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      The Love So Sweet series are sweet, classic romances set in small towns, featuring sexy heroes and the women who bring them to their knees (in the very best way!). All books are full-length, stand-alone novels that can be read in any order.

      

      Eleven years ago Seth O'Connor left Josie McAllister brokenhearted. But now the sexy, smooth talking cowboy is on her doorstep, with a legal document that laid claim not only to McAllister property but to Josie, as well.

      But this cowboy is determined to claim what is now rightfully his, and Josie has a difficult choice to make. She can either give up her home to her family nemesis, or marry a man she'd taught herself to hate….

      Learning that her father had gambled away not just the family ranch, but Josie's future on one game of cards has her fighting to safeguard her home, along with protecting her daughter from a past filled with painful secrets between her and Seth.
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      Dear Reader,

      THE COWBOY’S GAMBLE was originally written as a Harlequin Romance in 1998 (as Bride Included), and is much sweeter and more traditional in tone than my current books. I’m thrilled to have the rights back to this book that has been out of print for years, and I’m equally thrilled to share some of my earlier novels with my readers.

      This book was originally written at a time when millionaires, cowboys, babies and brides were a very popular theme in romance novels. I’ve made a few changes to update certain aspects of the story, but the classic tone remains the same.

      I hope you enjoy Seth and Josie’s story!

      Happy Reading,

      Kaylee Monroe
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      “Mom!” Josie McAllister’s ten year old daughter, Kellie, burst into the kitchen, her wide green eyes filled with panic. “There’s a big man on a horse riding across the pasture. He’s headed toward the house and he looks mean!”

      Josie frowned and washed her hands, sticky from the biscuits she’d just cut out for dinner. “Are you sure it’s not one of the ranch hands?”

      “I’m sure!” Kellie’s chest heaved with panting breaths and her face was flushed, as if she’d bolted across the hundred yards separating the stables from the main ranch house. “I’ve never seen him before!”

      Josie wiped her hands on a terry towel, a twinge of uncertainty rippling through her. It was Sunday, and even though her foreman, Mac, usually stopped by to check on the stock, the rest of the hands spent the day with their families. She’d heard Mac pull his old beat up Ford out of the drive over an hour ago, which meant she and Kellie were alone.

      Normally, that wouldn’t be a cause for concern. She’d lived in this house her entire life, and not once had a stranger or drifter threatened her or her father. She trusted the men they’d hired, and had been lucky in that respect.

      Tears filled Kellie’s eyes, and she tugged urgently on her arm, gaining her attention again. Josie wanted to believe her daughter was just being overly dramatic, but Kellie had never been the theatrical type. She was shy and mild mannered, and had certainly never been prone to hysterics before.

      Tossing the hand towel onto the counter, she gave her daughter a reassuring smile. “Come on, let’s go see who it is.”

      Instead of opening the front door as she’d normally do to greet a visitor, she gave into caution and pushed back the cream shears covering the window in the entryway. She glanced out just as a man dismounted a beautiful chestnut down by the stables and draped the horse’s reins on the hitching post.

      The man was big—at least six feet two with wide shoulders that tapered into a trim waist, lean hips, and muscular thighs. Even from this distance she could see he was physically fit, and even though he hadn’t turned around so she could see his face she instinctively knew he wasn’t one of her men. None of her ranch hands had a presence like this cowboy, a natural air about him that commanded respect and authority.

      He turned and strode purposefully toward the main house. Still, she didn’t recognize him, but then the brim of his black Stetson cast shadows over his features. He wore a blue striped western shirt and a dark pair of jeans with a heavy belt buckle cinched at the waist.

      “Mom, who is he?” Kellie whispered from beside her, as if the man had the ability to hear them.

      “I don’t know—” The rest of her sentence caught in her throat as he pushed his hat back on his head, finally offering her a glimpse of his face. Everything inside her went cold, like the biting chill that swept through the Montana mountains in the winter.

      Seth O’Connor, the boy who’d tormented her throughout grade school, in high school had scorched her with kisses she’d never forgotten, stolen her virginity and her heart, then had spurned her, nearly destroying her in the process. That had been eleven years ago, and even though they hadn’t spoken to each other since that day that had irrevocably changed her life, she’d seen him around town. He never looked her way, never gave any indication that she existed for him, or that she’d ever meant anything more to him than the revenge he’d extracted.

      She closed her eyes to block the painful memories. They’d been neighbors all their lives, her father’s property adjoining Seth’s father’s land. Nearly a thousand acres separated their homesteads, and given the feud that had kept both families in contention for over seven decades, the chasm could have been the width of two continents.

      “Mom, are you okay?”

      Kellie’s worried voice reached her, pulling her back from the past. She blinked her eyes opened and her stomach lurched when she saw that Seth was more than halfway across the yard. His face looked grim, his stride quickly eating up the distance.

      He didn’t look like he was here on the Golden M for a social call. Feeling threatened like never before, she darted into the living room, grabbed the key above the glass enclosed cabinet displaying her grandfather’s rifles, and inserted it into the lock. One sure twist and the panel opened. She grabbed the rifle on the rack in front of her, and yanked opened the drawer beneath for ammunition. In less than fifteen seconds the rifle was loaded and she was heading back toward the front door.

      “Mom!” Kellie cried fearfully.

      “Go up to your room and stay there!” Josie ordered, and waited while her daughter obeyed and was safely on the second landing before she walked out onto the porch and lifted the rifle, bracing the butt firmly against her shoulder and taking aim at the man’s heart. “Stop right there, O’Connor.”

      To his credit, he immediately halted, putting him ten feet away from the porch steps and too close for Josie’s comfort. His jaw clenched. He didn’t like that she had the upper hand—she could see it in the narrowing of his eyes, the subtle tensing of his cowboy-honed body.

      She never believed she would stand this close to him again . . . never believed she’d threaten him with a rifle, either. But she wasn’t taking any chances where Seth O’Connor was concerned.

      Their gazes met, his diamond hard and just as blue as she remembered, like the rippling, crystalline water in the north end pasture’s creek. Eyes she’d once thought of as kind. Eyes that had seduced her with the sweet promise of being desired and cherished.

      It had all been a ruse.

      Her finger tightened on the trigger. “Get off my property,” she said succinctly.

      He lifted his hands to his hips, his stance deceptively loose. “Why, Josie, I think you have that all wrong.” He was all drawl and cowboy charm, but his smile held a hint of danger. “It’s my property.”

      What in the world was he talking about? She looked closer, searching for signs that he’d become a drunk like his father had been. He looked totally lucid. “Your property ended miles ago. I suggest you haul your ass back to your horse and leave before I shoot you for trespassing.”

      “Tsk, tsk,” he said with a cocky, challenging air that caused a flicker of apprehension to crawl up her spine. “That red hair of yours sure does match your temper.”

      Hating his mockery, and furious at his gall, she lifted the barrel of her rifle a foot and a half and pulled the trigger, clearing the hat right off his head. He instinctively ducked, but seconds after the fact, then slowly straightened, his mouth gaping in shock. She experienced a moment of satisfaction to see that he’d paled beneath that nice tan of his.

      His shock gave way to pure fury. It ignited in his gaze and seemed to coil within his body. With the hot July sun glinting off his dark brown hair, he looked like a dangerous outlaw. “God dammit, Josie!” he exploded. “You could have killed me!”

      “Could have, but I didn’t want to kill you, just give you a final warning.” She chambered in another round and slowly lowered the barrel of the rifle to the zipper of his jeans. She smiled, oh-so-sweetly. “Next time I won’t be so gracious.”

      His blistering curses filled the air. With a low, enraged growl he charged up the stairs, calling her bluff. Her heart leapt in her throat, and the first frisson of alarm rippled through her. She might have held the gun, but she’d never truly harm him, despite her threats. She only wanted him to leave.

      He gained the porch and stopped, a feral smile curving his mouth. Then he started toward her, slow and predatory like. For every step he took forward, she went back, until her spine slammed against the side of the house and there was nowhere left to go.

      He jerked the rifle from her grasp and tossed it aside. It hit the wooden floor with a loud crash and skittered to the opposite side of the porch. Refusing to cower like some helpless female, she abruptly came at him, fists flailing. Surprise registered in his eyes just as she clipped his jaw with a punch. He grunted in pain, and in the next instant caught the left hook sailing his way. His fingers circled her wrist, brought her hand down and turned her around, tucking her body securely in front of his. He let go of her hand and wrapped both of his strong arms around her middle, holding her immobile.

      They were both breathing hard from the fight. Josie struggled, but his muscular body and his firm hold was no match for her. She was trapped, weak and defenseless. And she hated that it was Seth O’Connor who provoked those vulnerable emotions.

      He shifted his weight behind her, and she became all too aware of their intimate position . . . his broad chest pressing against her back and the way his pelvis tucked against her bottom.

      She swallowed, hard. She’d worn an old pair of cut-off shorts today, along with an equally old blouse she’d haphazardly knotted just beneath her unbound breasts to keep cool. Where his corded forearms were braced around her mid-section, her bare skin burned. The rough material of his jeans scratched the back of her thighs and the bend of her knee.

      His face moved beside hers, and she could feel his warm breath brush across her cheek and flutter the wispy strands of auburn hair that had escaped the pile of hair she’d pinned up earlier, could feel a light stubble graze her jaw. And for a fleeting moment his hold seemed to loosen, as if he was cradling her in his arms.

      A warm, masculine scent surrounded her, like earth, leather, and sun all combined into one. Her stomach fluttered, and her breasts swelled and tightened. She gritted her teeth, hating herself for responding to him in any way but anger. He deserved nothing less than her contempt after the way he’d used her and deliberately broken her heart.

      “Let me go,” she hissed furiously.

      His mouth moved to her ear. “Not so brave without your rifle, now are you, sweetheart?” he taunted.

      She closed her eyes against the sudden rush of tears surging forward. “I hate you,” she whispered, voicing the words that had been locked inside her for eleven painful years.

      “Yeah, well, the feeling’s completely mutual,” he said on a long, drawn out sigh.

      “Mom?”

      The softly spoken word in a child’s quivering voice served to do what Josie’s demands could not. Seth immediately released her and straightened. Josie went to her daughter who stood in the doorway, her only thought to soothe her fears.

      Josie smoothed Kellie’s curly auburn hair, so much like her own, away from her stricken face. “It’s okay, sweetie,” she said gently, knowing the lie was necessary.

      Peeking around her mother, Kellie eyed the large man standing on the porch. “Who is he?”

      Josie pulled in a deep breath. “His name is Seth O’Connor.”

      Kellie frowned. “Is he one of those no good O’Connor boys I’ve heard Grandpa talking about? Did you shoot him?”

      Josie grimaced at her child’s guileless questions. Although the McAllisters and O’Connors weren’t on friendly terms by any stretch of the imagination, she’d raised her daughter to be nonjudgmental—and that included the McAllister’s nemesis.

      “He’s our neighbor, remember?” She’d explained as much when Kellie had first asked her who the O’Connors were—and that’s all she’d told her daughter, because that had been the only pleasant way to explain who Robert and Seth were. At the tender age of ten, Kellie didn’t need to be privy to just how bitter their relationship was, or how far back the O’Connors had hated the McAllisters.

      “And no, I didn’t shoot him.” Josie looked back at Seth, giving him a direct, pointed stare as if to suggest she was beginning to regret that decision. “Mr. O’Connor was just leaving.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest, looking as formidable as a Brahman bull. “I’m not going anywhere until we talk.”

      She didn’t understand him, his insistence, or his crazy talk about the Golden M being his property. But whatever he had to say, she didn’t want it said in front of her daughter. Once again she requested that Kellie go inside while she settled a few issues with Mr. O’Connor. Reluctantly, and with a few more assurances, the young girl obeyed.

      Josie closed the door after her daughter as a precaution, then in a tone feigned with politeness, she said to Seth, “You may think you’re here to talk, but we have nothing to say to one another.”

      His gaze flickered down the length of her, taking in her summertime attire with too much interest. As if he was taking stock of her—like a cowboy sizing up a potential breeding mare. When his eyes reached hers again, they were filled with heated resentment.

      “Polite talk, no,” he agreed, his voice harsh. “But this is in regards to a business related matter.”

      “Business?” She shook her head at the absurdity of the situation. “I wouldn’t do business with an O’Connor if you were the last man on earth who could offer me refuge.”

      A faint smile curved his mouth. “I might just very well be.”

      Fed up with whatever game he was playing, she stared him down. “Get off my property.” She directed her finger toward his horse to emphasize her point. “Now!”

      He didn’t budge, and there was enough smugness touching his features to make her uneasy. “Don’t be so hasty, sweetheart—”

      Her temper flared at his sweet-talk. “Do I need to call the Sheriff out to arrest you for trespassing, not to mention assault?”

      “Assault?” His dark brows rose incredulously, right along with his voice. “You’re the one who damn near blew my head off!”

      She lifted her chin a defiant notch and gave him a cool smile. “I was feeling . . . threatened.”

      “Like hell you were!” He clamped his lips shut and glared. “If anybody is calling the Sheriff, I am. I’ve got a deed that states the Golden M is mine.”

      “You’re crazy!”

      “I’m perfectly sane.” He rocked back on his booted heels, looking too pleased with himself. “Has your father been around lately?”

      The casual way he asked the question, and the insinuation behind his words, put her on alert. Her father had been gone for two days, since that past Friday, though this wasn’t the first time Jake McAllister had taken off without warning. She’d grown used to her father’s drifting, and the fact that he’d lost interest in the ranch long ago. She’d been handling the business end of the Golden M for almost eight years now, and with Mac as their long-time foreman running the day to day cattle operation, the ranch was still thriving. Nothing grand, but she was paying their bills and keeping a roof over their heads and food on the table.

      So why was Seth so interested in her father . . . and why was he spouting nonsense about a deed to the Golden M? It had to be nonsense, or a ploy of some sort.

      She tried to keep calm and not let the panic within her claw its way to the surface. That would never do, because someone as unscrupulous as Seth would take advantage of her weakness.

      “My father’s whereabouts are none of your business,” she snapped.

      He walked toward where she stood and circled around her, so close his arm brushed her bottom . . . deliberately, she wondered? She suppressed the urge to give him a sharp jab to his ribs with her elbow. She refused to give him the satisfaction of knowing he’d rattled her.

      He stopped in front of her. “Did you know your father has a penchant for gambling?” His tone was casual, but there was nothing nonchalant about what he was suggesting.

      Josie’s heart dropped to her stomach, and a peculiar sense of dread filled her. While Seth’s father had been notorious for drinking and being loud and obnoxious, her own father had gained a reputation for being an easy gambler. He loved poker, could sniff a game five miles away. There were many times he’d start the game of cards himself in some back room in a seedy bar. Sometimes he was lucky, most times he was not. Bottom line, he was addicted to the game, to the point that she’d feared he’d sink the ranch into bankruptcy. So far, she’d been successful in thwarting every attempt he’d made to take a second loan on the ranch, knowing he’d use that money to finance his gambling habit.

      She moved away from Seth to the white banister enclosing the porch. Unable to meet his disconcerting stare, she looked out at the fertile land stretching for miles in front of her. Land that had been in her family for three generations. Land that once belonged to an O’Connor. “What does my father’s gambling have to do with anything?”

      She heard one of the pair of wicker chairs behind her creak as he settled his weight into it. “Your father gambled away the Golden M, and I won it.”

      Josie’s world tilted and she grabbed one of the columns for balance. She glanced over her shoulder at him, denial pumping up her adrenaline. He sat there in the white wicker chair, his long body stretched out, his legs crossed at his boots, looking entirely too arrogant.

      She pressed a hand to her churning stomach. God, this had to be an awful dream, a nightmare she’d wake up from and laugh about. But Seth was flesh and blood real, his persistence too intense to be anything but genuine.

      “Prove it,” she blurted, despising the desperation in her voice. But that’s exactly how she was feeling, grasping at straws in hopes of finding a discrepancy in his outrageous claim.

      Withdrawing a squared piece of paper from his shirt pocket, he unfolded it, then handed it toward her. “Here’s all the proof you’re gonna need.”

      She stared at the offered document for what seemed like an eternity, the words “Quitclaim Deed” swirling in front of her. With a trembling hand she reached for the paper and forced herself to read the contents. She got as far as the statement transferring ownership of property to Seth O’Connor before a wave of disbelief crashed through her.

      “How can this be?” she asked, more to herself than him.

      “It’s all very simple,” he said, his eyes dark and unfathomable. “Your father and I were at Joe’s pub this past Friday night and he challenged me to a game of poker in the back room—”

      “And you took advantage of him?” she demanded to know.

      Seth laughed, the sound deep and rich despite the tension between them. “I know you’d like to believe I did, but I wasn’t the only one in the game. There were five of us present, but I seemed to be the one with all the luck. Your father lost all the cash he had on him, and resorted to writing IOU’s. At one point, he owed me over ten grand, and Gary Drummond four grand.”

      Josie groaned, staggered at the debt her father had incurred. “What happened?” she asked, not sure she really wanted to know.

      “It came down to my hand against his, and since he had another three grand of IOU’s in the pot and was about to write another just to stay in the game, I struck a deal with him.”

      Her loathing gaze narrowed on him. “What kind of deal did my father make with the devil himself?”

      He lifted a dark brow at her derogatory comment. “I told him if he put in the deed to the Golden M and he won the pot I’d dissolve him of his IOU to me, and I’d pay off Gary’s. The same would apply if he lost. Either way, he’d have no outstanding debts.”

      “My, wasn’t that generous of you!” Her fingers curled tight around the deed in her hand. A deed that made the very porch she stood on, the house and ranch she grew up on, his. The thought made her nauseous.

      He sat up in the chair, his gaze holding hers steadily. “He didn’t have to put in the deed, Josie.”

      “Doesn’t sound like he had much of a choice.”

      Anger flashed in his eyes, hot and dangerous. “He made every choice on his own. I offered a deal, and he accepted it with a stipulation of his own that I agreed to. If he wasn’t prepared to lose, then he never should have challenged me to join the game in the first place.”

      He was right, she knew. Her father’s weakness was no one’s fault but his own. Still, she wasn’t going to lose everything that mattered to her without a battle. “I’m going to do everything in my power to get this ranch back.”

      Slowly, he stood, looking entirely too sexy for someone she despised. “You can certainly try, but that document is legal and binding. Considering the ranch wasn’t in your name, you won’t have much to stand on.”

      Her chest grew so tight it hurt to breath. Oh, Lord! She’d never thought to change the deed to include her name, never believed her father could be so desperate as to risk their home in a poker game. She was the last McAllister, and the ranch would have been hers one day, passed on from father to daughter.

      She found it ironic that Jake McAllister had lost the property to an O’Connor the same way her great-grandfather McAllister had won it from Seth’s great-grandfather so long ago—in a poker game.

      That had been the beginning of the McAllister and O’Connor feud. Judging by the animosity vibrating between the two of them, that dissension was still burning bright and strong. But there had been a brief time when Josie had believed she and Seth would be the ones to breach the conflicts that had trickled down through three generations. She’d been so hopeful that the strife between their families would finally end.

      She’d been young, naive, and so wrong about Seth O’Connor’s intentions . . . so easily duped by a heart-stopping grin, and so effortlessly seduced by the taste of her first real kiss and the promise of real love.

      She was older, and certainly wiser about how the O’Connors operated. She’d learned the hard way their motives were always self-serving. With that thought, she hardened her resolve. “You won’t get away with this, Seth,” she vowed, and thrust the offending document back at him.

      “I already have.” Expression uncompromising, he took the deed from her. When his fingers brushed hers, she felt as though she’d been zapped by a bolt of lightning. The sizzle coursed up her arm, spread through her breasts and settled in the pit of her belly like a warm pool of molasses.

      She shook off the unwanted sensation and jutted her chin up a notch, refusing to be intimidated by his superior height, or the intense heat blazing in the depths of his blue eyes. “If you expect me to pack up and leave without a fight, then you have another thing coming.”

      “On the contrary,” he said, his smooth drawl at odds with the resentment she detected in his voice. “I fully expect you to stay.”

      Wariness pulsed through her with every heartbeat, making her feel like a cornered deer staring down the barrel of a rifle—with no means of escape. Was he tricking her somehow? Letting her believe that he wasn’t going to take away the only home she and Kellie had? “I . . . I don’t understand.”

      “There’s a stipulation to the deed,” he said very carefully, as if he wanted her to understand what he was about to say. “A provision your father set and I agreed to before I won that last poker hand.”

      So, he’d made his own sacrifice to gain what he wanted—the property that once belonged to his family. She was certain whatever price he’d paid wasn’t as great as her father’s loss, or her own dismal future. “What kind of stipulation?”

      His smile was grim. “That we get married.”
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      Josie stared at Seth incredulously. Losing the ranch to him was one thing, but to marry him? She knew her father could be irresponsible, but she couldn’t imagine him making such a ridiculous demand, and of an O’Connor, no less.

      “You’re joking!” He had to be.

      “I wish I were.” He crossed his arms over his wide chest, his mouth twisting into a sardonic smile. “The stipulation states that I’ll marry you within one week in order to gain the Golden M.”

      The way she saw it, if she refused her father’s terms, there was no way Seth could claim the property. Her father had outsmarted an O’Connor!

      It was her turn to be smug. “What makes you believe I’d want to marry you to fulfill the terms of that stipulation?”

      “Because it would be in both of our interests to do so.”

      He didn’t look the least bit concerned by her unwillingness to help him fulfill the terms of her father’s stipulation, and that realization caused a niggling of unease to curl within her. “How do you figure it would be in my best interest to marry someone I despise just so he could claim my property?”

      A hint of challenge flickered in his gaze. “Because if you don’t become my wife, you forfeit the Golden M.”

      She frowned at him. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      From his shirt pocket where he’d tucked away the quitclaim deed he now withdrew another folded piece of paper. Opening it, he held it toward her.

      “Read the terms of the stipulation for yourself,” he prompted when she merely stared at the signed and notarized document. “It states that I’ll marry you within a week in order to acquire the Golden M, at which time it will become joint property since we’ll be man and wife.” He gave her a moment to absorb that before continuing. “However, if you refuse to marry me within the specified week, then you lose the Golden M, and I’ll have every right as the owner to toss you off the ranch. And if we do get married, and one of us insists upon a divorce, that person forfeits their half of the land to the other.”

      Unable to believe her father would enforce such binding conditions, she grabbed the document from him and read the contents. By the time she verified her father’s signature on the bottom line, panic and dread balled in her stomach.

      She stared up at Seth, tasting the bitterness of defeat. “You agreed to this . . . to this farce?”

      “I’ve got nothing to lose.” He casually moved closer, and her heart rate accelerated. “And a whole lot to gain.”

      She was the one who stood to relinquish everything if she balked at the terms outlined in the agreement. It just didn’t make sense. Why would her father force her to marry someone who hated her as equally as she detested him, and set forth terms that made a future divorce near impossible unless she walked away from the only home she’d ever known?

      “So, what’ll it be?” he asked, his voice dropping to a low, husky pitch. Reaching out, he stroked his knuckles over her cheek, the tender gesture at odds with the fierce light in his eyes. “Shall I make an appointment with Reverend Wilcox for this week?”

      She opened her mouth to issue a scathing reply, but found her throat suddenly dry. His thumb brazenly skimmed over her bottom lip, as soft as a caress. Her stomach dipped and tumbled. Bolder still, he held her gaze and strummed his warm fingers down her throat and along the open collar of her blouse.

      Her breathing deepened and she shivered, unable to stop memories of how gentle those big hands of his could be as they slid over her body. How delightfully sweet and seductive.

      It had been so long since she’d experienced such consuming passion, such overwhelming need . . . but it all came crashing back to her in that moment. She couldn’t help the tiny moan that escaped her.

      He watched her with great interest, a faint, satisfied smile touching his mouth. “Seems to me there could be other advantages to us getting married,” he murmured as one long finger slowly followed the V of her blouse to where the last button ended between her breasts.

      Her nipples automatically tightened, and she knew he could see the dusky rose tips through the thin cotton material. Horrified that he could manipulate her emotions so easily, and still have so much control over her body’s response to him, she reached for her temper, embraced the flood of anger, and let it explode.

      She slapped his hand away from the button she knew he could so easily flick open with his fingers—he’d proved that particular skill eleven years ago. “I’ll see you in hell before I agree to marry you!”

      She tried to move around him, but he was fast and agile, bracing both his hands on the porch railing on either side of her, trapping her against him. Before she could raise her knee and use it as a means of self-defense, he pushed a hard thigh between hers, immobilizing her lower body.

      The heat that flared within her matched the flames in his eyes. She shoved at his shoulders, but he was a solid mass of muscle and strength, and the only thing her struggling accomplished was to make Seth press closer. Their position became as intimate as two lovers entwined in a sensual embrace.

      Except they were enemies and hated one another. She doubted Seth found anything arousing about their situation. She certainly didn’t!

      She attempted to lean back, but the railing bit into her spine. That discomfort was nothing compared to the scratch of denim between her thighs, and the metallic bite of Seth’s heavy belt buckle pressing against the strip of bare skin exposed between her breasts and the waistband of her shorts. She did her best to ignore the liquid warmth rushing through her veins.

      He blew out a harsh breath that tickled the loose strands of hair around her face. His body shifted subtly to accommodate her wriggling, and she felt the muscles flex beneath the hands she’d flattened on his chest. She was appalled to discover that he wasn’t as immune to their position as she’d originally thought. The evidence of his desire nudged the front zipper of her shorts, an unmistakable masculine hardness that caused a deep, clenching thrill to spiral straight to where his knee pressed so insistently.

      She didn’t understand how two people who despised each other so much could respond to one another on such a primitive, sensual level. Couldn’t comprehend how eleven years of anger and hurt could melt away with just a look, a touch from Seth. He seemed to be her greatest weakness, despite his past betrayal.

      His warm gaze focused on her mouth, and the vital hunger she saw there swept through her like the touch of wildfire. And then he gradually lowered his head, his parted lips homing in on hers.

      She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move. She was fully aware of the quiver of anticipation thrumming beneath the surface of her skin, the need to give herself to this man she’d never been able to forget . . . or forgive.

      Summoning every ounce of willpower she possessed, she turned her head away just as his lips descended. His mouth landed on her cheek, warm and damp and soft as down. Her lack of cooperation didn’t hinder the rogue’s exploration . . . his lips slid along her jaw to her ear, and she thought he murmured, “you still want me as much as I want you”, but couldn’t be sure. His rich, dark voice rumbled along her nerve endings, making it impossible for her to think coherently . . . making her dizzy with a wanting that was dangerous, and stupid.

      She gritted her teeth against the onslaught of his blatant sexuality and her body’s shocking response to his seduction tactics. “I hate you,” she whispered hoarsely, reminding him, and herself, of that fact. “And I refuse to marry you.”

      Finally, he lifted his head and gave her the breathing room she so desperately needed, but he didn’t let her loose. Triumph shone in his dark, sexy eyes. “You’d give me the ranch so easily? Just because you can’t stand the thought of me being your husband and having the right to touch you and kiss you? Or is it because you can’t stand the fact that you want me to touch you and kiss you that has you so fired up?”

      His words were mocking, too accurate, and they enraged her. His hold slackened, along with his body, giving her enough room to pull her arm back and wallop him in the belly. He grunted at the impact, but she knew the punch had startled him more than hurt him. Reflexively, he moved his arms from the railing to defend himself, enabling her to take advantage of his surprise and escape.

      Side-stepping him, she headed down the porch stairs and headed across the lawn toward the stables in her bare feet. She came upon the Stetson she’d shot off his head earlier. Smirking at the gaping hole in the crown, she gave it a good swift kick that sent it tumbling in the opposite direction.

      She heard him swear colorfully from behind her, and ignored him when he demanded she come back so they could finish their discussion. His boots echoed off the wooden steps as he followed her. She picked up her pace, putting as much distance as she could between them, even though she knew it was inevitable they talk and settle issues.

      His taunting words, you’d give me the ranch so easily, played through her mind, making her realize the seriousness of the situation. No, she wouldn’t just hand over the only home she’d ever known. But the thought of becoming Seth O’Connor’s wife and living with him on a daily basis with all the resentment and bitterness between them was enough to make her want to rail at the injustice.

      There was Kellie to consider in this mess of things, too. How would her daughter react to her mother marrying a virtual stranger? And most importantly, how would Seth treat Kellie considering the awful rumors of the past?

      Dad, how could you do this to me?

      Tears of frustration and uncertainty burned the back of her eyes. She needed to find her father—not that his presence would change the future if those documents Seth had in his possession were legal. But surely they could work out some other compromise or monetary compensation.

      Seth caught her before she could slip into the stables and lose him in the maze of stalls. His hand closed around her arm, bringing her to an abrupt halt, and turned her around to face him. She glared at his intrusion, despite the hot tears of anger threatening to spill over her lashes.

      One look into her eyes and the dark, irritable scowl etching his features slowly faded, replaced by something more charitable. Compassion, she briefly wondered? Surely not. An O’Connor wouldn’t know that emotion if it slapped him in the face.

      “Look,” he said, his tone gruff with impatience. “I know this is a shock and you’re upset—”

      “I’m not upset. I’m furious!” She shook off his hand, her lips pursing into a tight line. “This is my home, and I’ll be damned if I’ll just hand it over to you without a fight!”

      “If you fight it, you’ll lose everything, Josie,” he stated relentlessly. “Thanks to your father, there’s one way you can keep the ranch and land, and that’s to marry me.”

      She laughed, but the sound was dry and humorless. “Yes, it was quite thoughtful of my father to add that stipulation, but it’s hard to be grateful when I can’t stand the thought of being married to you.”

      His jaw tightened at her barb. “You’re not my first choice of a bride, either.”

      Resurrected anger and hurt shimmered between them. She saw the animosity of the past in his eyes, felt the misery in her heart. Once, she’d wanted to marry him, but that had been before she realized that his interest had nothing to do with love, and everything to do with simple revenge on a McAllister.

      “Then why did you agree to my father’s terms?” she asked, keeping their conversation, and her thoughts, firmly entrenched in the present. “Why didn’t you just let him lose the money and let the IOU’s stand? I would have found a way to pay you and Gary back.”

      The corner of his mouth tipped in an easy smile, reminding her how charming he could be. “You always were the responsible one of the family, weren’t you?”

      She stiffened, recalling how she’d confided in him when she’d been sixteen, how she’d foolishly opened her heart and revealed things she’d never told anyone before. She’d told Seth about how her mother died when she was just a little girl of five, and how something in her father had died, too, leaving him adrift. As a young girl she’d struggled to keep the household together, and with Mac’s help learned everything she needed to know about running the ranch until she was finally old enough to take over for her wandering father.
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