to get me to fall for him. All I have to do to win enough money to cover my costs for the next school year is resist him.

      

      Piece of cake, right?
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      Monty

      

      “I hope you’ll come back for the summer! Ledger and I have missed you here,” my sister, Tilly, says.

      “I know, and I’ve missed you guys, too. I have one more interview I’m waiting to hear back about, and then I’ll let you know if I’ll be staying with you in Fallen Peak.”

      “Sounds good. How were your classes this semester?”

      “They were alright. I’m glad the semester is over, though.”

      “I’ll bet!” she says with a laugh.

      “Hey, Tilly, I’m actually headed out with some friends for the night, but I’ll talk to you soon, okay?”

      “Of course, have fun. I’ll talk to you soon.”

      “Love you. “

      “Love you too.”

      I hang up the phone and toss it on my bed as I stare at my reflection in the mirror. I have the same red hair as my sister, but hers is bright red like a flame. Mine is darker, more auburn than true red. My blue eyes look faded, and even with a thin layer of concealer, the purple bags under my eyes are obvious.

      I should probably stay home and catch up on the sleep I missed the last few weeks when I was studying for finals, but this might be my last chance to hang out with my friends for the summer. While I love living in this small California town during the school year, the downside is that there aren’t a lot of job opportunities come summertime.

      My roommate, Malia, pops her head around my door, smiling when she sees I’m almost ready to go. Her eyes scan my borrowed dress, and a flash of insecurity spikes my heart rate. Malia’s parents are loaded, and she loves fashion, so she has more clothes than she knows what to do with. Luckily for me, we’re both on the curvy side, and she lets me borrow from her wardrobe whenever I want. Still, I always feel self-conscious in her clothes, knowing she fills them out better than I ever could.

      Tonight I’m wearing a dark blue dress that hits midthigh. It’s tight, reminding me that I’ve added a few pounds from stress eating in the last month or so, but it still looks good on me. I think. It emphasizes my curves and gives me more of an hourglass shape. Or maybe I look like a bloated cow stuffed into a sausage casing.

      “You look great!” Malia says, reading my thoughts. “Seriously, you’re wearing the hell out of that dress. You’ll be batting away sexy cowboys all night.”

      “Uh-huh, sure.” I roll my eyes at the thought of anyone hitting on me but smile, letting my friend know I appreciate her support.

      “Trust me; you’re gorgeous. Anyway, Gwen just got here.”

      “Perfect. I’ll be out in just a minute.”

      She nods as she ducks back out of my room, and I sigh, letting my thoughts go back to my phone call with Tilly as I adjust my dress.

      I love my sister, but the truth is, I don’t really want to go back to Fallen Peak for the summer. This has been my first time away from home and family, and I like stretching my wings and finding my own independence. I’ve relied on Tilly to protect me and to provide for me for far too long.

      I’ll always appreciate everything she’s done for me but it’s time for me to stand on my own two feet. I’m an adult, no longer at the mercy of my unstable parents and their addictions. It’s time I start forging my own path.

      Maybe that’s why I chose to go to a college eight hours away. I got a great scholarship opportunity for Sequoia University, and when I found out that they were one of the best colleges for my major, it was a no-brainer.

      I lucked out when I found the roommate listing with Malia. We hit it off from the start. She had just moved to Sequoia for college and we clicked.

      Eyeing the four-inch heels my roommate insisted I wear with this dress, I send up a silent prayer that I won’t break my ankle tonight. We’re having a good old fashioned girls’ night, starting with drinks. I don’t plan on going crazy or anything, especially with my interview tomorrow. If I don’t land this job, I won’t be having any more girls’ nights for a while. I’ll be off to Fallen Peak to stay with my sister.

      I try to shake off the sadness as I tuck my phone into my purse and head out to meet my friends.

      Gwen rushes over and gives me a bear hug. “Please don’t leave us!” she begs. My friends and I are on the same emotional level, it seems. I grin at her theatrics.

      “I’m doing my best,” I tell her. “I just need to nail the interview tomorrow, then I’ll take us all out again for drinks!”

      My last shot at finding a place to work for the summer is at a nearby farm. Gwen is going to be working there as a housekeeper. She got the job a few weeks ago, and I know she’s excited to be closer to her foster sister, Avery. We’re all still in shock that Avery married Pax over Christmas after only knowing him a few weeks, but the growly beast treats her like a princess, so we’re just happy she’s happy.

      I’m not exactly the farm-girl type, and have little to no outdoor or wildlife skills. But I’d do just about anything if it meant earning my own money and staying in Sequoia. My brother-in-law is an honest-to-god billionaire, and he’s been very generous to me by paying for college and my car. But I don’t want to depend on my sister and her husband forever.

      I can’t deny I was surprised when Tilly told me she was getting married. I guess I thought after our childhood, we would both have sworn off dating and relationships. I certainly have. Then again, we haven’t really talked about it. We have an unspoken rule to never bring up our shitty childhood and the scars it left behind. Focusing on the future has helped both of us stay sane.

      “Ready to go?” Malia asks, pulling me from my thoughts. I force a smile to my lips and nod.

      I follow my two friends out the door and down the stairs to Malia’s car.

      “Where are we going again?” I ask. I don’t usually frequent the bars in town. None of us do, actually.

      “Um, it looks like Ruff’s Wings & Sports Bar has good reviews,” Gwen says as she scrolls on her phone.

      “Oh yeah, that’s just downtown,” Malia says as she starts the car and backs out of the parking spot.

      “Can you believe we’re about to be juniors?” Gwen asks as we cruise down Main Street.

      I listen to my friends talk and think about how busy next year is going to be.

      Malia pulls into the parking lot of Ruff’s, and I groan internally when I see how packed the place is.

      “To girls’ night,” Gwen says, turning and offering me a fist bump. I laugh at how serious she sounds as I bang my fist against hers.

      Malia is already climbing out of the car and we hurry to join her. I cling to Gwen as we teeter in our high heels across the gravel parking lot to the front door. Malia is a pro in her heels. I think she could run a marathon in them and be totally fine. Me, on the other hand? Not so much. Baby giraffe over here, just learning to walk for the first time.

      We push inside and I wince at the loud cheering coming from the back corner.

      “There’s a booth over there!” Malia shouts over her shoulder. I follow close behind as we push our way through the crowd.

      A shiver runs down my spine, sparking my nerves as the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. My breath catches in my throat, and the room pulses around me before coming back into focus. What the heck was that?

      I stop walking, my feet frozen in place as I look around the crowded bar. I don’t know what I’m searching for until my eyes meet his. Ice blue irises cut through me, little specks of silver sparkling beneath the lights. He looks dazed, almost in awe as he stares at me, a slow grin taking over his features.

      My lower belly grows tight, an unfamiliar throbbing taking up residence between my thighs. I’ve never had anyone pay this much attention to me, and I won’t lie… it makes me want to fluff my hair and preen like a prize-winning pony. Ridiculous, I know.

      The stranger’s dark hair is tousled and hanging over his forehead, and I have the strongest urge to push those locks away from his eyes. I wonder how soft his hair would be, if he would lean into my touch and let me steal my first kiss. My first everything.

      I start to flush as the fantasy plays out, but then it all comes crashing down.

      He winks at me and gives me a knowing smile like I’m already his.

      But I’m not.

      I despise cocky, arrogant bastards, so sure everyone is going to fall all over themselves to please them. My father was that way. A true narcissist with enough charm to dupe anyone into doing his bidding. It’s a major turn off for me, no matter how unfairly hot the person in question might be.

      I turn away in disgust and stop before I slide into the booth with my friends.

      “I’ll grab the first round!” I call over the noise. My friends flash me a thumbs up.

      I weave my way through the crowd and up to the bar. Luckily, I don’t have to wait long before a bartender takes my order.

      I’m reaching for my money when a hand slides past me, handing the bartender some cash.

      “On me, darlin’,” a sexy voice rasps in my ear. I try to ignore the goosebumps rising on my arms and the dull ache twisting up my insides.

      I know before I turn around that it’s my mystery man. Crap. What now?
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      Griz

      

      She’s infinitely more intoxicating up close than she was when I first saw her across the room. The angel with auburn hair peers at me over her shoulder, her cornflower blue eyes shining beneath the dim lights. Long, dark lashes cast faint shadows over her rosy cheeks, making her somehow both adorable and sinful.

      My gaze slips down her body, despite my best efforts to keep eye contact. A certain part of me hardens to the point of pain when I see the fabric of her blue dress stretching across her wide hips, thick thighs, and round ass. Fuckin’ hell, that ass.

      Never knew I had a type, but this woman… she’s achingly gorgeous in a way I don’t understand. It’s not just her extra curves and lemon honey scent that have me tripping all over myself to talk to her. It’s the way she froze when I first laid eyes on her, like she felt the universe shift, too. Impossible, I know, but a love-sick cowboy can hope.

      Reluctantly, I pull my eyes back up to meet hers, though she seems a little dazed as she stares at my chest. I’m not normally a vain person, but damn if I don’t stand a little taller knowing my girl likes what she sees.

      “Hey, I’m Griz,” I say, holding my hand out to her.

      She stares at my hand like it’s going to bite her, then darts her eyes up to meet mine. I know my girl felt whatever this connection is between us, but she’s wary. A protective streak I didn’t know I had hits me square in the chest, the need to soothe her anxiety overwhelming me. Who hurt her? Who broke her trust? I’ll find out soon enough, then spend the rest of my days showing this precious girl she’s safe right here with me.

      Reel it in, I tell myself sternly. She hasn’t even spoken a word to me, and here I am, rearranging my whole life for her. I’ll have to take it slow with my woman. I can manage that, I think.

      I keep my hand steady, studying the gorgeous woman as she nibbles on her bottom lip, debating whether or not to trust me. Eventually, the beauty slips her hand in mine, sealing her fate.

      Her soft skin warms me all over, flames dancing down my spine as I wrap my calloused fingers around her hand. Goddamn, I can feel her pulse fluttering against the inside of her wrist, and it takes a considerable amount of effort not to lift her hand up so I can kiss that spot.

      This woman is overwhelming every single one of my senses.

      “What’s your name, beautiful?”

      “Monty,” she murmurs. The tip of her tongue snakes out, wetting her bottom lip. She has no idea what she’s doing to me, which only makes her that much more irresistible.

      “Like Monty Python?” I ask, leaning on the bar. She narrows her eyes at me, hunching her shoulders slightly. Not off to a good start.

      “No, like Montana,” my girl says with a firm tone.

      “Montana is your real name?”

      “Yeah, but no one calls me that.”

      “Alright, Monty it is.”

      I give her my best smile, but she turns back to the bar, waiting for her drinks. Damn. I can’t be the only one feeling this, right? I scramble to think of something to say, some way to get her to look at me with those ethereal eyes.

      “What do you do for a living, Monty?”

      “I’m in college.”

      “At Sequoia University?”

      “Yeah,” she says as she watches the bartender make her drinks.

      “What are you studying?” I try again.

      Getting her to open up is like pulling teeth. I don’t have much experience with women, but I guess I never thought it would be this hard to get the girl of my dreams to talk to me. I’m not one to give up easily, though. Never have been. And certainly not when it comes to the most important person in my life. I’m insane, I know. But I can’t help it. I know what I want when I see it and damn if I’ve ever wanted anything the way I want Monty.

      It’s always been my brothers and me on the farm. We spent most of our time growing up working and helping our parents. Girls were never on any of our radars, but now that our parents are retired, and it’s just me in my big house all alone, I’ve started to think about it more.

      I don’t leave the farm that often so I haven’t had the chance to meet a ton of women. When my brother, Kai, asked me to grab a beer with him, I never would have guessed the future Mrs. Ford would be here.

      “I’m an English major,” my girl finally answers. Not a big fan of volunteering information, I see. It’s okay. I didn’t grow up on a ranch without learning how to work hard for what I want.

      “You want to be a writer?” I ask.

      “Editor.”

      That being said, I’ve got to get a better game if I want more than one-word responses from this stunning woman.

      “That’s cool.” Cool? I’m such a dork. “I’m a farmer. I work on the Ford Ranch.”

      “You mean the Stud Farm?” she asks.

      I wince at the nickname the locals gave our place a few years ago. Apparently, there isn’t much to do in this small town except drive by Ford Ranch and gawk at me and my brothers working out in the fields. We all hoped it was just a phase, but the name stuck. We’re not players, we’re not vain, and we don’t want that reputation.

      “Uh, yeah, that farm.”

      “Hmm. I’ve heard some of the rumors,” she says, her voice turning cold as ice.

      Shit. “They’re not true,” I cut her off.

      “Sure.”

      “They’re not,” I insist. “I swear.” I’m about to tell her it’s been years since I’ve even looked at a woman with anything close to desire, but that might come across as desperate. The cowboy doth protest too much.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Monty says. “I’m not looking to date or anything. Besides, I have an interview there tomorrow. It might be awkward to work together if anything happened,” she says as the bartender sets her drinks down in front of us.

      “So, you’re saying something might happen between us?” I ask with what I hope is a charming smile.

      She huffs out a laugh and I can see it then, she wants me too. There’s a twinkle in her light blue eyes that lets me know she’s just as mesmerized by me as I am by her.

      So why is she trying to brush me off?

      Monty reaches for the drinks, and I stop her with my hand on her wrist.

      “Just give me a chance.” I realize how whiny that may have sounded, so I force a smirk to my lips. “I’d love to give you a ride.”

      I try not to wince at my words, and instead, end up winking at her.

      Kill me.

      She stares at me, her face turning red with anger.

      And then it hits me.

      Her hand.

      She slaps me across the face. Hard.

      I cover the sting on my cheek with my own hand, shocked and also turned on as hell. Inappropriate, I know. But I can’t help thinking how wild she’ll be when I finally get her beneath me. Fuck, I can’t go there. I need to fix things with my future wife before she thinks I’m some sleazy player.

      I turn back to apologize to her, but she’s already grabbed her drinks and is stalking across the bar to her friends.

      I watch her go, wanting to kick myself.

      How did I mess things up so badly so fast?

      I head back to my brother and glare at him when I see the way he’s grinning at me.

      “Looks like that went well,”  Kai says.

      “Shut up.”

      “No really, how did it go?”

      “You saw me crash and burn.”

      “No, but I saw you get slapped by a girl you have no right to drool over.”

      “Isn’t that Oakley?” I ask casually, smirking when I see his head whip around.

      He’s been in love with Oakley since we were kids but unfortunately for him, Oakley is best friends with our little sister, Clara. He would never try to date her and ruin their friendship.

      That doesn’t stop him from pining for her though.

      “Point made,” Kai says as he turns back to me.

      I tip my beer to him and down the last of it. A waitress appears next to our table and I watch as Monty and her friends finish their drinks and get ready to leave.

      “Can I get you two anything else?” she asks, a flirty note to her voice.

      “Shot of whiskey,” I say, and Kai holds up two fingers.

      “And two more beers please,” he says, not even looking up at her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THREE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Monty

      

      I take one last look at my reflection, smoothing my hand over the soft material of my black dress. It’s the only real interview outfit I have, or at least the only one that feels professional enough. It ends at about an inch above my knees and fits my curves like a glove. I pair it with a light blue cardigan that matches my eyes, and slip on reasonable yet cute flats.

      I gather up the last of my courage, taking a deep breath to calm my nerves.

      And then my mother’s voice filters into my mind, tearing me down limb from limb.

      Playing dress-up? They’ll see right through you. No dress can hide the fact that you came from trash, and you’ll always be trash.

      “No,” I whisper to myself, slamming my eyes shut. Squeezing my hands into tight fists, I push back the wave of insecurity, reminding myself of how far I’ve come. I moved eight hours away from the noise and toxicity, and now I have to choose to let it go. I refuse to let that kind of energy into my new home. My new life.

      With a final cleansing breath, I open my eyes and grab my purse, making my way to the front door. This interview feels more important than the rest, and I know it’s because this is my last chance to find a summer job here.

      “Good luck!” Malia calls from the kitchen. I smile at her over my shoulder.

      “Thanks. I’ll let you know how it goes. When are you leaving?” I ask her. She has her first day at a firm in LA today, and I know she’s nervous and excited.

      “About an hour. I’m hoping to avoid most of the traffic that way.”

      “Have a safe drive,” I say as she comes to hug me goodbye.

      “Thanks. I’ll talk to you later tonight.”

      I squeeze her tighter and then force a smile to my lips before I make my way out to my car. It’s going to be weird to be in the apartment without her. If I don’t get the job, then I’ll probably stay here for a few days before I go to Fallen Peak. Malia’s parents own the apartment so I know it will be here when I get back.

      I climb into my new car. It still feels weird to be driving around in an Audi when I used to take the bus. The car was another gift from my brother-in-law. He seemed very excited about it when he gave me the keys. He kept going on and on about the safety features and the gas mileage that I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I didn’t really need a car while I was at college.

      The Stud Farm is only about a fifteen minute drive from our apartment. The farm is toward the outskirts of Sequoia, which is what makes it such a great place for parties and racing. No one is going to call the cops when the closest neighbor is miles away.

      Malia and I went to a few parties and races last year, but it was never really my scene. It was just a bunch of kids getting drunk or betting on races.

      I wonder if Griz was ever there when I was.

      I shake my head. I’ve been trying to stop thinking about him since I slapped him last night, but he keeps popping into my thoughts. Everything about the cowboy drew me to him from the moment I felt his gaze on me. Those stormy blue eyes, thick, dark hair, and god, his muscles…

      Too bad he was a cocky jerk. That grin of his still sends sparks flying over my skin when I think about it, but his horrible pick-up line was enough to undo all his schmexy rugged cowboy charm. I’d like to give you a ride.

      Ugh. I cringe internally, though I won’t lie; I’m disappointed. Are all men sleazy? Then again, I don’t know what I would have done if he had been a sweet guy. I’ve sworn off dating. Relationships just aren’t for me, and I’m definitely not a one-night stand kind of girl, though things might be easier if I were.

      I don’t know where that leaves me. Certainly not looking for a man, but also, just a tiny bit… lonely. There. I said it.

      I shake my head and sigh as I turn onto the Stud Farm drive and head past paddock after paddock of horses and other animals. There are four houses spread out between barns and the paddocks, and I bite my lip, wondering which one to go to.

      The first house is just to the right, but I can see more as the road winds back toward the forest. I decide to park next to the first one. If this isn’t right, then I can always ask for directions.

      I check my make up in the rearview mirror one last time before I climb out of my car and head up the front porch steps.

      The house is actually really pretty. It’s a two story with a wrap around porch and another balcony on the second level. I bet the views are gorgeous from up there, especially watching the sunset. The land is incredible, and I can just imagine sitting on the balcony, wrapped up in fuzzy blanket, watching the sun melt into the rolling hills.

      Too bad I’m here to beg for a job instead of watching the sunset. It’s a nice thought, though.

      I ring the doorbell and try to give myself a pep talk as I wait for someone to answer.

      You can do this. You practiced the interview questions. Just be respectful and calm.

      I ignore my mother’s negative, needling voice telling me I’m no good, and focus instead on everything I bring to the table. I’m attentive, detail-oriented, and can anticipate needs. I’m a quick learner and I can adapt to any situation.

      The door opens, and I blink my eyes open only to groan. Any situation but this one.

      “You,” I snarl, my eyes narrowing as I clench my jaw. Griz’s blue eyes light up, and that easy grin stretches across his handsome features.

      “Me,” he agrees with a chuckle. The sound travels through me, making my lower belly tighten. Damn him.

      Griz is wearing a pair of dark brown jeans that mold to his legs perfectly. A plain white t-shirt streaked with dirt stretches over his chest, letting me appreciate his sculpted pecs and round shoulders. I bet he could bench press me, which is saying something. I’ve always been on the bigger side, even more so after a few months of stress eating.

      Don’t think about how good he looks, I warn myself. Don’t think about his hands on your body, or what it would feel like to be pressed up against those hard, packed muscles.

      “The job is with you?” I clarify, hoping this is some cruel joke. Griz nods. “Did you know last night?”

      “No,” he’s quick to answer. “My brother, Kai, is hiring too. I think a few of my brothers are hiring, actually. You could have been interviewing with any one of my other brothers. I was hoping it was me though,” he admits with a sheepish grin. Oh lord, is he blushing? The six and a half foot tall man dips his head down, running a hand over the back of his neck. Why does he have to be adorable on top of being the sexiest man to ever walk the face of the earth?

      “Great,” I mumble, making Griz laugh.

      The sound is deep and somehow calming, despite my nerves and frustration.

      “Come in, darlin’,” he says, giving me another smile. This one is different than the charming grin he flashed at me earlier, or the cocky smirk he gave me last night. There’s something softer in his eyes.

      Still, this is all too much. I debate just turning and leaving right now. I mean, there’s no way that he hires me, right? And if he does, I can’t imagine that working for him will be a lot of fun. I slapped him, for goodness’ sake! Plus, do I really want to work for a playboy who hit on me within the first five minutes of meeting me?

      Suddenly a summer in Fallen Peak is sounding better and better.

      Griz is already turned and walking down the hall, so I take a deep breath and follow him inside. I definitely don’t look at his ass or appreciate the way his jeans cling to his sculpted thighs.

      The inside of the house is just as nice as the outside. There are so many windows, letting in the natural light and letting you see the green fields dotted with horses. It’s truly not fair that Griz won the looks lottery and the dream house lottery.

      He leads me into the kitchen and heads over to a coffee machine.

      “Want a cup?” he asks as he fills up his own cup.

      “No, that’s alright.”

      “Have a seat,” he says as he walks over to the big kitchen table by the window.

      I sit down on one side and he takes the chair across from me.

      “I knew you couldn’t resist me,” he says with a wide smirk. I want to smack him all over again, but I manage to restrain myself. I didn’t realize I had such a violent streak, but this man seems to know how to push all of my buttons.

      “It’s easier than you might think,” I deadpan, looking down at my nails as I feign indifference.

      He chuckles again, the sound rich, deep, and soothing. Griz sips his coffee, studying me for a moment. I stare right back at him, not giving into the urge to crawl under the table and hide. Or worse, crawl into his lap and curl up against his broad chest. Something tells me he’d like it too much. Or maybe I’m the one who would like it too much.

      “Your resume looks good. What did you do at Sweetie Pies?” Griz asks.

      “I was a baker and I worked the front counter.”

      “Are you from Fallen Peak?”

      “No, Tulsa.”

      “Why were you working in Fallen Peak then? No jobs in Tulsa?”

      “My sister lives there. She works at Sweetie Pies too. I was just helping out over winter break.”

      “But not this summer?”

      I shrug, not wanting to tell him that it depends on if I get this job or not. “I’d like to stick around here if possible. I just started putting my own roots down, and I think it would be good for me to be grounded for a bit.”

      Why did I say that? It’s true, but it feels like I just revealed another part of myself to the persistent man sitting across from me. Griz tilts his head to the side, studying me. I fidget in my seat, squirming beneath all the attention he’s giving me. What does he see? A pathetic girl playing dress-up like my mom would say?

      “The job is for a housekeeper,” he finally says. “Your duties will include cleaning, cooking a few meals, possibly grocery shopping, and a few other housekeeping chores. How does that sound?”

      “Wait. Are you… are you seriously still offering me the job?” I ask, a bit taken aback.

      I thought for sure there would be more questions, or maybe he would give me a hard time. I did assault him last night, after all. I mean, he deserved it, but still.

      “Of course, darlin’,” he says with an easy smile. I want to hate his term of endearment for me, but my stupid hormones go berserk everytime he says darlin’ in that raspy drawl of his. “If you still want it, it’s yours.”

      “I…” Blinking a few times, I find myself saying, “I’m not sure I do.”

      I thought I had him all figured out. I thought he would be a pig or try to come onto me again. Then at least it would be easy to turn the job down and leave.

      That hasn’t happened though. He’s actually been… nice.

      “Afraid that you’ll fall in love with me?” he teases with a hopeful smile.

      Just like that he ruins it.

      “Not even a little,” I huff out, crossing my arms over my chest. I’m not usually a brat, but something about this man… god, I can’t decide if I want to scratch him or pull him closer so I can wrap my body around his.

      “Want to bet?”

      “Bet that I won’t fall in love with you?” I ask incredulously. “That would be the easiest bet in the world to win.”

      “Then it’s settled. Work for me for a month, and if you don’t love me by the end of thirty days, I’ll pay you for the whole summer and let you leave.”

      “And what happens if I lose?”

      “Ah, so you’re already starting to fall for me then,” he says as he leans closer to the table. Damn that grin, slowly taking over his face, his full lips parting to show straight, white teeth. Does he have to smell so good? Even after a morning working on the ranch, Griz smells spicy and woodsy, with a hint of manly sweat and the outdoors.

      “Um, no,” I lie through my teeth. “I just would never agree to something without knowing all the terms.”

      “Smart girl,” he purrs, those deep blue eyes flashing with something wicked. My thighs squeeze together as my core clenches. Holy crap, this man’s voice is potent. “If you lose, well then I get you,” he says simply. My heart trips over itself in my chest.

      For one brief second, I start to wonder if my no dating rule is in trouble here.
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      I try not to let her see that I’m holding my breath as I wait for her to answer.

      Is she going to accept the bet?

      I feel like I need her to, like the only way that I’m going to be able to prove to her that I’m the man for her is if I can get her to agree to this crazy idea. I didn’t plan on the bet; it just sort of happened.

      All I know is that I can’t let her walk out that door. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about her since last night. She even followed me into my dreams. I woke up thinking it was real, that she was mine. But when I reached for her, the other side of the bed was cold, and reality came crashing back down.

      I want that though. I want everything with her. She’s it for me. I’m sure of it.

      My cock hardens in my jeans, agreeing with me. I had to jerk off twice last night before the fucker calmed down enough to let me get some sleep. Even so, I woke up with morning wood for the first time in damn near a decade. I know the only way to find true satisfaction is to sink inside my sweet girl, and watch her come with my name on her lips. That will have to wait, however.

      Monty holds out her hand, and my heart leaps into my throat. I almost knock over my coffee cup in my haste to shake her hand.

      The same sparks from last night hit me as soon as my skin touches hers, and I suck in a deep breath as she pulls away.

      I grin at her, trying to keep things light. If she knew how I felt about her, the possessive, primal thoughts trying to push their way to the surface, I bet she would run screaming and never come back. I need to keep things friendly, at least for a little bit so that I don’t scare her off. Something happened that made her skittish around men, around relationships in general. It’s now my job to make her feel safe and wanted. Without being an obsessive bastard.

      “You start tomorrow then. I’ll help you get your things tonight though, and we can grab something to eat on the way home.”

      I can’t wait to get her in my space. I want to wake up to her things and fall asleep with her scent on me. Jesus, that’s not helping me keep myself in check.

      “What?”

      “Hmm?” I ask, distracted from my thoughts.

      “What do you mean go get my things tonight?”

      “Well, it’s a live in housekeeper position.”

      Lie. Why did I say that? How is this taking things slowly?

      “I didn’t know that,” she says, hesitating

      “You’ll have your own room and everything,” I keep rambling. Now that I’ve pictured her in my home, I have to make it a reality.

      “Can’t I just come over super early in the morning?”

      “I wake up at five every morning to start my day,” I tell her.

      “Five!? Why?”

      I can’t help the chuckle that falls from my lips at her wide-eyed, exasperated look. “There’s a lot to be done around here.”

      She sighs, and I can see her trying to find some kind of argument, some way to fight this. My girl is strong. She’s independent and smart, and she’s certainly shown that she won’t take any of my shit.

      My parents are going to love her.

      “It’s only for a month, right?” I ask though I’m hoping it’s really forever. Her eyes sharpen and lock on me.

      “Right.”

      “So…”

      “So, let’s go get my things already. Unless you need a refill on your coffee.”

      She stands from the table, eyeing my coffee before spinning around. I grin, adjusting my dick as discretely as I can before following her down the hall and back outside.

      “We’ll take my truck. It will fit more.”

      Monty nods, following me over to my black pickup truck. I open the passenger side door for her, trying to win her over already, but she doesn’t look impressed as she climbs into the seat.

      I jog around the truck and slip behind the wheel.

      “Where to?”

      She gives me directions, and we take off down the drive. Her lemon, sunshiney scent is already filling the cab and making me dizzy with desire. I want, no, I need to lick every inch of her body, to find out if she tastes as good as she smells.

      “How long have you been at Sequoia?” I ask as we turn onto Main Street.

      “I just finished my second year.”

      Two years. She’s been in my town for two goddamn years and I didn’t know. It’s hard not to feel sad for all of that wasted time. Now I only have thirty days with her to get her to see how great we could be together.

      “Do you like it here? At Sequoia University?”

      “I love it. My roommate and friends are awesome and I like most of my classes.”

      “It must be hard to be away from your family.”

      “Yeah, but I talk to my sister all the time.”

      “What about your parents?”

      She tenses, shifting in her seat and I can sense that she doesn’t like them before she opens her mouth.

      “I don’t talk to them. Neither of us do,” she says, her tone flat.

      “Why not?” I ask, genuinely curious.

      “They’re not very good people,” she says.

      I look over to see her shoulders are tight, bunched up around her ears. “What do you mean?” My hands choke the steering wheel, but I manage to calm myself down. I can’t imagine anyone being mean to my girl, let alone her own parents.

      “Between drinking and drugs, they hardly remembered they had kids,” she mumbles. I’m about to pull the car over and make her tell me every detail, but she’s already shaking her head and curling in on herself. “Never mind. It’s nothing,” she’s quick to say, brushing me off.

      “I’m so sorry you had to live through that hell,” I whisper, my tone soft so I don’t scare her off. “I won’t push you for more, though I very much want to know everything. I want to earn your story, angel. And I will.”

      “Back to being cocky, I see,” she huffs out, though there’s a tiny smile curling up one corner of her lips.

      “Nah, just confident. We’re going to be so good together, Monty. You’ll see.”

      She gives me another tentative smile at that, and I return it as I pull into her apartment parking lot. It’s not much, but I’ll take it.

      She points me over to the spot that’s reserved for her apartment, and I back in so it will be easier to load the truck up.

      I follow her up the stairs and down the hall to her apartment. Monty unlocks the front door and heads straight down the hallway and into one of the bedrooms. I take my time following her so that I can look around a bit. The apartment is decorated fancier than any other college place I’ve ever seen.

      The floors are a dark hardwood and the walls are painted a serene cream color. I peek into the kitchen and I swear the countertops are granite. All of the appliances are stainless steel and gleaming under the recessed lights.

      I make my way down the hall and stop at the entrance to her room. Monty is busy shoving stuff into a suitcase, giving me a chance to look around her room.

      Unlike the rest of the lavish apartment, her space is sparsely decorated with just a bed, dresser, and small desk tucked into the corner. It’s neat and clean looking but it doesn’t feel like Monty. It’s too plain. Where are the colors? Where’s the life, the fire?

      “Just need to grab a few more things,” she says as she walks into the attached bathroom.

      I step into her room, taking a look at the few mementos she has on top of the dresser. There are several framed pictures, and I smile as I see Monty with her arms wrapped around a girl who is obviously her sister.

      They have the same coloring, the same pale skin, but her sister’s hair is brighter and she has green eyes, where my Monty has blue.

      The other picture is her with two younger looking girls that I’m guessing are her friends here at college.

      “That’s Gwen and Malia,” she says as she comes back into the room.

      “Your friends here?”

      “Yeah, Malia is my roommate too.”

      I nod as Monty tucks her toiletry stuff into her suitcase and zips the whole thing shut.

      “Is that all of it?” I ask her as I move to take the bag from her.

      “Yeah, I won’t be living with you long,” she says with an angelic smirk.

      I carry her suitcase back downstairs and load it into my truck as she grabs her backpack and follows me.

      “Are you hungry?” I ask her as we climb into our seats.

      “Yeah.”

      “Pizza, burgers, or tacos?” I ask her.

      “Tacos.”

      “My kind of girl,” I say, winking at her as I pull out of the parking spot.

      She rolls her eyes at me but I can see her smiling as we head down the road.

      We pull into Tortilla Street and I park near the door. I’m about to go to open her door but she beats me to it, so I rush to get the restaurant door for her.

      “Thanks,” she says, giving me a weirdly suspicious look as she heads inside.

      We head up to the counter and I scan the menu, deciding on the three beef tacos before I go back to studying Monty. She’s still looking over the menu, idly braiding her hair over one shoulder as she looks it over.

      “What looks good?” she asks.

      “You.”

      “What?”

      “Uh, the tacos,” I say, my face flushing as I look away from her.

      “Yeah,” she says, and I continue to stare at the menu until she looks away from me.

      We’re next in line and we both step up to order. She gets the three tacos too, and I smile at how compatible we are. I insist on paying, and she sighs as she shoves her money back into her pocket.

      “Thanks for dinner,” she says as we take our trays over to a booth.

      “It’s my pleasure.”

      She grabs one of the tacos and takes a big bite as I unwrap one of mine.

      “Are tacos your favorite food?” I ask her.

      “No, I love Italian food.”

      “We could have gone somewhere else,” I tell her.

      “Tacos sounded good,” she says with a shrug.

      “What’s your favorite dish then?”

      “Pasta. It doesn’t matter what kind. I just want pasta and garlic bread,” she says with a wide smile.

      It’s the first real, true smile that she’s given me, and I try not to be jealous of garlic bread. One day, I’ll make her smile like that.

      “What about you?”

      “I’m easy. I like everything.”

      “That’s a lousy answer. What’s your absolute favorite?”

      I take a bite of my taco and mull over the question.

      “I guess if I had to pick one, it would be steak with a big baked potato.”

      “Mmm, that sounds good,” she agrees, and I smile at her as she reaches for her second taco.

      “So, your favorite subject in school was English then?” I ask, and she nods.

      “Yeah, I’m terrible at math and science, and history never really interested me, but I’ve always loved to read and write.”

      “I was the opposite. I loved math.”

      She shudders dramatically, and I laugh.

      “It’s not so bad,” I tell her, and she gives me a dry look.

      “I’ve done it and yes, it is.”

      I laugh and grab my second taco.

      “Do you work with the horses on the farm?” she asks. I take it as a good sign that she wants to learn about me.

      “Yeah. My brothers Wyatt and Remy all work with horses. Kai is the only one to do more animals. He has cows and chickens too. We all help each other out though.”

      “That’s nice. You guys must be close.”

      “We are.”

      We each grab our last taco and dig in.

      “Have you always lived in Sequoia?”

      “Yeah, the farm was our parents before we all inherited it. We went to the high school and stuff in town.”

      “Did you go to Sequoia University too?”

      “No, none of us did.”

      Monty nods, and I’m relieved she doesn’t think less of me for that. Sometimes people learn that I only have a high school diploma and they think I’m an idiot.

      The truth is that I didn’t see the need to spend thousands of dollars for a degree that I would never use. I already knew how to work on a farm, and my parents are still able to help if we have questions.

      “Ready to go?” she asks as she tosses her napkin down on the tray.

      “Yeah, let’s go home.”

      Monty blinks a few times, and I swear I see tears gathering beneath her lashes. My heart drops to the floor, my chest tight with the need to fix whatever I just broke.

      “Home,” she whispers before clearing her throat.

      Just like that, my strong, independent woman with the weight of the world on her shoulders squares her jaw, pushing away the raw emotions that just bubbled up.

      Monty’s looking for a home? Perfect. I’ll give her everything she’s ever wanted.
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      Monty

      

      Waking up at five is a lot harder than I thought it would be.

      Or I assume it is. I wouldn’t know since I forgot to set my alarm and ended up sleeping in until almost nine. By the time I got up for the day, Griz was already out of the house.

      I wasn’t sure where he was and I didn’t really want to go wandering around the farm looking for him. I was sure I would get lost or end up in one of the pens with some angry cows or chickens. I didn’t want to be a bother so I stayed in the house.

      I looked around his place a bit before I finally found the cleaning supplies and decided to get to work. I just finished cleaning up the entire house, which took a little over two hours.

      Putting the last of the supplies away in the closet, I close the door at the same time Griz walks in the back.

      “Hey,” I greet, not looking him in the eye as he steps into the hallway. “Sorry about this morning. I didn’t know when you would be back, but I can make us something for lunch really quick.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” he says, his tone warm and friendly. I was sure he was going to give me shit for sleeping in. “We’ll get a routine set soon enough. I’m going to take a shower. I need to run to town to pick up a few things, so we could grab food too if you want?”

      “Do you have food here? I didn’t even think to check.”

      “Uh,” he says, his face turning a slight shade of pink, and I bite my lip to keep from smiling at how cute he is.

      “I’ll check,” I tell him. Griz smiles as he jogs upstairs to shower.

      I head into the kitchen and open the fridge. It’s bare except for a few condiments, and I pull out my phone to start a grocery list.

      I’m just finishing up when Griz comes back into the kitchen.

      “No luck?” he asks.

      “Not unless you’d like ketchup with a side of relish.”

      “That does sound good, but I think I need something a little more filling.”

      “I made a list,” I tell him, holding up my phone. He nods and holds his hand out for me to walk ahead of him.

      Griz opens the door for me as I climb into his truck and I try to ignore the way it makes me feel precious and taken care of. He’s always such a gentleman. It’s hard for me to reconcile this guy with the guy I first met at the bar. Griz was so cocky then, winking at me and offering to give me a ride. It was easy to turn that guy down, but the sweet man sitting next to me in the truck is a lot harder to resist.

      “We’ll go to the feed store first if that’s okay?”

      “Sure.”

      I sit back in my seat, watching the town go by as Griz drives. He’s singing along to the radio and I bite back a grin. He sounds terrible. He’s painfully off key, and when I peek a glance at him, he’s grinning at me.

      “My mom always said that I couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket. Crushed my dreams of being a famous singer,” he says with a sigh. I giggle.

      “Did you really want to be a singer when you were little?”

      “No, I wanted to be a firefighter for the longest time, but then I fell in love with riding horses.”

      I nod, picturing a young Griz running around trying to put out imaginary flames.

      “What about you?” he asks.

      “I wanted to be a warrior. Someone brave who would fight off the dragons,” I say as I remember some of my favorite young adult books.

      “Like Katniss?”

      “You know The Hunger Games?” I ask excitedly. He nods, looking pretty proud of himself for finding common ground. Good lord, he’s really freaking adorable when he’s all excited like this.

      “I saw the movies.”

      “Oh, the books are so much better. You have to read them!”

      “Alright,” he says easily.

      I turn to face him more in my seat. “Did you read a lot when you were a kid?”

      “Not really. Going to the library was a drive, and I would always rather be running around outside. My brother Remy, he was the reader in our family. I swear he would read a book or two a day when we were younger.”

      “I was like that too,” I admit with a smile.

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah,” I answer without thinking. It’s easy to talk to this version of Griz, which is dangerous. Still, I can’t help but continue. “Tilly and I had a closet in our room that we arranged with pillows and flashlights. We used to go in there and read for hours.”

      “Your own little reading nook,” he says with a smile as we turn into the feed store parking lot.

      “It was more like a sanctuary. An escape from… the world.”

      I almost said it was an escape from our parents, but I don’t want to admit how bad things were. They were always yelling and throwing things. Always looking for a target to take their anger out on. It feels too vulnerable, too scary to talk about.

      Griz puts the truck in park, and I busy myself with studying my fingernails. A large, warm hand covers both of mine, and I startle in my seat. Looking over the console at Griz, I see his dark blue eyes tinged with sadness. I don’t have to say anything, and neither does he. We’re sharing the heaviness of this moment, even if Griz has no idea what’s going on in my head.

      After a few moments of sitting in silence and holding Griz’s hand, he clears his throat.

      “Did you want to come in?” he asks.

      I shake my head, clearing my throat and trying to wipe away the old memories.

      “I’ll stay here,” I choke out, hating how wobbly my voice sounds. “I wanted to go over the grocery list again,” I say with more confidence this time.

      “Monty…”

      The smooth, deep rumble of his voice laced with concern has stupid tears burning the back of my eyes. “I’m good,” I tell him in a too-chipper tone, studiously scrolling through my phone so I don’t have to look at him.

      Griz stares at me for another moment, then sighs. “I’ll leave you the keys. Be right back.”

      I watch him walk inside and rest my head back against the car seat. My phone rings and I pull it out to see Tilly’s name on the screen.

      “Hey, how’s it going?” I answer.

      “Pretty good. I was calling to see how the interview went?”

      “It was good. I got the job actually so I’ll be staying in Sequoia this summer.”

      “Well, that’s a bummer for me but good for you,” she says, and I can hear the smile in her voice.

      Tilly has always been so supportive. That’s what makes avoiding her or trying to get some independence from her so hard.

      “When do you start?”

      “Today is my first day actually.”

      “Do you like it?”

      “Yeah, it’s been pretty easy so far. We’re out running errands now.”

      “Do you need to go?”

      “No, he’s inside so I have a few minutes.”

      “Who is he?”

      “My boss. His name is Griz Ford. He’s one of the brothers who runs the Stud Farm.”

      “The Stud Farm? Is that the actual name?” Tilly asks. I can hear Ledger grumbling in the background, asking who she’s calling a stud.

      “No, I think it’s actually the Ford Farm but everyone in town calls it the Stud Farm,” I tell her.

      “Is that because all of the brothers are studs?” she asks. Ledger asks her again who she’s calling a stud.

      I laugh at how upset he sounds and listen as she assures him that he’s the only stud for her.

      “I’m trying to set Monty up,” she tells him, and I groan.

      “Not you too.”

      “What does that mean?” Ledger asks, and I realize that I’m on speakerphone now.

      “Nothing,” I say.

      I don’t think telling my overprotective sister and brother-in-law about our bet is the best idea.

      “Do you need anything? How’s the car?” Ledger asks, and I smile at his concern.

      “I’m good. Car is great. Thanks again.”

      “She got the job,” Tilly tells him.

      “That’s too bad. We were hoping that you would come home for a bit,” he says.

      “But we’re being supportive,” Tilly stresses to him and he just makes some sound.

      “Right. Good for you,” he deadpans.

      “Oh my god! Ignore him. We’re happy for you.”

      “Thanks guys. Griz is actually coming back out so I’ve got to go but I’ll talk to you soon,” I say with a smile.

      “Talk soon! Love you,” Tilly says.

      I hang up as Griz climbs back into the truck.

      “Who made you smiling so much?” Griz asks when he sees me grinning still.

      “Ledger,” I say, still laughing about his less than enthusiastic support.

      “Who’s Ledger?” Griz grunts, and I could swear he almost looks angry.

      “My brother-in-law. I was talking to him and my sister, Tilly.”

      “Oh,” he says, that same easy going, charming smile coming back to his face. “How are they?”

      “Good. I told them I got the job.”

      He nods, shifting into reverse and backing out of the spot.

      “To the grocery store or should we grab something to eat first.”

      “Eat.”

      He nods and turns to head back toward the Stud Farm. When he pulls into Bella Italia, I smile.

      “You remembered.”

      “Of course,” he says as he parks. “I love every new thing I learn about you, so you better be damn sure I’ll remember the details.

      He hops out as I try to pick my jaw off the floor. What the heck do I even say to that? And more importantly, why do I believe him?

      When Griz opens my door for me, offering me his hand, I get the first inkling that I just might be in danger of losing this bet.
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This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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