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        When Emma Lavender is called to corporate headquarters at the end of her first week of employment at WestInn Hotels, she is shocked at the proposition offered by the company CEO.

        So shocked, in fact, she takes him up on his offer.

      

      

      

      Emma Lavender is your average college graduate—eager to make a go of her first job and pay off those student loans. Fresh out of a relationship going nowhere, she leaves Charlotte, North Carolina, behind and heads for the wild west—Billings, Montana. But in Montana, no one takes her seriously or appreciates her southern belle upbringing, except for one man—CEO of WestInn Enterprises, Gage Parker—and he seriously appreciates what Emma has to offer.

      

      Corporate executive by day, rancher by night, Dom all the time—Gage Parker is an Alpha male with an insatiable sexual appetite and a fundamental need to control women sexually. When Emma crosses his line of vision during her work orientation at his hotel, he engineers a meeting and presents Emma with a proposition that literally rocks her southern belle upbringing to the core—and one that Emma learns she is powerless to refuse.

      

      With plenty of hot sex, balanced with a layer of suspense, Corporate Cowboy takes wild west love from the bedroom to the boardroom to the tack room and back again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      I always appreciate a good workout, and today is no exception.

      Coming at the end of a grueling day, a hard and fast run on the treadmill is normally a godsend. My brain blank, my concentration targeted on one thing—watching the numbers roll by on the console. Heart rate. Calories burned. Miles ran.

      Crappy day forgotten.

      But I struggle to get through it, blowing out a breath, and hitting the button to lower the incline and speed. Time to cool down.

      “Quitting already?”

      Candy, my new friend from accounting, huffs out the words while she runs on the treadmill beside me. “Yeah. I’m beat. Cooling down.”

      Out of shape.

      My last semester of college was the culprit. Cramming. Finals. Too much junk food. No exercise. Yeah, Emma Sanders Lavender had a summer full of parties and lazy afternoons on the beach—that effectively slowed down my metabolism. Why am I surprised my clothes don’t fit this fall?

      And why don’t I have the metabolism of a sixteen-year-old any longer?

      Lord knows I can’t afford a new wardrobe. Thank God, the new job comes with some perks—like this gym.

      Walking for a little while, my heart rate finally slows.

      I hit the stop button and pull my towel off the handle, then jump off the belt to grab a bottle of spray disinfectant. Giving the console a good squirt, I wipe it and the handles down, and then turn to Candy. “I’ll meet you in the locker room.” We are going for drinks and appetizers somewhere.

      I’m ready for a hot shower.

      She nods, still running, and blowing out her cheeks.

      I hang up the disinfectant, snatch my water, and toss the towel into a nearby hamper. As I head for the locker room, I pull another clean towel from the shelf, simultaneously dropping my water bottle on the floor.

      It spews water in a small arc. “Jiminy Crickets,” I mutter.

      Quickly, I swipe the towel over my sweaty face, shoulders, and arms, then reach for the bottle on the floor, intending to clean up the spill with my towel.

      My fingers collide with someone else’s.

      “Oh.”

      Rising without the bottle, my gaze travels up the tall length of a man. His hair is ink-jet black and his complexion tan. This is a man who either works out a lot or works at a job that is purely physical. What captures me most, however, are his eyes—the color of coal, deep-set and fathomless—and they stare back at me with intent.

      Intent for what, I’m not certain. His presence sucks the breath right out of me. I gasp and stagger a little.

      My God, he is gorgeous. Fabulously striking. And dangerously sexy.

      He is dressed for a workout but isn’t sweaty. His T-shirt is dry, his hair un-mussed. I kind of wish he were sweaty. Sweat reminds me of sex, and he reminds me of sex, and sex is something I’ve not partaken in of late.

      “Your bottle.”

      “Oh.” Right.

      He thrusts it toward me, his stare pinned to my face, his voice deep and a little gravelly. I am easily drawn to him. My gaze drops to his hand—big, long fingers, a dusting of dark hair on the backs of his knuckles—and I take the bottle.

      “Yes, thank you.” The intensity of his heat is palpable. I look up.

      “My pleasure,” he says. No smile. No expression. Matter of fact. Then, as if forcing himself, he turns and walks away.

      Pleasure. All mine.

      I stand there, watching, mesmerized by the way his body moves across the floor. Shoulders back. Determined. Purposeful. He is fit, tight, and obviously strong, if the biceps peeking out from under his T-shirt sleeves are any indication. His ass is high and taut, a pleasurable sight to be sure. His broad shoulders triangle down to a narrow waist above that fine well-toned gluteus maximus.

      Clearly, he is a regular.

      The man steps up to an elliptical and positions his feet.

      I find myself unable to tear my gaze away and then even more so, as he looks into the mirror in front of his machine and takes my eyes hostage again.

      Crickets. My heart rate kicks back up from out of nowhere. I glance off.

      “Welcome to hell,” Candy said, stepping up beside me.

      “What?” I look at her.

      “I said, ‘Welcome to hell.’”

      “Hell?”

      She nods. “Yeah. He’s pretty. That’s for sure. Dark, sexy, and dangerous. You’ll want him. We all do. But none of us will ever have him. He’s off limits. And that sure is hell.”

      I slowly swivel my gaze back to Mr. Dark, Sexy & Dangerous. “Off limits?”

      Candy chuckles and hooks her arm in mine, dragging me toward the hall and the locker room. “Yep. And you’re toast if you go anywhere near him. Braver women than you have tried and didn’t live to see the break of dawn.” She giggled. “In other words, they disappear by Monday morning, never to be heard from again.”

      “Disappear? Oh my.” I stop outside the exercise room. “But I don’t get it.”

      Candy grins. “You will. You just met Gage Parker. The owner of WestInn Enterprises. The guy signs your paycheck.”
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        * * *

      

      Friday marks the end of my first full week of work, and I could not be more relieved. I made it through. My undergrad degree is in marketing, and I just finished my MBA, but with jobs being difficult to come by, I settled for an entry-level position in the hospitality industry.

      That’s what brought me to Billings, Montana.

      Of course, everyone back home in Charlotte thinks hospitality is exactly where I belong. No one is more hospitable than me, they say. I chalk it up to my southern upbringing and my dear Grandma Hazel who taught me how to prepare for guests. And of course, the fact that I am a natural-born people-pleaser.

      Which at times, can be to my detriment.

      Anyway, Grandma Hazel, God rest her soul, would be proud of me.

      “Always make sure there is fresh tea in the refrigerator,” she used to tell me, “and it’s extra nice if you have some lemons all sliced up. Bake some cookies on Friday so you’ll have them ready for visitors over the weekend. You know how some people like to stop by and sit on the porch after church.”

      Well, things were like that in my granny’s world, not so much in mine. Still, I always make sure there is fresh sweet tea in the refrigerator, and I greet everyone with a sugary smile, even if I am seething on the inside. It’s what good southern girls do, after all.

      Life here in Billings, I’m learning though, doesn’t give a shit about sweet tea mentality.

      I’m one of the new front desk clerks at WestInn Hotel Billings, and I figured out damn quick that we are all vying for the front desk management position that recently came open. Being the low girl on the totem pole, I’m not in the running.

      That’s why I am surprised to get an email from corporate this afternoon, requesting my presence at headquarters at five o’clock sharp. Headquarters being the entire twenty-second floor of this building. The Billings WestInn is one of several hotel locations—Denver, Phoenix, Jackson Hole to name a few—but the home office is here, because Montana is the place Mr. Gage Parker calls home.

      “You’re not supposed to be checking email while on duty.”

      I slip my cell phone back into my jacket pocket, look at my new work mate, and smile. “Oh, hello,” I glance at his nametag, “James from New York. Nice to meet you.” WestInn always puts the name of the state you are from on your nametag. “I’m Emma from North Carolina.” I put out my hand.

      He stares at it. “I’m going to let someone know you are violating corporate policy.”

      “Calm down, James. It’s work.” I smile sweetly.

      “Still, it’s policy and you are violating.”

      I bat my eyes. “Moi? I am just coming back from my break. I’m sure a quick peek doesn’t violate anything, does it?”

      He sneers. “Are you for real?”

      My hand flutters to my chest. “Excuse me?” Yes, I am exaggerating.

      “Ahem.”

      James looks to the front of the desk. His back straightens. His actions draw my attention there, too.

      Oh. Mr. Dark, Sexy & Dangerous stands before the desk. I had taken to calling him Mr. DSD in my head, while I lay in bed the past several nights replaying the water bottle scene. Over. And over. Again.

      Sexy and dangerous were givens, but today he was definitely taking the dark aspect to a new level, wearing a black suit and tie, white shirt, and if my eyes will allow me to travel down his body to his feet, I’ll guess black boots. Yes.

      He stands rigid, unmoving, with an expectant look on his face, and I suspect, a client at his right arm. My heart flitters a little and suddenly I am noticeably aroused.

      At least to me. My nipples tingle as his gaze bores deeper into mine.

      “Miss Lavender from North Carolina,” he begins, “arrange accommodations for Mr. Charles, my guest. He’ll take the Cattleman’s Suite, and he’ll need it for three nights beginning tonight. Make this happen.”

      I stammer. “Y-yes, sir. Definitely. You can count on me.” I turn to Mr. Charles. “May I have your driver’s license and a major credit card, sir?” Standard procedure. I am following protocol.

      “No credit card, Miss Lavender,” Mr. DSD interrupted. “I said Mr. Charles is my guest.”

      Crickets! Stupid!

      “Excuse me?”

      I stare at him. My heart races. Did I say that out loud? “I mean, of course. I will take care of that immediately.”

      He dips his head slightly. “See that you do.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I will leave Mr. Charles in your capable hands.”

      My mouth is dry, but my panties are not. The heat between my legs is a bit much. What kind of effect does this man have on me? Swallowing back spit, I try to push my arousal to somewhere I can pick it back up again—like in the shower, much later. Then, I go to work on the keyboard searching for the Cattleman’s Suite, ignoring that my hands are shaking. Glancing up after a moment, I notice Mr. Charles has moved forward, fully in front of me now, and Mr. DSD is gone.

      Whew. I take a deep breath. “I’ll be right with you, Mr. Charles. I am calling up your room now…”

      James from New York peers over my shoulder. I sidestep to the left to nudge him out of my way. He crowds closer. I stop typing and look at him.

      “I have this, James. Thank you for your help. Perhaps you could be of service to the young lady waiting over there?” I nod toward the other end of the desk.

      James smirks and steps away. I smile my sweet tea smile at his back and then look again to Mr. Charles. “Now, where were we? Ah yes, here we are. The Cattleman’s Suite.”

      I stare at the monitor. Crap. Booked solid through New Year’s Day.

      I glance at my watch. The time is five minutes of five.
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        * * *

      

      The WestInn Hotel Billings sits smack in the middle of downtown, the tallest structure in the state of Montana. As I ride the elevator toward the corporate offices, I mentally tick off every floor as it passes by.

      Slowly.

      I am late. Good-bye front desk management position.

      Finally stepping off at floor twenty-two, I suck in a breath and hold it, preparing for the next few minutes. I’m positive this meeting will be brief.

      I’ve been here once before, on Monday, for a short orientation session, after which the new hires were shuffled downstairs for a day-long training. Now, I am unsure which way to turn once inside the lobby.

      “Right this way, Miss Lavender.”

      “I… Oh.” A young woman wearing tall black boots, a short pencil skirt, and a flowy shirt steps up and leads me through the offices and around a corner. Her gait is that of a runway model. As she turns, I catch sight of her silver and turquoise jewelry, similar to what I see many women wearing around here, and I think I might ask her where she shops.

      My wardrobe is just not right for Billings.

      We stop up short, facing a set of double doors. She pushes a series of buttons on the wall, turns to me and says, “Someone will be right with us.”

      “Thank you,” I tell her. She smiles broadly and looks me over. I don’t ask the shopping question.

      The doors sweep open. A young man—perhaps a few years older than me—and dressed in a starched pink shirt, black trousers, and a bolero, steps forward. I glance to the floor as his boot heels click on the parquet floor. Alligator or snakeskin?

      I am not sure.

      He puts his hand out. “I’m Chad Logan, Mr. Parker’s personal assistant,” he says. “We’ve been expecting you.” Ms. Turquoise Jewelry is gone, and Chad’s boots are forgotten.

      Stepping inside, the double doors whoosh shut behind me. I shake his hand and then follow like a dutiful schoolgirl. Chad leads me through an outer office, probably his, another set of doors, and then into a larger office with a view to die for. The windows span the entire back wall of the room. The city and mountains are like—right there.

      “This way, Ms. Lavender.”

      The view is so incredibly beautiful that I halt and gasp.

      Chad motions me forward. “Please have a seat, Miss Lavender.” He points to a lone chair in front of a desk.

      I sit. He places a file on the desk and leaves. Only then do I notice the man turning in the desk chair to face me, that enchanting view behind him forgotten. I am not quite sure which view is more magnificent. The man or the mountains.

      In my book, Gage Parker could be classified as the eighth wonder of the world.

      Mr. Dark, Sexy & Dangerous.

      He glances at his watch, pushing back the hem of his black suit jacket to reveal a starched, white dress shirt cuff. “You’re late, Miss Lavender. You realize this means you didn’t get the job.”

      I deflate into my seat. “My apologies, Mr. Parker. I was working with Mr. Charles, and…”

      He cuts me off. “Yes, yes. I know that. Did you secure the Cattleman’s Suite?”

      I nod. “With some finagling, yes.”

      “And how did you handle that, Miss Lavender?”

      “I switched out another guest, gave them an upgrade, and a voucher for a free weekend in the Cattleman’s Suite.” I swallow. Hard. Hells bells, I can do that, right?

      He stares at me for several long, uncomfortable seconds.

      “Miss Lavender, do you know why you are here?”

      “I suppose to tell me I didn’t get the management position.”

      He fiddles with the cuffs of his starched, white shirt. “No. I don’t call people into my office to tell them they didn’t get a job.”

      Silence. Then I did get the job? “I am not sure why I am here, Mr. Parker.”

      “Sir.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Mr. Parker, sir.”

      “Oh. Then I am not sure why I am here, Mr. Parker. Sir.” Crickets, that felt weird and somewhat kinky, especially with him staring at me so.

      “Miss Lavender?”

      “Yes.”

      “I have a proposition for you.”

      “Sir?”

      He grins, slightly. “I want to make arrangements to fuck you.”
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      Gage Parker stared across the expanse of his glass-topped desk at the whip of southern belle cupcake perched on her chair on the other side. This confection caught his eye earlier in the week when they’d brought the new staff in for orientation and he’d studied her from afar since that moment. As she’d crossed the outer lobby that day, his cock jerked to full attention. When she spoke with her soft, southern flair, his stomach clutched. And, when he had eavesdropped in on that rather intelligent conversation concerning marketing trends, his brain came to the party.

      Cock, gut, and brain engaged—a deadly combination.

      She was unlike any woman he’d ever had.

      He couldn’t wait to peel back every single layer of her—literally and figuratively. Physically, mentally, and emotionally strip her down to nothing but her bare ass and basal instinct and fuck her senseless.

      Muss up her perfect make-up. Tangle her long, straight hair. Dirty her up.

      And that was just on the outside. He wanted to fuck with her brain, too.

      But not today. And not tomorrow. Her layers, he suspected, would take a while to unpeel, and when it was time, he would find great pleasure in removing them.

      One by one.

      “Excuse me?”

      Gage homed in on her porcelain complexion and slightly freckled nose. Her azure eyes, wide as buttercups, amused him. As her lashes slowly closed and fluttered open again, twice, his libido intensified.

      “I want to make arrangements to fuck you, Ms. Lavender. I believe I was quite clear.” He was quite sure the southern gentlemen she may have been used to would not be that crass. The thought tickled him.

      She swallowed. “Are you asking me for a date? That is against—”

      “I don’t date, Ms. Lavender. I fuck.”

      “Oh.” Both of her hands went to the arms of the chair, likely in preparation for her escape. He’d seen it before.

      “And your response?”

      Emma Lavender stood, and he watched the folds of her pretty pink skirt flow around her legs. This was the single reason why he had not implemented a strict dress code policy for his employees. Black slacks and jackets were boring. Pretty pink skirts were meant to be ogled.

      And gave him easy access.

      “I believe, sir, that corporate policy is against asking me for a fuck, as well as a date. I’ll see myself out.” She turned and started for the door.

      Just hearing the word fuck burst from her delicate mouth nearly took him over the edge. He rose. “Ms. Lavender. Stop.”

      She did, abruptly. Good.

      “Turn around.”

      She whirled back, staring.

      “You got the job, Ms. Lavender. I, or someone from my staff, will be in touch Monday morning to go over the details. Have a good weekend.”

      She just stood there, mouth agape. Closed. Open. Closed again. Her head shaking a little.

      “You may go now, Miss Lavender.”

      She started to speak.

      Gage intercepted. “Now, Miss Lavender.”

      Maybe I do want to fuck with her brain today.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      For the third time this evening, Gage shook off the daydream he was having about Emma Lavender. Driving home to the ranch, particularly this time of night, he needed to pay attention to the road. Too many animals on the move and too many drunks on the highway. But every time he tried to focus on driving, his mind drifted toward the vision in pink who had turned her pretty backside on him earlier this evening.

      It wasn’t the first time his tactless requests had provoked that type of reaction. Turned down more than once in the same manner as she, he expected no less. In fact, where was the fun with women who gave it up so easily? He was all about the chase, and his gut was telling him Emma was going to be quite a filly to chase down and break.

      Because he would break her.

      This was the first time, however, the thought of a woman had preoccupied him to this degree. He was not the kind of man to pine around and think about a woman unless immediate fucking was in order. Until then, his brain was otherwise engaged.

      Maybe she’s the one fucking with my brain.

      There was just something about this potential fuck that pulled him sideways. He’d grown up with women who ranched. They were tough, hard, and sometimes abrasive. Oh, there were plenty of western women with their soft edges, but they generally still took no shit and often could curse a blue streak like a ranch hand. They were savvy, smart, and in control.

      Until they wanted to give it up.

      But Emma… She was soft where others were hard. Pink where others were red. And she said crickets rather than curse. Who the hell says crickets?

      Hair. Nails. Makeup. Clothes. All perfectly chosen and complementary. Her body was a vision of temptation—soft and curvy, well taken care of, and pampered.

      Definitely not rode hard and put up wet. He’d had plenty of those.

      Her eyes spoke of innocence, although he suspected she was experienced to some degree. He hoped, anyway. He did have his rules, and not taking a virgin was one of them. He wouldn’t. A virgin was not woman enough to take him on. He hoped Emma was woman enough.

      Emma was just—different. And that difference tugged as his nuts like a motherfucker.

      Gage reached to the console and retrieved his cell. His eyes darting from road to phone, he pushed a number.

      One ring. “Yes, Mr. Parker?” His assistant had been with him for nine years and was on call 24/7. Of course, he paid him well.

      “Chad. Did you vet Ms. Lavender?”

      “We ran the usual background checks, sir.”

      “What about the unusual ones?”

      There was a slight pause. “No sir. I did not run that one.”

      Gage thought as much. Emma was not his usual flavor. “Then run it. Call me with results over the weekend with a print-out on my desk at my arrival Monday morning.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Gage clicked off the phone. “All right.”

      The sign to the Branded Filly, his ranch, came into view, and he was glad to be almost home. There were no sessions this weekend, and for that, he was grateful. He’d had two physically demanding, although fulfilling, weekends prior and a down weekend was welcome. Besides, Ms. Emma was still tagging along in his head.

      Although he had a condo in Billings, the ranch was home, and where he headed to most Friday nights. The hour drive served as a transition from corporate to cowboy. Or, from corporate to Dom, depending on the weekend. Seventy-three-thousand acres of ranchland complete with cattle, fences, ranch hands, and a little ore mining to the south, balanced out the daily grind. He worked damned hard throughout the week, and his weekends were his—if not for prearranged playdates, then for ranching. Running WestInn Enterprises kept his brain engaged, but when it was time for the weekend, WestInn played second fiddle.

      Some men rode broncs, watched football, or played golf.

      He fucked.

      For Gage, sex was sport, and weekends at the ranch was his game. It was physical. Recreation. Pleasure.

      What sex for him was not, was commitment, and not love. He’d made those decisions long ago. At thirty-four years of age, nothing was going to change that.

      His sexual requirements were simple. His appetite fierce.

      He required discretion. Anonymity. His lifestyle was not public information. But he knew who he was and what he wanted.

      Needed.

      He was a loner and stinking rich. He was a strong, dominant male with an incredible and insatiable sexual appetite, and a fundamental need to control women sexually.

      And he wanted Emma Lavender.
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        * * *

      

      Saturday morning came, and Gage was up making coffee, glancing at the clock, and wondering where in the hell his ranch manager Cole Stevens was. Six o’clock. It was a rare morning when Gage beat him to the coffee.

      He turned as a key jiggled in the back door and Cole let himself in. He tipped his head and removed his hat, hanging it on a peg by the door. “Mornin’, boss.”

      Speak of the devil. Gage sipped his coffee, his backside against the counter. “Mornin’. How’s the barn coming along?”

      Cole swiped a hand across his brow. “It’s coming. Rain slowed us down some, but we’ll have her done in a couple of weeks.”

      “Good.”

      “You have plans this weekend?” Cole edged toward the cabinet and pulled down a mug. Gage watched him from the side as he poured himself a cup.

      Gage shook his head. “Naw. Down weekend.”

      “I thought so.” Cole took a sip of the coffee. “Damn.”

      Chuckling, Gage pushed away from the counter. “Too strong or too hot?”

      Wincing, he cocked his head to the side. “Both.”

      “Cowboy coffee,” Gage said and took another sip. “Keeps me rollin’.”

      “I thought you said this was a down weekend.”

      “Doesn’t mean I don’t need to keep my energy up.” In fact, he needed something to do with his hands today, besides jerking off and thinking about Emma. “I need to do something physical before I go nuts. I’m already restless. What’s on the agenda today?”

      Cole looked at him straight on. “Squirming in your Wrangler’s already, huh? You might do some better planning with those womenfolk of yours.”

      “Planning isn’t the issue. I don’t necessarily need sex. I just need a good, hard, physical workout.”

      Cole nodded. “Feel like wrestling some calves? We’re castrating.”

      “That’ll do it.” Gage said.

      He eyed Cole. They’d been friends since they were teenagers, both rough stock and randy. Gage more so than Cole, but Cole had his days. He wasn’t a Dom, like Gage, but Cole understood his friend’s need for control and sex and didn’t judge. Best thing about Cole was he knew when to speak up and when to shut up. And when to let him be. Couldn’t find much better a friend than that.

      “You found you a woman yet, cowboy?” Gage directed to him.

      Cole smiled. “Oh, I find them all the time. I just can’t seem to get them to follow me home.” He chuckled and stepped to the refrigerator, changing the subject. “I figure if we’re going to be cutting nuts off bulls all day, we need something more than coffee. I’ll get some breakfast going.”

      Gage’s phone vibrated in his shirt pocket. He pulled it out, glanced at the number, and pushed the button. “Chad.”

      “Mr. Parker, I have the information on Ms. Lavender.”

      He eyed Cole, who lifted an eyebrow and watched him. “Give me the brief.”

      “She’s clean. No mental health issues. Dating history normal. One significant, long-term boyfriend. Family intact. No priors.”

      “Excellent.”

      “Anything more on the relationship?”

      “It appears to be severed.”

      “Not necessary, but nice.”

      Chad continued. “Just one other thing, sir.”

      “And…?”

      “Her credit is lousy. Student loans. Upside-down on her car. Credit cards maxed out.”

      Gage smiled. “I see.”

      “Anything else, sir?”

      “No, thank you, Chad. Just have the paperwork on my desk in the usual manner Monday morning. Thanks for the speedy work.”

      “My pleasure.”

      “Wait.” Gage switched the phone to his other ear. “Text her cell phone number to me now.”

      “Will do.”

      Gage cut off the phone and set it on the table. He waited and then the phone binged, signaling a text message. All right.

      Cole still stared at him, brow arched. “Good news?”

      Gage smirked. “Yes.”

      “Business or pleasure?”

      “A little of both.”

      “That’ll get you into trouble every time.”

      Gage dipped his head, ignoring Cole’s words. He never got into trouble, he was smarter than that, and he frequently mixed business with pleasure—but of course he had his ways of making sure the combination did not come back to bite him. “I can handle it.”

      “I see. Shall I clear the decks for next weekend?”

      Gage stared off, thinking. “No. Not next weekend. Let’s shoot for two weekends from now.” That should give him enough time to get Ms. Emma primed and ready—and for him to anticipate what was coming. Foreplay was half the game.

      “The barn will be done by then, hopefully.” Cole whistled through his teeth. “You’re sure though, Gage? Two weeks can be mighty long time for you…”

      Gage lifted his coffee to his lips, sipped, and then grinned. “This one’s worth the wait. Give the crew a cash incentive to get the barn finished, along with a three-day weekend off. I don’t want anyone around. No interruptions. Make sure Helen has the house cleaned by the Thursday before. Including the tack room.”

      Cole raised one brow. “You’re sure about that? Might be a little early to break in a new filly in the tack room.”

      “I am.”

      He nodded. “It’s clean. She was here on Monday. Probably just need a dusting by then.”

      Gage figured as much. The woman was like clockwork. “Good.”

      The subject was dismissed. Gage eyed Cole as he watched him prepare breakfast. “You’re heading to Texas later in the week. That right?”

      Cole tossed a glance his way and nodded. “Yes. Over the weekend if that’s still okay with you. Sounds like it will work out with your plans.”

      Gage agreed. “Works perfectly. I hope that deal works out for you Cole, but you know I’d hate to lose you here at the Branded Filly.”

      Cole’s hands slowed as he stirred the scrambled eggs in the pan, then he spoke. “I can’t depend on you forever, Gage. Besides, that little piece of land near Paradise Valley is just what I need. And it’s not that far away. I can still manage things for you here. I’m not anticipating having any difficulty with that.”

      It was what he wanted. It wasn’t that Gage didn’t want Cole to branch out and acquire some land of his own, he just didn’t want to lose his loyal friend of too many years and have to teach someone else about his lifestyle and ranch business. “Good.” He paused for a moment and the climate in the kitchen filled with silence. “I’m thinking of extending the ranching business and I need you.”

      Cole lifted the pan off the stove and pushed the eggs onto a platter. Then setting the pan aside, he turned to Gage. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m considering buying a couple of other ranches and going corporate. Parker Ranches, Inc. What do you think?”

      “I think that sounds like a helluva lot of work.”

      “That’s why I need you.”

      “Are you saying you don’t want me to move to Paradise Valley?”

      Gage shook his head. “No. I’m saying keep your eyes out for good ranch land, be it here or Texas or Kentucky. I want to go big.”

      “And you need me.”

      “Yes. I need a partner I can trust.”

      “Partner?”

      Gage grinned. “Why not?”

      Cole’s face broke into a slow, lazy smile. “Yeah. Why not?”

      But Gage noticed the nervous tick of his mouth, which told him Cole wasn’t exactly comfortable with that idea. Time would tell. “We’ll talk,” he said. “Have fun in Texas. What was the ranch again?”

      “West Hills. You met Chandler West a couple of years ago when he and brother stopped over in Billings for a night. He’s an old friend from childhood.”

      Gage nodded. “Of course. Tell him I said hello.” He thought a minute. “Oh, and if you happen to run into a fellow down there named Jake Remington, send him my regards. I’m curious what kind of response you’ll get.”

      Cole arched a brow. “Will do, Boss.”

      Crossing the kitchen, Gage smiled slapped his friend on the back. Cole knew not to ask why but just to do. “Now let’s eat some eggs. We have some bulls that need to lose their nuts today.”
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      I want to sleep in, especially since my eyes barely closed the entire night, due to Mr. Gage Parker’s face and words haunting my dreams but sleeping in isn’t happening today. Restless, I glance at the digital clock—seven-forty-five and too early to get up—but I toss back the covers and throw my legs over the side. I stumble to the bathroom, take care of my most urgent needs, and look into the mirror.

      “Gah!” Horrified at the bags under my eyes, I glance away. “I should work out and sweat. Lots. Get rid of the bloat.”

      Or is it bloat? Maybe it’s just puffy eyes from lack of sleep.

      Of course, it is.

      Besides, going to the gym means going to the hotel. And going to the hotel means risking meeting up again with Mr. Parker.

      I shiver. No way. Not today. I don’t want to deal with that until I go back to work on Monday. I have to figure out if I can keep my job and avoid Gage Parker, or….

      I don’t want to think about it.

      I crawl back into bed, pull the covers up to my chin, and flip the channels on the TV with the remote control. Maybe I can find a movie that will help me drift off to sleep again.

      My cell phone vibrates on the nightstand. Odd. Who texts this early? I pick it up and read the message:

      Good morning, Emma.

      I don’t recognize the number. It’s a Billings exchange and since I don’t know many people in Billings, I figure it is probably someone from work.

      I type: Good morning. Who is this?

      You’ll know soon enough. If you don’t already.

      No, I do not. To quote my younger brother: What the hell?

      I am looking forward to our meeting on Monday.

      I gasp. Gage Parker? Oh. My. God.

      Wrong number.

      I push the power button on my phone and shove it under my pillow. Immediately I question if that was the right thing to do. He is my boss, after all, but that exchange frightened me a little—especially after the encounter we had yesterday afternoon.

      What the hell is right. This man already ruined my night’s sleep. He is not going to ruin my Saturday.

      I had already decided to decline the job offer for the management position and planned to spend time online this weekend resuming my search for work back home in Charlotte. Time to face it. Life in Billings, Montana is not my cup of tea. Although I’m intrigued by the western lifestyle and mentality, it is so far removed from my laid-back southern upbringing—I’m not sure I can adjust.

      Not to mention that Gage Parker frightens me more than a little.

      Quite a lot, actually, and he frightens me in ways I’ve never considered before. He is sexually appealing, and I am extremely attracted to his gruff mannerisms, his direct and to-the-point demeanor. A far cry from the kinds of men I have dated in my past—southern gentlemen or country rednecks, take your pick. Both of which have egos to rival the other but are polar opposites in most ways.

      Gage Parker, for all the rough stock quality to him, is also a sexy, smooth, and slick businessman. He knows what he wants and goes after it. And I find it intriguing, as well as sexually stimulating, that he appears to be coming after me.

      A large part of me is relieved I’d made it out of his office last evening unscathed. To say I was taken aback was an understatement. Nothing like that has ever happened to me before. On the other hand, another part is so totally curious about what having sex with Mr. Gage Parker might be like.

      I know it will be different—dark and dangerous?

      Recalling the image of him in the gym, staring at me in the mirror, gives me chills. Either way, I know I must get out of Billings and back home where I belong.

      And very soon. Gage Parker is bad news.
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t date, Ms. Lavender. I fuck.”

      “Oh.” My hands grip the arms of the wooden chair. I want to bolt. No man has ever approached me with those words. Not like this. What is happening? This is so…unprofessional!

      “And your response?”

      I stand. His predatory gaze falls from my face and travels to my hips, my…crotch. I hike my chin up and raise my voice in an attempt to jerk his gaze up to my face again. “I believe, sir, that corporate policy is against asking me for a fuck, as well as a date. I’ll see myself out.” I turn and start for the door.

      His chair screeches behind me. “Ms. Lavender. Stop.”

      I did. Abruptly. Crap. Why did I do that?

      “Turn around.”

      I whirl back, glaring at him. Who in the hell does he think he is? It’s like I have no control over my own actions. Whatever he says, I do it.

      “You got the job, Ms. Lavender. Either I, or someone from my staff, will be in touch Monday morning to go over the details. Have a good weekend.”

      I stand there, dumbfounded, my mouth opening and closing in disbelief. Job? What? I am so confused!

      “You may go now, Ms. Lavender.”

      I open my mouth to question him.

      “Now, Ms. Lavender. Unless you would like for me to fuck you now.”

      My legs are leaden. Glued to the floor. “Fuck me now?” Did those words come out of my mouth?

      With a determined stroll, Gage Parker rounds his desk and takes step, after agonizing step, toward me. With each inch he comes nearer, my body heats up. My cheeks burn.

      He stands square in front of me, looking down. His dark eyes pierce mine, my soul. My heart? The intensity of his stare hooks into some primal need inside me, curling around until it tickles and tugs at my most feminine parts—the parts that make me a woman.

      My pussy aches to be touched. I want to tell him that. Should I? I don’t use words like that…but I want to. I want to tell him to take my pussy and shove his cock up inside me.

      “Ms. Lavender. You really do know why you are here, don’t you?”

      Slowly, I nod. “I’m here for you to fuck me. Sir.”

      He grins, and something about the widening of his mouth makes me shiver with delight. Sensations never before felt zing lower into my belly and between my thighs. He stares, and I feel myself becoming wet between my legs

      “Like it is your only purpose in life,” he says, and my knees buckle.

      Mr. Parker catches me up and carries me to the desk. Before I can protest or squeal with delight, he bends me over it and flips my skirt up over my ass. With one flick, my panties are at my ankles and the palm of his large hand is smoothing over my right cheek, thumbing my crack.

      A shudder of desire races through me.

      “You do know what you are doing here, correct Ms. Lavender?”

      I look back into his face, then drop my gaze and watch him slowly lower his zipper.

      “Ms. Lavender?”

      I nod. “Fuck me, Mr. Parker. I need to be fucked.”

      The hand on my ass smacks me. Hard! I shriek a little and hear him groan behind me. His belt buckle jiggles as it hits the floor and the tension inside of me builds to a pop when he….

      

      I bolt straight up in my bed. Sound. From where?

      Oh. House phone. Ringing. What?

      Breathless, I grab it off the stand. “Hello?”

      “Ms. Lavender, do you have any idea how long it took me to find your landline phone number?”

      My brain is mush. Dream. “What?”

      “Your landline. Emma, when you work in management, you are at my disposal 24/7. Do you understand?”

      I huff out a breath. “Yes. Yes.” Did he call me Emma?

      “Turn your damn cell phone on. Now.”

      Then he hangs up. Exhausted and confused, I plop back on my pillows. What the hell had just happened here?

      Phone. I lean up on an elbow and fish for it under my pillows, and then turn on the power. I check the time and realize I’ve slept over two hours—and that twenty-nine text messages came in within those two hours, all of them from Gage Parker.

      Plus, three voice mails.

      Again, I flip over onto my back and stare at the ceiling. The dream comes crashing down, and my entire body jerks.

      His hand on my ass. Telling him to fuck me. My breathing is coming hard and furious. I suddenly want to play with myself until I come. Hard.

      “Crickets. What am I getting myself in to?”

      The phone rings in my hand.

      “Crap.” It is him. I answer it. “Yes, Mr. Parker.”

      “Read your text messages and listen to your voice mails. We have a staff meeting at eight o’clock in the morning in my office. Be prepared.”

      He clicks off again. I shake my head, still in a tizzy.
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        * * *

      

      I dress as conservatively as possible, given the wardrobe I brought with me from Charlotte. But no matter, I’ll be heading back home soon. What I have on today is perfect.

      A white blouse, buttoned up. No cleavage. A dark, navy jacket and slacks. Matching pumps, conservative heels.

      I pull my hair into a low ponytail and ditch the contacts, jewelry, and makeup for the day. As I pull into a parking space at the hotel, I check my reflection in the rearview mirror and straighten my horn-rimmed glasses.

      Okay.

      What did he expect for a Sunday morning? This is not a workday for me. He’s not getting the benefit of any extra effort.

      Besides, maybe he’ll leave me alone. Right?

      I pull my bag off the seat, lock the car, and move toward the hotel lobby, head held high. I am going into this meeting with only my limited knowledge of the company, the contents of a few text messages and voice mails, one week’s work under my belt, and pure instinct.

      This will be interesting.

      Why in the world I bother, I don’t know. Perhaps if things go south, it will be the perfect time to give my resignation and get out of here.

      The doors to the lobby swish open, and I head for the elevator behind the front desk. I notice a few guests milling about, getting coffee, looking for a newspaper, perhaps. I glance at the desk and notice James and a girl named Connie staffing it. He whispers something to her, and they both watch me walk past. His eyes follow me all the way to the elevator. I can feel it.

      I push the button for the twenty-second floor and twist back to look at him full-on.

      He sneers.

      I shrug and stick out my tongue.

      The elevator dings and opens behind me, and I watch James’s gaze widen and then narrow. I step inside without a backward glance and turn to face the doors. “Go tattle on me for that, James from New York,” I mumble.

      Looking up, I watch the numbers rise. Four. Five. What will I find at the top? Nine. Ten. Eleven. Am I ready for this? Fifteen.

      The elevator rattles to a stop. I stare at the number.

      “Hello, Emma.”

      I whirl. “Wh—What are you doing here?” My hand flies to my thumping heart.

      Gage Parker steps out of the shadows of the deep elevator and smiles. He is dressed casually today, denim jeans and boots, a western-cut pale blue shirt, topped with a black leather sports jacket. I catch my breath. My backside hits the door behind me.

      “I work here, as do you. Remember, Emma?”

      Emma. When did it change from Ms. Lavender to Emma?

      “Of course. I thought the elevator was empty.”

      He chuckles. “Obviously. Do you routinely stick your tongue out at colleagues or only at James from New York? I’ve noticed you two seem to share a distaste for each other.” He moves closer. His briefcase is in his right hand. Work, I suppose.

      “That was childish,” I return, “And regrettable, although he deserves it.”

      “I enjoyed it, actually. Your tongue intrigues me.” He leans in. The scent of his aftershave lures me. “Would you do it again? For me? Only this time, make it a little more seductive.”

      I hold his gaze. “Don’t you think we should be checking on what is holding this elevator up? We have a meeting to get to.”

      “All of the important people are here, Emma.”

      “I think you are highly inappropriate, Mr. Parker.” I put my hands up to push him back a little. “Please scoot—”

      The briefcase drops. He catches my hands. “Emma. Relax.”

      Slowly, he pushes back and lifts my hands over my head, crowding me up against the elevator door. He reaches for my glasses and slips them into his jacket pocket. A sudden contradictory feeling as if I should not be letting him touch me, let alone put me in this compromising position, coupled with the curious sexual thrill snaking up my body… His stare penetrates not only my eyes, but also something deeper. I swallow. “Mr. Parker…”

      “Gage. Unless I tell you to call me Sir.”

      I close my eyes and exhale. “Look, I don’t know what’s going on here, and you are scaring me. I’m not sure whether I should scream or—”

      “Or what, Emma.” His breath wafts over my face. Hot. Something flutters in my belly.

      I open my eyes. “Or…”

      His lips bear down on mine. My mouth is open. He angles across my lips, and my chest expands against his. He flattens himself against me and tightens his grip on my wrists. I am wide open, my hands pinned above my head and my body flush with his.

      He probes, and like a traitor to my own convictions, I moan with pleasure as his searching, darting tongue mingles with mine.

      His lips sucking, capturing…

      I curl my fingers downward around his hands. He shifts and growls deep in his throat. “My God.” He bursts backward and hisses the words. Then he releases my wrists, his hands moving to my face, holding me very still. He kisses me again. Raking his mouth over mine, his bite is firm and intentional, trailing down my neck.

      I pant. “Mr. Parker. Gage. Sir.” I don’t know what I am saying. “Stop.”

      He halts and exhales, long.

      For the lengthiest moment, we remain, standing in the elevator, with only the awkward cadence of our erratic breathing filling the space. He rests his forehead against my shoulder. My arms slowly slide down to my side.

      “Thank you.”

      He pushes back and stands upright. He looks at me with those dark, lancing eyes, takes another deep breath and lets it out. “All right.”

      I cannot look away. I am captivated by him and how he just made me feel. Something shifted between us those past few minutes. Perhaps something shifted in me. I no longer want to push him away. I want him closer. My chest longs to press against him again, feeling his heart beat unsteadily next to mine. Frightened and intrigued, I want to run away, and into his arms, in the same moment.

      “The elevator. How?” My speech is incoherent.

      Gage picks up his briefcase and with that one motion, pulls himself together. I, on the other hand, am a reckless mess. He still has not taken his eyes from mine.

      “Emma,” he begins softly. “Do you know what it means to be submissive?”

      I’m speechless. “I… I do. I think.” Suddenly I feel a little embarrassed and unsure of myself.

      He nods and steps back. “Hm. I see.”

      We stand, gazes locked, for several long seconds. Then Gage says, “Emma, I will start the elevator in a moment, and it will take us to the twenty-second floor. The only meeting today is between you and me, and it is not a matter of hotel business. It is a matter of business between us. Personal.”

      He pauses, searching my face.

      “You want to make arrangements to fuck me.”

      One corner of his mouth jerks into a grin. “Yes.”

      “And what makes you think that is what I want?”

      The corner jerks higher. “Emma, it’s written all over your face.”

      “I don’t think—”

      “Don’t think, Emma. Just react. Life is more fun that way.”

      “What exactly is it that you want, Gage?”

      “I will explain that in detail once we get to my office.”

      “Why can’t you do it now?”

      “Because I don’t conduct business in elevators, Ms. Lavender.”

      “Do you fuck in elevators?”

      He stares into my eyes. “Sometimes.”

      “Oh.”

      He steps closer. “Emma, I’m going to push that button now, and you have a choice. It is entirely up to you. When we get to the twenty-second floor, I am getting off. You can get off with me and we can discuss next steps, or you can stay on the elevator and go home. The choice is yours.”

      “And if I choose to go home?”

      He shrugs. “Nothing. I’ll leave you alone.”

      I sense that is far from the truth. He will not leave me alone. “Truly?”

      “Of course.”

      “And if I choose to follow?”

      He moves closer, his gaze probing, his breathing quick, in and then out. “Then you choose to give yourself up to me for a short time. There will be terms. Do you understand what I am saying, Emma?”

      I don’t, entirely. But I understand enough.

      Then you choose to give yourself up to me. There will be terms.





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/maddiejames-logo-only---heartland-cowboy.jpg





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
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.




OEBPS/images/corporate-cowboy-2023-brandedfilly.jpg
BRANDED FILLY RANCH





