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Can true love overcome a bad hide day and a series of unfortunate events?




Disillusioned in love, Jen Tremaine is done with men. So when her best friends dare her to wear a cow costume to their reunion at an Outback Bachelor and Spinster Ball, she’s all over it. Who would have thought dressing as a heifer would make her irresistible to a bunch of lasso-twirling, drunken cowboys?

Maybe you should have thought this through, says the sexy security guard who keeps finding her at the center of trouble. Even though Jen’s always dismissed soul mates as a load of bull, the sizzle between them is making her wonder: What if you met The One while wandering lonely as a cow? Would you find the courage to become a believer?

When ex-Special Forces soldier Logan Turner is roped into helping out with security at the B&S ball, he isn’t expecting to find love—but after months in all-male company he sure is hoping for lust. He certainly isn’t expecting to fall for a feisty, funny, trouble-making Cowderella. Only problem is, she’s leaving Australia tomorrow. Convincing Jen they can still have a future together may wind up being the toughest mission of his life.


  


WOO ME by Karina Bliss

Publisher: Karina Bliss

Copyright: © 2015 Karina Bliss

e-ISBN: 978-0-9941165-3-6

www.karinabliss.com




All rights reserved




This novella is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. And any resemblance to events, locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.




No part of this novella may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the author. The only exception is by a reviewer, who may quote short excerpts in a review. If you would like to share this e-book with another person, please do so through your retailer’s approved lending program.

Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author!


  


The Outback Bachelor Ball series*




A cow, a cowgirl and a divorcee walk into a bar…




Three unlucky-in-love girlfriends make a road trip to the Outback Bachelor & Spinster Ball, a highlight of rural Australian life. One’s looking to move on, one’s thumbing her nose at romance, and one’s looking to slip away and hide. None of them are looking for love…

Three women are about to meet their match in a cowboy, a soldier and a country rock star.

One magical night.

One less than magical morning after.

Forty-eight hours can change your life.
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Book 3




* The events in all three novellas happen concurrently. They don’t have to be read in order to avoid spoilers, but we think the order suggested above offers readers the best experience.


  


WOO ME




Chapter One




“I’d give you a good reference,” Karl said. The general manager at the Noosa Beachbreak Hotel and Conference Center—tall, fair and affable—smiled. Briefly, Jen Tremaine imagined her fist slamming through her boyfriend’s chemically-whitened teeth.

Ex-boyfriend. Last night, Karl had dropped the bombshell that he’d fallen in love with his ex-wife. Her emotions still raw, the harsh rejoinder trembled on the tip of her tongue—A good reference for being what, a sucker? But she was determined to be in control of this.

“Why would I resign?” she said instead, ignoring all the other churning whys. Why didn’t you know your own mind? Why didn’t I see this coming? Why aren’t you acknowledging my anguish with some real regret?

Perhaps her face revealed those thoughts. Karl’s gaze shifted to her office window where the Queensland sun set over the Noosa River in a brassy blaze of glory. Jen had been sitting at her desk, working late when he’d walked in. For a breathless moment she’d expected him to say it had all been a bad joke.

Karl cleared his throat. “I think it will be uncomfortable continuing to work together.”

Thank God she’d learned young how to quarantine her feelings. That survival skill was the only thing keeping Karl alive. “When you were first chasing me for a date,” she reminded him quietly, “you stressed your ability to separate your personal and professional lives.”

She resisted the urge to glance at the open diary on her desk, where their first anniversary was highlighted. She’d already booked the restaurant. “But if you want to ask for a transfer to another hotel,” she added, “you go ahead.”

Karl looked back at her, frowning, and she held his gaze. She loved her job as conference manager, loved her team and this was his mess, not hers. It wouldn’t be easy but she’d weathered worse in her twenty-eight years.

“You can work with a guy who dumped you?” he countered.

“I can work with a guy who mistook his feelings,” Jen was proud of the steadiness of her voice. “And is respectful of mine.”

Karl reddened. “I’m sorry. That was a shitty thing to say.” He started to pace. “I can’t help how I feel about Sally, Jen.”

“I get that,” she said desperately. Please don’t tell me again how you’ve realized your ex is everything you ever wanted in a woman. His pacing was flattening the pile in the long weave rug. He could have been a predator trailing through the long grass toward his next kill. Oh God, this hurt. “But you can help how I feel by not making a bad situation worse.”

“Hey, I wasn’t the one who insisted on telling head office we’d begun a relationship.”

“Because I wanted everything open and above board. No sneaking around, no conflicts of interest.” Her watch pinged a reminder to link into Skype on her laptop. Her stomach plummeting on a horrifying thought Jen ignored it. “Karl, you and Sally haven’t been sleeping together while we’ve been dating…” Her voice cracked. “Have you?”

He stopped pacing to look out the window again, the sunset an orange halo around his blonde head. “You know how this is going to play at HQ, don’t you? I’ll be the bad guy and you’ll be the victim.”

Jen winced at the vocalization of her worst nightmare. “Not if we keep the breakup civil,” she insisted, more for her sake than his. “Professional.” She bit her tongue to stop herself repeating her earlier question. Had he and Sally…?

“There’s another reason.” Karl turned. “Sally’s not comfortable with us working together.”

There was an ornamental paper knife in Jen’s in-tray. Her fingers itched for it. She held onto her self-control through sheer force of will. “That’s not my problem, Karl. I love this job, I’m not resigning because you didn’t know your own heart.”

How did we even come to this? He’d been separated six months when Jen joined the hotel and they’d worked well together, her detail-focused personality a good foil for the general manager’s expansive charm. She’d said no when Karl first suggested a date. Instead she’d waited until the dust settled on his divorce, waited until he’d worked through his rebound flings, waited until he’d stopped referencing his ex-wife. Dammit, I did everything possible to keep myself safe.

“Now if you’ll excuse me,” Jen re-focused on her laptop. “I have a call with Beth and Ellie scheduled.” Her two besties had anchored her life since boarding school and their monthly Skype catch-up waited for no man.

Karl frowned at the dismissal, but walked toward the door. “We’ll talk about this again.”

“You won’t change my decision.” Not looking at him, she cleared her screensaver and searched for the Skype icon.

But after Karl had left and her margarita arrived from the hotel bar—a cocktail was part of the friends’ ritual—Jen had to scull half of the sour-sweet liquor before her hands stopped trembling enough to click the link. If she discussed the breakup she’d cry—so she wouldn’t discuss it.

“Hey, Jen, are you there?” Ellie McFarlane came into focus, sitting in her bunkhouse. She worked on a ranch in Wyoming cattle country and wore a faded plaid shirt. “Can you see me?” In one hand she clutched her jam jar glass of margarita, with the other she tried to neaten her sun-streaked brown ponytail.

“I’m here.” Jen’s forced smile eased seeing Ellie’s token attempt at grooming. Thank God, some things never changed. “Beth’s not online yet,” she added. “Is she coming?”

They were both crazy anxious about their other bestie since her marriage had imploded a month earlier.

“Hope so,” Ellie said, giving up on the ponytail. “Though I wouldn’t blame Beth if she curled up under the covers for the next year.” She scowled. “Have you seen the news reports of that asshat husband of hers?”

“How could I miss?” Jen said grimly. Beth Walker had married a country music star and the world’s press was having a field day reporting his infidelities.

“I wish we could be with her,” Ellie said. She needs us. I guess you’re busy with work, and with Karl, but it would be great if we could meet up somewhere.”

Jen squirmed at the reference to Karl but before she could answer, Beth appeared on the split screen. “Hey, Ellie, Jen.”

Jen forgot her own troubles. Seated on a rumpled bed, Beth held a mini-bar-sized tequila bottle and looked heartrendingly vulnerable, blonde hair slashed into a pixie cut that highlighted her delicate bone structure and sad, brown eyes. She’d lost weight in the last month—a lot of it.

“Sweetie.” Ellie’s tone echoed the dismay Jen was feeling. “Where are you?”

“I’m in some god-forsaken dot on the map.” Beth shrugged thin shoulders. “I don’t even know if it’s Oklahoma or Texas. I just needed to get away from the paparazzi.”

“How are you holding up?” said Jen softly.

“I’m great now that I’m talking to you two.” Beth lifted her miniature tequila bottle. “My first toast of the night—I propose we send all country and western singers in the universe to the darkest pit of hell.”

“That’s the spirit,” Jen encouraged, raising her drink. If Beth wanted to rage, then rage they would. “Some men aren’t worth the trouble.” The reminder steadied her own resolve. Karl is not going to pressure me into resigning. He can transfer if he wants to.

“Down with all dickheads.” Ellie said and drank with relish.

“Does that mean you’ve given up on that boneheaded cowboy of yours?” Beth asked. “About time if you ask me. He’s a fool not to appreciate the gorgeous woman in his own backyard.”

“I haven’t been around Rick in six years,” Ellie said with a hint of defensiveness. “But no, I doubt anything’s changed.” Jen exchanged speaking looks with Beth. The wistfulness in their friend’s eyes suggested her feelings hadn’t changed either. Ellie had been in love with the manager of her family’s cattle station in Aussie for as long as Jen could remember. And he treated her like his kid sister.

“I think I’m going to come back to Australia,” Beth blurted. Her expression suggested she was as surprised as they were and Jen rushed in with positive reinforcement.

“A change of scenery will do you wonders.” Come home, poor baby, I’ll look after you. “Book into a spa for a week. I’ll come, too.” Taking leave isn’t running away, she told herself, it’s regrouping. It would give the gossip time to die down and help her and Karl to transition into an entirely professional relationship.

Ellie whooped. “If you two are getting together, then count me in.”

“Seriously?” Beth said.

“I’ll quit my job,” Ellie said decisively. “We’ll have a reunion.”

Jen’s bruised spirits leapt. This was better than she could have hoped for. Her sisters-of-the-heart, all together again.

“Yes! Yes, times a thousand.” Beth smiled through tears as she repeated their teenage mantra, no longer trying to be brave. Jen ached for her.

“I have news too.” She couldn’t keep a secret from her besties. “Karl and I broke up.” Saying it for the first time stabbed her with sadness. “It’s complicated and I can’t talk about it right now, if you don’t mind.” She tried to smile, couldn’t, so settled for a weak joke. “I need more than one margarita for that.”

“Shit, Jen, I’m so sorry.” Beth touched the screen. “We can cry in our beer together.”

“No crying.” Jen blinked furiously. “Some men aren’t worth the trouble, remember?”

“We should do something special,” said Ellie, chewing thoughtfully on her bottom lip.

Uh-oh, Ellie only did that when she was brewing misch-

“Oh, I know!” Ellie’s ponytail swung as she bounced on her bunk. “There’s a Bachelor and Spinster ball in Dubbo next month.”

Jen’s spirits rose. Her friends had always been able to talk her into escapades. “An Outback Ball, why not?” The events were a feature of rural Australian life, a chance for isolated country singletons to dance, drink and hopefully find love. “Us, all together again. We’ll have a reunion weekend to end all weekends.”

She badly needed these women right now, they reminded her that she was strong.

“Fast food, fast talking, fast men.” Ellie’s green eyes had a demonic sparkle. “It’ll start a new chapter for all of us.”

“I’m in for everything but the fast men,” Beth said, raw pain in her voice. She caught Jen and Ellie exchanging worried glances. “Only nice guys in the future.”

“Take it from me, nice guys are overrated,” Ellie said bitterly, clearly thinking of her cowboy again.

“Who wouldn’t want you, Ellie?” Jen said. She was so sick of the stupid men in their lives. “You’re this gorgeous, adventurous derring-do kind of gal. I’m coming back as you in my next life… Except maybe with more interest in fashion.”

“I don’t know why you would say that.” Grinning, Ellie smoothed down her plaid shirt, pausing to rub a smudge of grease.

“But I’m with Beth,” Jen added. Might as well get this out there now. “Count me out on men, nice or otherwise. I’m on a break.” Probably permanent. She concentrated on fishing the umbrella out of her margarita until she’d got her emotions under control. “Maybe I’ll become a lesbian,” she deadpanned. “Either of you keen?”

“As long as there’s no sex,” said Ellie.

Jen grinned. “Deal.” Her grin faded. Come to think of it, sex with Karl had been tepid the last couple of months. She should have read the signs earlier.

“Did you love him very much?” Warm, empathetic Beth always asked the hard questions.

Jen shifted in her chair. “I didn’t love Karl in the ‘truly madly, deeply’ kind of way. I never do fall in love like that. So I’ll get over him.” Whether she’d trust men again… “What’s more important to Ellie and I,” she added firmly, “is making sure Troy isn’t leaving you with permanent scars, Beth.” She glanced at Ellie and received an emphatic nod.

“Is Troy—” Ellie asked Beth who cut her off with a tense smile.

“I don’t want to talk about Troy. Let’s make our reunion weekend a bastard-free zone. It’s about the be-atches y’all.”

Beth fist-pumped the air making Jen and Ellie laugh. Their girl was down, but not out.

As they finalized details of their upcoming reunion Jen couldn’t believe how much better she felt around her girlfriends. The grief, hurt and humiliation over Karl still festered, but its vise-like intensity had eased under shared laughter. I can get through this.

“Costumes optional,” Ellie said and Jen giggled.

“Didn’t you wear a cow suit to an Outback ball after high school graduation? That was wrong on so many levels.”

Ellie stuck her nose in the air. “I’ll have you know Clarabelle was every inch a lady.”

“You can’t wear it this time,” Beth said firmly. “No more hiding your light under a bushel.”

“I guess,” said Ellie.

Jen heard the doubt. An intervention was clearly required.

“If you still have it, I’ll wear the cow suit,” she said recklessly. “It’ll be my feminist protest against the meat market connotations.”

“You’re all talk, Jen,” said Ellie. “You’ll change your mind sober.”

“Won’t.”

“Will.”

“Might.”

“Dare you,” Beth interjected.

“Double dare,” Ellie seconded. “You can’t refuse a double dare, Jen.”

“We made that rule up when we were fourteen,” Jen protested. “We’re grownups now.”

“And look how well that turned out,” said Beth, sending them into gales of laughter.

“Fine, I accept the dare.” Noisily, Jen sucked the last of her margarita through the straw and slammed the empty glass on her desk. “Long as everyone’s in. Ellie, you have to let Beth and I style you for this ball. Let’s show that wooden-skulled cowboy you’re all growed up.” She snorted. “Except when we’re together.”

“And Beth…” Ellie looked thoughtful. “Castrate your ex along with the bulls?”

Beth pulled a face. “Too gory even if he deserves it.”

“No cowering,” Jen said. “No wallflowering. No slinking around avoiding attention.” Maybe she should always brainstorm on margaritas. “Any guy who asks you to dance—anyone who isn’t a creep or a drunkard, that is—you say yes to.”


  


Chapter Two




Two weeks later, Jen had never needed her friends so badly.

Skulking in her office, listening to the muted laughter of her colleagues in the adjoining boardroom, she opened Skype on her laptop, praying Ellie was online now she’d returned to Australia. A vain hope. Ranchers didn’t work social hours.

Closing her eyes, she mentally teleported to the Outback station in New South Wales wishing she was alongside her friend, checking stock or repairing a fence. Hell, even castrating a bull would be better than this.

Jen didn’t consider phoning Beth; her other bestie had enough shit to deal with. Thirty-four women—and climbing—had claimed affairs with Beth’s husband. Though together, Jen and Beth could have bitched about what asshats men were. Some men. Even in the midst of a major case of avoidance and her first panic attack, Jen struggled to be reasonable…fair.

“Ask Jen,” everyone said. “She has her head screwed on.” Resting her elbows on her desk, she propped that screwed head in her hands now and bit her lip. Her Kiwi half was arguing against making a scene while her Aussie half insisted she “quit cowering and get out there. This hotel is your turf!” Besides, the staff were celebrating a success that was predominantly hers. The hotel had won a Conference Venue of the Year award under her leadership.

Another burst of laughter. She couldn’t hide here much longer. Her colleagues would feel sorry for her and they’d only just stopped. Jen rubbed her eyes, exhausted. Repressing the grief of her breakup with Karl—at least in public—had been harder than she’d expected. But she’d been winning until now.

Was Karl trying to embarrass her into resigning? Why else would the hotel manager invite his ex-wife, Sally, to a work function two weeks after dumping Jen?

Buying herself another couple of minutes, she shuffled items on her immaculate desk and her ticket to the Bachelor and Spinster Ball fell to the floor. As she returned it to its envelope she glanced at Ellie’s accompanying note. You can’t refuse a double dare!

Maybe her way out of this room was treating her impasse with Karl like a double dare challenge? Reaching for her handbag, Jen forced herself to freshen her make-up, pretending her lipstick was war paint.

She could forgive Karl for falling back in love with his ex-wife but she couldn’t forgive him for rubbing salt into the wound by inviting Sally to this work function. He could have left Jen with a little dignity.

In the compact’s mirror she saw a tear roll down her cheek and ruthlessly flicked it away with her make-up brush before covering the traces with powder. She’d thought she and Karl had been friends as well as lovers. Guess she’d thought wrong.

Jen snapped her compact shut and let fear and pride propel her to the door—fear of being thought needy and pride in her reputation for having a cool head.

Pinning a serene smile on her face, she strolled into the adjacent boardroom. Judging by the half-dozen empty champagne bottles and the raucous level of conversation, celebratory drinks were well underway.

Even Bob from accounts had loosened his tie and several of Jen’s female colleagues had kicked off their heels to release cramped toes. Just a family party, she told herself, twenty conference, catering and hospitality staff enjoying a rare relaxing of standards.

A quick scan ascertained that Karl was nowhere in sight. Perfect. Returning greetings, Jen grabbed a flute of champagne from the sideboard and headed directly for his ex-wife. Sally watched her approach with the trepidation of a woman who knew she’d won an unreliable happiness.

“Hi, Sal, I wanted to come say hello.” With a warm smile, Jen offered her hand to the dainty blond. They’d met several times over the previous year, through pick-ups of the couple’s two kids and had a civil relationship. Contrary to what Sal feared, that didn’t have to change.

After a brief hesitation, the other woman took her hand. “Hello, Jen.”

The buzz of conversation lowered a decibel as bystanders strained to listen without appearing to.

Jen lowered her voice. “I realize this is awkward, but we can get past it.”

Relief smoothed the other woman’s features, and something else, an odd triumph. Her fingers tightened briefly. “I’m so glad you feel that way.”

She lifted her left hand to smooth her hair and Jen caught the glint of a big diamond, clustered by sapphires. Shiny and new. For a split second her smile wobbled like jelly before she steadied it. “Congratulations,” she croaked. “I hope you’ll be very happy second time around.”

“Karl said you knew…” Reluctant sympathy entered the other woman’s blue eyes.

“Hey, we’re all grownups here.” Still smiling, Jen turned away blindly and joined the first cluster of people she stumbled into, making sure she added to the chatter and cheer. Making sure no-one guessed how much she was hurting. But there was a cold hard core of anger, too. That bastard will not make me resign.

A few minutes later, Karl entered the boardroom, all confidence and charm, his height distinguishing him from the crowd. His gaze met Jen’s, assessing. She lifted her chin and mouthed, “Nice try.”

Affecting innocence, his attention moved to Sally. As he weaved through the throng toward his new fiancée, Jen glimpsed his kids, Nico and Caitlin, trotting alongside. Spotting his mother, Nico dropped his daddy’s hand and ran to Sally’s side, where he peeped out shyly from behind her skirt. The three-year-old caught sight of Jen, his eyes lit up and he waved.

Jen waved back, her throat tightening. They’d spent some time together at parks and zoos and were friends. Whatever Karl’s faults, he was a good dad. Jen had hoped that maybe one day she and Karl might…

Caitlin turned to see who her little brother was waving at and saw Jen. Across her small face skittered all the emotions the adults were hiding. Confusion, hostility, sadness, apprehension. The five-year-old edged closer to her father.
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