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      To my beautiful Isabelle. I’ve waited a lifetime for you to arrive.
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      There’s a storm coming… and he’s not taking no for an answer.

      Life has dealt Kasi one blow after another. Following her mother’s untimely death, her family implodes, leaving her alone to run the farm. Fatigue and stress have become her new best friends, every day passing in a blur of work, work, and more work. When Levi Storm, her lifelong crush, keeps her from face-planting due to exhaustion, she’s mortified…and more than a little bit turned on.

      A person could set a clock by Levi’s daily routine, right down to his afternoon trip to the Mills’ farm market to buy one of Kasi’s delicious pies. He’s known Kasi her entire life, so when the beautiful young woman faints in front of him, coming to in his arms, Levi is stunned by the sudden realization that she’s meant to be his, and he’s prepared to move heaven and earth to claim her.

      Kasi should at least try to shake the sexy new six foot five shadow she’s acquired, but Levi’s much-needed help around the farm, his comfort as she struggles with grief, and his breath-stealing kisses are reigniting the hope and happiness she’s lost.

      Until reality crashes in again, forcing her to choose between the dominant, possessive, amazing man who makes her heart race and her family’s beloved farm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      August was a bitch.

      Because it was hot.

      Too freaking hot.

      Kasi Mills felt a bead of sweat roll down the back of her neck and along her spine. She sat still on her stool, marking the progress of the perspiration all the way to the waistband of her shorts, cursing the summer heat.

      Every now and then, she got a brief blast of less-hot air from the two rotating fans she’d set up in the back corner of her family’s small roadside fruit stand, the “storefront” for all the produce grown on Lucky Penny Farm.

      This current stand was an improvement on the original as at least now, it was a permanent structure with electricity. Her father had replaced their old stand—which had been little more than a series of three long wooden shelves covered with a bit of awning—five years earlier.

      While this new stand was larger, it would be a stretch to say they’d stepped up from fruit stand to farm market. Regardless, the stand had a concrete floor and an actual door so shoppers could walk into the shed, which boasted three full walls lined with shelves containing large baskets of green beans, apples, peaches, berries, tomatoes, corn, and more.

      The front was a bisected wall, with a hinged top half that served as an awning when opened. There was a tiny checkout station in the center of the space, which was where she was perched. Daddy had built the stand so that she and Mama weren’t constantly reloading their truck at the end of each day with all the buckets of unsold fruits and vegetables. Nowadays, she simply lowered the large piece of plywood at the front that revealed all their wares, padlocked it, and called it a day.

      Kasi did a visual scan of the table along the front wall where she kept the home-baked goods, such as pies, bread, cakes, and cookies that made their stand so popular. Kasi’s mother had been the world’s greatest baker, and she’d passed those skills—and recipes—on to her. While they did a fair amount of business with the produce, the pies were the true star of the Lucky Penny Fruit Stand show.

      Which was why, with only a half an hour until close, Kasi was completely out of the loaves of home-baked bread, Bundt cakes, and apple pies—today’s featured flavor.

      Well. Not completely out.

      There was one tucked away, saved—as always—for Levi Storm, though he’d never made that request of her. In truth, Levi didn’t know that she started every single one of her days trying to determine which pie was the best so that she could tuck it on a shelf behind her, hidden away until just a few minutes before his arrival.

      It was a completely silly thing to do, but her schoolgirl crush on Levi had started…well, when she’d been a schoolgirl.

      Ninth grade to be exact.

      Levi’s cousin, Remi, had been her best friend since birth, so Kasi was no stranger to Stormy Weather Farm, a large property nestled on the side of a mountain and home to the hottest men in Gracemont.

      No, strike that. The hottest men in Virginia.

      The Storm men had been setting hearts aflutter in their tiny neck of the woods for decades. Seven brothers, all single, all so pussy-meltingly hot, they sometimes didn’t seem mortal.

      Levi was the oldest brother, and even though he was thirty-seven, the fair women of Gracemont hadn’t yet given up hope on the stubborn bachelor finding love with one of them and settling down. Not that it made a damn difference in Kasi’s life if he did have a change of heart regarding his single status.

      Because…again…Kasi was and always had been Levi’s baby cousin Remi’s best friend. So when Kasi’s crush began in ninth grade, she’d been fourteen, Levi twenty-seven. He’d spent a great deal of that summer working in the family’s vineyards without a shirt on, and while Kasi had never noticed or given a shit about such things prior to that year, puberty kicked in hard because, damn…

      She saw him that year, with his long brown hair, full beard, mahogany-colored eyes, chiseled jaw, and even more chiseled abs. He was tall and broad in a sexy lumberjack way, and he struck her as the kind of guy who could pick a woman up, toss her over his shoulder, and carry her off to the bedroom without even breathing heavy.

      Not that she knew that for sure. Or from personal experience.

      Because ten years later and well into womanhood now, Levi noticed one—and only one—thing about her, apart from her status as Remi’s bestie.

      Her pies.

      Every single day for the last few years, at the end of his workday and just a few minutes before she closed, Levi drove off the mountain to buy a pie. It was, and always had been, the highlight of Kasi’s day. She’d watch his truck make the turn onto the country lane that ran in front of her family’s farm, which was the cue for her to grab her best—hidden—pie and place it on the table. Levi would come inside, give her a quick nod of the head—the quiet man’s hello—pick up the pie, bring it to the counter, and hand her a twenty. Every single day, she tried to give him his change, and every single day, he said, “Keep it,” in that dark-chocolate voice of his that sent her pulse racing. Then he’d give her another nod—this one a goodbye—and that was it.

      The sum equivalent of her daily bright spot.

      How fucking sad was that?

      Kasi lifted her hair away from the back of her neck, desperate for some relief from this unbearable humidity. She closed her eyes, trying to imagine colder things.

      Ice skating on the pond at Gracemont Park.

      Sledding down the hellacious hills on Stormy Weather Farm with Remi.

      Building a snowman with her kid brother, Keith.

      The visualization didn’t work.

      Probably because being hot and sitting in a pool of her own sweat wasn’t her predominant complaint at the moment.

      Exhaustion was.

      So, instead, she kept her eyes closed, steadied her breathing, and started counting down the hours until she could climb between the crisp, cool cotton sheets on her bed.

      Sadly, the hourly countdown would take some time because she was a long way away from bedtime, from laying her head on her soft pillow and falling asleep. Back in her carefree days, she was a champion sleeper, the queen of REM dreams, hers always vivid and epic and wonderful. Nowadays, the best she could muster were a few hours of restless, tossing-and-turning sleep that left her even more exhausted come morning.

      Being tired had become a regular thing in her life the past eight months, but that didn’t make it any easier to deal with.

      She jerked when someone cleared their throat.

      Kasi’s eyes flew open, and she was shocked to discover Levi standing right in front of her counter. How the hell had he parked in front of the stand and walked in without her noticing? Had she actually fallen asleep sitting up?

      She lowered the arms that were still holding her hair and realized she hadn’t put his pie out on the table.

      “Oh, Levi,” she said. “I, um, I held a pie back for you because they were going so fast today.” It was a lie, but she doubted he’d see through it. After all, he was her most reliable customer.

      She rose from the stool, moving a little too quickly. Gray spots blinded her as she was overcome with a wave of dizziness. She tried to reach out for the counter but her hands found nothing but air, and for a split second, she became aware that she was going down, her gaze focused on the concrete floor.

      Her last thought was this is going to hurt, before things went black.

      When she opened her eyes, Kasi realized two things simultaneously. She was lying on the floor and her head was in Levi’s lap.

      “Did I pass out?”

      Levi nodded, scowling, though not with anger. He looked worried as hell. About her. If she was more lucid, she’d probably have some sort of misplaced feelings about that.

      As it was…

      “I’m going to call nine-one-one.”

      Kasi shook her head as she reached out to grip his wrist, preventing him from grabbing his phone from his back pocket.

      “No. That’s not necessary. It was just the heat. I didn’t drink enough water today.”

      For a second, she was afraid Levi was going to ignore her and place the call anyway.

      “I’m fine,” she insisted, attempting to rise. Levi helped her, a steady hand on her elbow, a firm arm around her back.

      Those touches would have thrilled her if her sticky shirt wasn’t clinging to her skin.

      Real sexy, Kass.

      Once she was off the floor, she sank back down on her stool. Levi hovered close, his hand still on her arm, until he was sure she wasn’t going to fall off it. Then he walked over to the tin she filled with ice and bottles of water every afternoon, returning with one. He twisted off the cap and held it out to her. The ice in the tin had melted long ago, so the water was basically lukewarm rather than cold, but still…it was wet.

      She drank a few small sips before starting to put the bottle on the counter. Levi crossed his arms and lifted one eyebrow, making it clear he expected her to drink it all.

      She lifted the water and drained it. Putting the bottle container on the counter, Kasi felt her arms, looking for scrapes, feeling for bumps.

      “What are you doing?” Levi asked.

      She frowned. “I didn’t hurt anything when I fell.”

      “That’s because I caught you.”

      “Oh.” She could feel herself flushing, but this time the heat didn’t have a damn thing to do with it. “Uh. Wow. Quick reflexes.”

      Why? Why couldn’t she speak to Levi without sounding like a complete moron?

      Levi must have noticed her red cheeks because he grabbed another bottle of water and handed it to her.

      She uncapped it and pretended to take a sip, just to appease him.

      “How much sleep did you get last night?”

      His question took her aback. So much so, she just answered it, albeit in a vague way.

      “The usual amount.” Which was about four hours. Not that she mentioned that part.

      “When did you last eat?”

      “Breakfast,” she replied again, wondering if he would consider a few slices of the apples she was using in her pies as breakfast.

      “What happened to lunch?” With each question, Levi’s voice got deeper, his frown more pronounced. Again, she didn’t get a sense he was angry at her. It was more like he was worried, but in a grumpy, sexy way.

      Kasi worked hard not to let herself read anything into his concern, even as her romantic heart swooned. Levi was a nice guy, who’d known her most of her life, and she’d just fainted. He’d be concerned about anyone in the same position.

      “I didn’t have time for lunch. The farm truck got a flat, and I had to change it before I loaded it with the trays of baked goods and buckets of produce.”

      Levi glanced around, and she could practically read the question he left unspoken. She was surrounded by food right now, which meant, she could have literally eaten all damn day if she wanted to. The thing was, she didn’t eat the fruit stand food because they needed every penny they could earn from it.

      Levi raked his hair out of his face with his fingers. God, she loved his hair. All of his brothers were more clean-cut, their hair shorter and more stylish. Levi didn’t go for that, allowing his thick, unruly hair to grow long enough that it brushed his shoulders, giving him this wild mountain man look that was ridiculously hotter than it should have been. Kasi knew his long hair and beard weren’t style choices so much as Levi was just a hard worker, and shit like getting his hair cut and shaving probably fell very low on his to-do list.

      “You changed the flat?” he asked.

      She narrowed her eyes, silently warning him to tread lightly. She might be a woman, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t take care of herself. “I did,” she answered shortly.

      “Good. Sounds like my lesson stuck.”

      It took Kasi a minute to remember that Levi had been the one to teach her and Remi how to change a tire the summer they turned nine. She wasn’t sure why he thought two young girls needed that particular lesson at that point in their lives. It could have simply been opportunity presenting itself because he’d had a flat, and they’d been driving Remi’s aunt Claire crazy, running around the yard and howling like wild banshees, while she was hanging laundry on the line. For thirty minutes, Levi had kept them entertained and somewhat quiet while instructing them on how to change a tire.

      “It did.”

      Levi crossed his arms again, drawing her attention to thick biceps she wouldn’t mind grabbing hold of and swinging from like a monkey in a tree.

      “You’ve lost weight, Kasi. You’re too skinny. And those circles under your eyes are so dark it looks like you’ve got two black eyes.”

      Kasi didn’t reply for a second because there was way too much to unpack in all of that. For one thing, she didn’t think Levi ever noticed anything specific about her, since her presence in his life was that of a background character. She was someone he acknowledged but didn’t pay much attention to…sort of like the mailman you give a quick wave to when he hands you your mail, or the grocery clerk you thank before picking up your bags and leaving the store.

      And for another thing, she couldn’t remember the last time he’d actually said her name, their conversation limited to that damn “keep the change” exchange.

      No. That was wrong. She did remember the last time.

      It had been just after her mother’s funeral in January. He’d taken her hand, squeezing it gently, and said, “I’m sorry, Kasi.”

      Half the town had said those exact same words, but for some reason, Levi’s were the only ones that had offered her a split second of comfort.

      Shaking off that dark memory, she put one hand on her hip and tilted her head, trying to make light of his too-astute observations. “Levi, please. Stop with the compliments or my head will swell.”

      His lips tipped at the edges. Not really a grin, but she still felt a sense of pride in it because Levi’s smiles were too few and far between. He wasn’t a miserable man. Not at all. Just a serious one. Whenever she caught a glimpse of his smile or heard him laugh, it felt special, so the idea that she’d almost made him smile…well, that was a big win.

      Kasi rose from her stool, aware Levi was hovering close in case she went down again. Reaching for the lower shelf, she pulled out his pie. “Apple today.”

      He took it from her, reaching for his wallet.

      Kasi waved her hand. “On the house. For catching me,” she said with a grin.

      Levi grunted, another part of his unique communication skills—like the nods—that she’d come to understand. This grunt meant no. And he proved her right when he pulled a twenty from his pocket and put it in her hand.

      “Do you want to do the dance where I ask if you want change, and you say keep it?”

      Levi grunted again. This one amused. “We can skip that today.”

      “Suit yourself, but it seems a shame to break the streak, big guy. I thought we really had something going.”

      “Have you always had such a smart mouth?” he asked.

      She laughed. “Hell yeah. You seem to be forgetting my best friend is Remi Storm.”

      Levi nodded, probably because that response made sense. “I didn’t forget.” Remi was the reigning queen of sarcasm and quick quips, with Kasi coming in a very distant second.

      “Besides,” she continued, wondering if she hadn’t hit her head at least a little bit because normally she wasn’t quite this chatty, especially with Levi. “You’ve never paid much attention to me. Let’s face it, for most of my life, you saw me as the tomboy running around your family’s farm, causing havoc with Remi.”

      “You were a kid,” he pointed out.

      “Yeah. I was.” Kasi didn’t have a clue why she stressed the word was so hard. That certainly hadn’t been her intent, but when Levi narrowed his eyes, taking a harder look at her, she wasn’t sorry she had.

      Score one for passing out.

      Or maybe it was utter exhaustion causing her loose lips.

      “Well, I hope you enjoy your pie,” she said dismissively, feeling a bit awkward under his too-intent gaze. “See you tomorrow.”

      She spun around, not bothering to wait for his goodbye nod, and took a minute to grab the trays she used to transport the baked goods from the farmhouse to the fruit stand. She was surprised when she turned and realized Levi hadn’t left. Instead, he grabbed the empty baskets she’d stacked earlier to replenish with produce back at the farm.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “You’re closing up, right?”

      She nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Well,” Levi said, like she was six eggs short of a dozen. “I’m helping.”

      “Why?”

      Levi rolled his eyes, then jerked his head toward the doorway. “Come on, Kasi. We’re losing daylight,” he said sarcastically.

      He led her out of the stand and over to her truck, helping her load it with the trays and baskets. Today had been a good day, so they each had to make a couple of trips. Once the truck was loaded, Levi remained where he was.

      Kasi hesitated when it was clear he wasn’t leaving. “Shouldn’t you be getting home for dinner?”

      “What else do you need to do?” he asked, instead of answering her question.

      “I just need to turn off the fans, grab the cash box and iPad, and lock things up.”

      “Okay.” He nodded, returning to the stand—and stopping at the door when he realized she was still by the truck.

      Kasi frowned, confused. “What are you doing?”

      “This would go a lot faster if you actually helped.”

      She smirked, walking past him and into the stand. “Now who’s got a smart mouth?”

      Kasi wasn’t sure, but she thought for a second she heard Levi chuckle. However, when she turned to look at him, his face was just as solemn and serious as always, so she decided it was her tired brain playing tricks on her.

      While she turned off the fans, Levi lowered the front plywood, snapping the lock in place. Then he returned to the counter, grabbed his pie, and followed her out, holding the cash box and iPad she used for credit payments, while she locked the stand door.

      “Okay, then,” she said, taking her tech from him. “Thanks again for everything.”

      Levi lifted his chin toward her truck. “Get in. I’m going to follow you back to your place.”

      Kasi gestured to the dirt road. “It’s only a mile down the driveway, Levi.”

      “And you just passed out. So I’m going to follow you.”

      Kasi, like everyone else in Gracemont, was no stranger to Storm stubbornness. Remi had it in spades, as did everyone else in her family. “Arguing about this will be pointless, won’t it?”

      This time, there was no mistaking anything because Levi gave her a genuine, bona fide grin. Well, it was probably more smirk than grin, but it was still sexy as fuck.

      “What do you think?”

      Issuing her girlie bits the “down girl” command, she shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

      She climbed into her family’s ancient “farm use only” truck and started it. She always said a small prayer before turning the key because they needed this truck, desperately, and there wasn’t enough money in the coffers to buy a new one. Or even a new-to-them, used piece-of-shit one.

      Kasi considered the ever-growing pile of bills in the kitchen and, as always, her chest tightened with anxiety. Paying the bills and dealing with the farm finances used to be her mother’s job, but since her death, it had fallen to her.

      Hell, all of it had fallen to her.

      Mama had been the driving force on the farm, the one basically pulling the strings, for as long as Kasi could remember. It wasn’t that her father was incapable. It was just that her parents simply knew where their strengths lie and, in their case, it was with Mama making the decisions and Daddy doing the backbreaking manual labor.

      Daddy was a simple man, with simple pleasures. He preferred digging in the dirt, singing along to country music on the radio, and watching TV. Not that he was lazy. That wasn’t the case at all. His brain was just wired differently. He had trouble prioritizing and organizing and even making to-do lists, so every morning, he’d come downstairs, grab his honey-do list of daily chores from Mama—ranked in the order he needed to perform them—and went on his merry way. And the best part about their relationship was the fact Mama had been his polar opposite, a type-A personality from the word go, who’d loved ruling her roost.

      It had worked for them, and Kasi had always viewed their marriage as one of the best ever. Because despite their differences, they were the most “in love” people Kasi had ever known. She lost count of how many nights she’d come downstairs to spy them slow dancing together in the kitchen. The first time she’d seen it, she had only been seven, but finding someone who would dance with her in the kitchen had rocketed to number one on Kasi’s list of #lifegoals.

      Parking in the driveway between the farmhouse and the barn, Kasi shut off the engine and climbed out of the truck. She expected Levi to wave and turn around, so she was surprised when he parked his truck right behind hers and got out.

      “I’m home,” she announced, waving jazz hands in his direction. “All safe and sound.”

      Levi nodded as he headed toward the bed of her truck, reaching in to grab the buckets.

      “What are you doing now?” she asked.

      “Helping you off-load. These go in the barn?”

      “Uh. Yeah.” She grabbed the second load of baskets, trailing him. Once they entered the barn, she pointed to a table by the front door. “I just leave them there. Pete and Paul will refill them first thing in the morning.”

      The Riley twins had worked on her family’s farm for the past twenty years, both men starting part-time when they were still in high school, then coming on full-time after graduation. They lived with their mom just a few miles down the road.

      Unlike the Storms, the Riley brothers hadn’t been blessed with good looks, both sort of doughy faced with pockmarks left behind from too many years of acne. They also hadn’t scored much in terms of intelligence or personality, either, and Kasi was one-hundred percent certain neither of them had ever gone on a date before. God, they’d probably die of mortification before they could even work up the nerve to ask someone out.

      Both men were seemingly satisfied to live out their days at home with their widowed mother. Their dad had been killed before Kasi was born, but she knew the story of how he’d died after his tractor rolled, crushing him beneath it when the twins had been just three years old.

      Kasi could count on one hand—with fingers left over—the number of conversations she’d had with the Rileys in the past two decades that hadn’t involved farm business. But they worked hard, and they’d been a godsend since Mama’s death. Kasi wasn’t sure where she’d be without them, but she feared she might have to find out sooner rather than later, if she couldn’t find a way out of the farm’s financial straits.

      Levi placed his stack of baskets next to hers, then followed her out of the barn.

      “Okay, well, thanks for all your help today, Levi. I really appreciate it. I, um…” She wasn’t sure what else she could say. “I need to get dinner on the table. Bye.”

      Levi turned to go. She remained where she was because watching him walk away was the icing on the cake when it came to her favorite part of the day. Damn, his ass was fine.

      He’d only taken a half dozen steps when she realized he wasn’t walking to his truck but to her house. Then he stopped when he noticed she wasn’t walking with him.

      “What are you doing now?” she asked for what felt like the hundredth time in the last thirty minutes.

      “Walking you to your door.”

      “Why?” It was a stupid question, but she couldn’t quite keep up with this version of Levi. She was used to the strong, silent type who barely spared her a sideways glance. This guy seemed to be in no hurry to leave. And while she liked it, she was struggling to understand his motivation.

      The crush she’d harbored for too long wanted to interpret his actions as interest. The pragmatist figured it was just Levi being a good guy and a good neighbor.

      Le sigh.

      He crossed his arms. “You ask a lot of questions. Or actually just the same one. Over and over.”

      She grinned, amused by his observation. This Levi, the one who talked, made her want to push his buttons just to see how he’d respond. “Not that’s it’s doing me any good. You’re only answering about half.”

      Levi walked back to her, not stopping until he was about a foot away. He was so close, she had to tilt her head back to look at him. She wasn’t sure she’d ever been this close to Levi in her life—with the exception of when she’d just had her head in his lap—and the way he was gazing down at her meant their faces were close together.

      Close enough that she could see the flecks of green swirling within those deep mahogany eyes of his.

      “I’m walking you to your door because that’s what a gentleman does.”

      She detected the slight scent of peppermint on his breath, and she wondered if it was from toothpaste or mints. Not that it mattered. Peppermint had just climbed to the top of her list of aphrodisiacs. She licked her lower lip, her heart fluttering when Levi’s gaze slid down, watching her tongue swipe across it.

      “Oh,” she replied, cursing how fucking breathless she sounded. It took her a second or ten, but Kasi finally managed to break herself from the spell that was Levi, taking a step back. “You don’t have to walk me. I’m perfectly capable of getting to the house on my own.”

      Levi’s scowl was back, and this time, it wasn’t concern but annoyance driving it.

      Yeah. That felt more normal.

      She and Remi had been twin tomboy tornadoes when they were kids, so she was no stranger to the countless exasperated looks Levi had flashed her way over the years. Clearly, he still viewed her as his baby cousin’s friend. The idea that he would forever see her as a kid rather than the woman she’d grown to be, hurt a little. But it was also a good reminder that her crush was destined to always remain just that.

      A crush.

      “Okay, well. Goodbye,” she said, infusing her words with as much cheer as she could manage before turning and heading back in the direction of the barn, wishing it wasn’t so hard to walk away from him.
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      Levi watched Kasi walk away, trying to decide if he was more annoyed or turned on.

      She wore denim cutoffs that framed her peach-shaped ass to perfection, which swayed as she walked. The fact that he was noticing anything sexual about Kasi, whom he’d known since she was a kid, should have had him averting his eyes.

      But it didn’t.

      Not at all.

      Because she was all grown up.

      Of course, he knew that. He’d seen her pretty much daily for the past few years when he stopped by the Lucky Penny stand for one of her pies. The pies had become his and his brothers’ guilty pleasure, and he’d caught enough shit from the guys early on whenever he failed to bring one home that he’d gone ahead and included the trip to the fruit stand as part of his daily routine.

      Once it was sliced and divvied up after dinner, Levi only got one piece of it. And it wasn’t even a big piece. Never anywhere near enough for him. He’d considered, on more than one occasion, buying two pies and hiding the second from his brothers because sharing sucked.

      So yeah. He knew Kasi Mills was no longer a kid, but what he’d failed to let himself admit was that she was a very beautiful woman.

      Her long chestnut-brown hair hung straight down her back, reaching down to where her T-shirt ended, and the tiniest bit of her bare skin showed.

      She was nearly back to the barn when he realized she was walking away from the house.

      “Where the hell are you going?” he called out to her.

      Kasi glanced over her shoulder, and he saw yet another glimpse of surprise in her expression. Apparently, his actions were as shocking to her as they were to him. He didn’t have a clue why he’d followed her from the stand to her farmhouse. Though considering she’d just passed out, he figured it was common courtesy to make sure she got home okay.

      But that hadn’t required him to get out of his truck and help her unload. Or stick around to see what she did next.

      However, leaving felt as hard as sharing her delicious pies with his brothers.

      “I need to feed the animals first,” she yelled back. “It won’t take long.”

      He studied her for a minute. Long enough that she must have thought the conversation was over because she turned away from him again and walked into the barn.

      Levi sighed, then headed away from his truck, following her once more.

      By the time he arrived, she was scattering feed to the chickens in the pen attached to the far side of the barn. There was a long row of henhouses inside a coop. The Lucky Penny Farm also sold eggs and had amassed quite a few regulars who swore their eggs were the greatest. Levi’s mother was one of those devoted fans, so every egg consumed at Stormy Weather Farm—either by the family or in the B&B—came from this farm, and Kasi personally delivered God only knew how many dozen to Mom every Sunday morning.

      Once the chickens were fed, Kasi hung up the bucket, reaching for a small bale of hay. He intercepted her, picking it up himself. Levi expected her to ask him what he was doing again, but it seemed as if she’d finally given up questioning him and was just rolling with it.

      That, or she simply didn’t have the energy to fight him anymore. He’d noticed the dark circles under her eyes the last few times he’d come for his pie, but he and Kasi didn’t have the type of relationship where he felt as if he could ask questions.

      Cutting the string holding the bale together, Kasi scattered it in the pen that held the goats, the baying creatures quickly surrounding them, chomping away happily. She did the same for her three horses. Then she emptied a bucket of slops for the pigs. After that, she grabbed a hose and dragged it from pen to pen, filling the troughs with water.

      “Where’s your dad and your brother?” Levi wondered why neither of them were feeding the animals.

      “Daddy will be in the house,” Kasi replied. “And I didn’t see Keith’s motorcycle when I pulled up, so he must be out with friends.”

      Levi wasn’t sure, but he thought he heard her mutter “again” under her breath.

      “Shouldn’t he be helping you with some of these chores?”

      Kasi shrugged wearily. “He’s eighteen, and he just graduated from high school in June. You know how boys are at that age. Gotta sow their wild oats or something.”

      Levi didn’t agree with that assessment at all. He’d been eighteen once too, but that didn’t mean his father wouldn’t have tanned his hide if he’d failed to do his chores. There was no age limit where the expectations lessened on a farm. Hell, once he graduated, he’d been expected to take on more work.

      Rather than argue the point, he decided to see what else needed to be done because Kasi should be inside her house with her feet up. Levi wasn’t completely sure he bought the excuse that she’d just gotten overheated. When he’d walked into the stand, she’d been sitting on the stool with her eyes closed, and he’d wondered if she’d managed to fall asleep like that.

      Maybe she was getting sick.

      “Is that all the chores?”

      Kasi nodded.

      “Good.”

      They left the barn together, walking side by side. She’d gone quiet, her gait almost sluggish. He was glad he’d stuck around to help, since her father and brother didn’t seem to offer her any.

      She glanced at him when he bypassed his truck, walking all the way to the porch with her.

      Kasi gave him a smirk. “Still being a gentleman?”

      He bowed slightly. “Always.”

      She stopped at the front door, waiting. “Is there something else you need?”

      Levi crossed his arms. “I’m just making sure you actually go inside. Starting to suspect you’re trying to get rid of me so you can go plow the back forty.”

      Kasi grimaced, the expression hitting Levi right straight in the chest because the second she replied, he regretted his joke.

      “You don’t have to worry about that. The back forty burned.”

      Levi sighed, cursing his wayward tongue. “I remember.” Her family had lost a whole season’s corn crop due to that fire. “Did they ever figure out what started it?”

      Kasi shook her head. “The ground was pretty dry thanks to the drought, but with us watering regularly, it was still going to be a good harvest. Fire marshal suggested a lightning strike, as there’d been some storms in the area that night, or maybe a lit cigarette. But none of the farm hands or my father smoke.”

      Levi suspected losing those crops had dealt them a bit of financial blow, but that was the nature of farming. “Burning can sometimes be good for the soil. I bet your yield this year will be better for it.”

      “We, um… We didn’t plant anything there this year.”

      Levi frowned—because that was a hell of a lot of farmland to leave unplanted.

      However, before he could ask why not, there was a loud crash inside and the sound of glass breaking. Kasi quickly opened the front door, dashing inside, and Levi followed.

      She pulled up short in the doorway to the kitchen and quickly threw her hands up. “Daddy. Don’t move,” she said.

      Levi took a second to study the scene, concerned by what he saw. Kasi’s father was standing in the middle of the kitchen, surrounded by several broken dishes. A tray lay nearby on the floor as well. All of that was easily enough explained. Mr. Mills got clumsy and dropped a tray.

      What Levi couldn’t reconcile was this version of Mr. Mills to the man he’d known his entire life. He did a quick calculation, trying to decide when he’d last seen the man.

      Then it occurred to him.

      At his wife’s funeral.

      It wasn’t that his path and Mr. Mills’ crossed on a regular occasion, but they usually ran into each other at least a dozen times a year, either at town events, the grocery store, or even at Rain or Shine Brewery. Mr. and Mrs. Mills had spent more than a few restful Sundays doing tastings there, and enjoying the changing colors of the leaves or the return of spring.

      But it had been eight months since he’d seen the man, and that time hadn’t been kind to him.

      Always a tall, lanky guy, Mr. Mills seemed to have lost weight he didn’t have to lose. Same as Kasi. His thinning hair was almost completely gone, and his tanned complexion had faded to a chalky white, something unheard of in professional farmers, who spent their days out in the bright sunshine.

      The worst part was the man’s vacant expression.

      He was looking at Kasi as if confused.

      Kasi moved forward slowly, trying to avoid the larger pieces of glass. “Stay where you are, Daddy. You’re not wearing shoes. Let me clean up this glass so you don’t cut yourself.” She knelt down, intent on picking up the sharp shards with her hands.

      “Where’s the broom and dustpan?” Levi asked.

      Kasi pointed to a closed door. “In the pantry.”

      Levi crossed the room to grab them. “Don’t try to pick it up with your ha⁠—”

      That was all he was able to say before Kasi gasped. She’d sliced the end of one of her fingers, blood instantly welling.

      “Ouch.” She quickly covered it with the other hand, applying pressure.

      Levi grabbed the broom and dustpan, sweeping the glass into a pile and scooping it up. It took several trips between the pile and the trash can to get most of the glass.

      In the meantime, Kasi walked to the sink, running her cut finger under the water.

      “How bad is it?” Levi asked, looking at her from the floor as he scooped up the last of the mess.

      “Not bad at all. Little more than a paper cut,” she said, though Levi wasn’t sure he believed her. Kasi was fairly accomplished at underplaying things.

      Levi captured her gaze from where he knelt on the floor. “Mmm-hmm. Let me finish cleaning this mess and then I’ll take a look at it.”

      “It’s fine,” she insisted, reaching into a cabinet by the sink and pulling out a Band-Aid. Wrapping it around her finger tightly, she grabbed a washcloth from the sink, wet it, then knelt next to him, running the cloth over the floor to pick up any tiny shards left behind.

      Through all their efforts, Mr. Mills remained still, wringing his hands.

      “Are you okay, Daddy?” Kasi said, both of them rising once they’d finished cleaning the mess.

      “I carried my tray down,” he said, his voice so quiet, Levi had to strain to hear him. “I smelled…” Mr. Mills swallowed heavily, his hands shaking, a tear sliding down his wrinkled cheek. “I smelled pot roast. I thought…your mother always made…it smelled just like hers. I thought she was here.”

      “It’s okay,” Kasi said softly. “It’ll be okay. Are you hungry? I bought some rolls to go with the roast. I just need to pop them in the microwave. Why don’t we eat together down here?” Kasi was using that same cheerful tone she’d used with Levi, even though he knew she wasn’t feeling happy.

      Mr. Mills shook his head. “No. Tray in my room is…” His words faded as he rambled out of the kitchen, heading upstairs.

      Kasi watched him leave, then turned to Levi. She opened her mouth but closed it again without saying anything.

      He watched her swallow heavily, watched her blink back tears, never shedding a single one.

      Levi’s heart broke and came to life simultaneously as he reached out, gripped her upper arms, and pulled her toward him.

      Kasi stood stiffly, her hands balled in fists against his chest, as he ran his hands up and down her back, slowly rocking her. It only took a moment for her hands to open, pressing flat against his chest, leaving him to wonder if she was going to push him away.

      Levi didn’t loosen his grip, but he didn’t tighten it either.

      A full minute passed before her shoulders sagged and her body gave way. She wrapped her arms around his middle, pressed her cheek to his chest, and just held on.

      Levi knew in an instant that he would hold her like this for the rest of her life if that was what she needed. It was a heavy, misplaced, strange thought, but it was the truest, most real thing he’d ever felt.

      She was shorter than him, most people were, the top of her head brushing his chin. He bent lower, placing a soft kiss to her hair, loving the way her hold on him tightened in response.

      And between one beat of his heart and the next, Levi fell.

      She was his.

      Kasi Mills was his.

      And just like that, his entire world clicked into place.

      After a few minutes, Kasi lowered her arms and stepped away.

      Levi resisted the urge to drag her back. The inches she put between them felt like miles, felt wrong.

      He studied her face. Damn. She hadn’t shed a single tear. Levi couldn’t decide if he admired her strength or if he was worried about the way she kept her emotions bottled inside.

      “Sorry,” she whispered, her gaze locked on the middle of his chest.

      Levi cupped her chin, tilting her face upward, waiting until she lifted her eyes to his. “There’s nothing to be sorry for, little bear. You’re quite the warrior, aren’t you?”

      Kasi cleared her throat, looking away first, as if uncomfortable under his gaze. She glanced toward the counter, where Levi saw the Crock-Pot.

      “I need to make a tray for my father.” Kasi bent down to pick up the one her father had dropped.

      Levi took it from her, guiding her toward one of the chairs at the kitchen table. “Sit down.”

      She started to step back to the counter, but he halted her with a look.

      “Now, Kasi.”

      She blinked twice, her brows furrowed in confusion, then did as he said, sinking down.

      If the moment wasn’t steeped in so much newness, Levi would have found her response to his command a turn-on. As it was, he was still reeling with the knowledge that she was his.

      Levi opened a couple cabinets before finding the bowls. He dipped out three portions of the pot roast, steam rising, the smell making his mouth water.

      “Where are the rolls?” he asked, recalling her telling her father about them.

      She pointed to the refrigerator. “Freezer. I bought them at the store. I didn’t have time to make any from scratch.” She sounded as if she was apologizing.

      Levi grabbed the bag. “These are the same ones my brothers and I eat. They’re good. Quick and easy.”

      Sliding a half dozen of them into the microwave, he set the timer. They only needed a minute. While he waited, he loaded a tray for Mr. Mills with the bowl of pot roast, a small plate with a couple slabs of butter waiting for the bread, silverware, and a glass of water. When the timer buzzed, he added two rolls to the plate, then put the rest of the bread and the butter dish on the kitchen table. He carried over the other two bowls, glasses of water, and spoons.

      “Eat,” he said to Kasi, as he turned back to grab the tray.

      She popped up. “I can carry that to him.”

      Levi lifted one eyebrow. “Sit back down and eat. Which room is your father’s?”

      “Really,” she insisted, still reaching for the tray. “It’s not a problem for me to⁠—”

      “Little bear, if you keep arguing with me about every single thing, the two of us are going to have a problem,” he said sternly.

      Kasi dropped back down in her chair.

      “Good girl,” he purred. “Which room?”

      “Top of the stairs. First door on the left.”

      Levi nodded then walked upstairs. The door to her father’s room was open. The man had climbed into a bed that looked like it wasn’t just serving as a place to sleep but as an entire home. There were books scattered on the mattress, half a dozen used tissues, a couple newspapers folded in such a way that the only thing showing was the crosswords. There were countless glasses and other dishes on most of the flat surfaces. Next to the bed was a small table that was cleared off. No doubt, that was where the tray had been before Mr. Mills carried it down.

      “Dinner,” Levi announced, carrying the tray in and setting it down.

      Mr. Mills didn’t even acknowledge his presence, his attention completely focused on the television.

      Uncertain what else to say, Levi returned downstairs.

      Kasi looked like her father when he entered the kitchen, staring off into the distance, her food untouched.

      She glanced up when he joined her at the table. “How is he?” she asked.

      “Not sure he even realized I was in the room. He was watching Jeopardy, so I just left the tray.”

      Kasi smiled sadly. “He and Mama never missed Jeopardy.”

      Levi reached across the table, sliding her unused spoon closer to her.

      She smirked, then picked it up, digging in. Levi did the same, tempted to moan when the first bite hit his tongue. Tender meat and potatoes in a savory sauce. He quickly took another bite, and this time he didn’t hold back.

      “Holy shit, that’s good,” he praised.

      Kasi smiled, clearly pleased, even as she said, “Don’t think I didn’t notice how you invited yourself to dinner.”

      Levi grinned. “I figured it was the least you could do after all my help today.”

      She narrowed her eyes playfully. “Is that right?”

      Levi winked, then the two of them kept eating, neither of them breaking the silence. It wasn’t awkward, rather it was peaceful, easy.

      He was pleased to see Kasi wasn’t holding back, devouring every bite of the roast and two of the rolls. He’d been worried about her weight loss, but it didn’t seem to be the result of not eating. Which sparked his curiosity about just what in the hell was going on in the Mills’ home.

      “How long has he been like that?” Levi asked.

      Kasi put her spoon in her bowl then carried it to the sink, rinsing both before putting them in the dishwasher. Levi followed suit, thinking her actions were an attempt to avoid answering his question.

      When she turned to face him, leaning on the counter, she sighed. “Since Mama died.” Her voice wobbled slightly at the end, and it took everything he had not to sweep her back into his arms. While he knew that was exactly where she belonged, it would probably be a good idea to let Kasi catch up to him.

      “That was back in January, right?”

      Kasi nodded. “Eight months ago.”

      “He able to work on the farm at all?”

      She shook her head.

      Levi didn’t like the picture forming in his mind. Suddenly, he understood the unplanted fields. “Your brother helping out?”

      Kasi shrugged. “He’s taking Mama’s death hard too. Only not in a take-to-bed way.”

      Levi crossed his arms. “What’s his way?”

      “Escaping the house, which is actually preferable to when he’s home because when he is here, he’s a gigantic pain in the ass.”

      “Pain in the ass how?”

      Kasi rubbed her eyes tiredly. “He’s been getting into a little bit of trouble.”

      “What kind of trouble?”

      “Vandalism, speeding on that motorcycle of his. Last week, he got caught drinking underage with a couple of his friends. Luckily, Sheriff Anderson and my father have been friends since high school. So far, he’s been bringing Keith home and letting him off with a warning, although he did have to pay for the damages from the vandalism. I’m just afraid Keith is going to abuse the sheriff’s compassion one time too many.”

      Kasi covered her mouth, trying to hide her yawn. The comfort food was obviously working its way through her system, making her full and sleepily.

      As much as Levi wanted to stay with her, he knew she needed sleep. A lot of it.

      He stepped next to her, leaning against the counter beside her. “If I leave, are you going to go to bed?”

      Kasi didn’t respond right away, which told him her answer wasn’t going to be honest.

      “Don’t lie to me, Kasi.”

      Her gaze flew to his, and he wasn’t sure what he saw in those pretty eyes of hers. Confusion? Annoyance? Arousal? Any or all of those looked about right.

      “No. I’m not going to bed. I need to start prepping the baked goods to sell at the stand tomorrow.”

      “Prepping what?” he asked.

      “I put the pie crust and bread together. Refrigerate the crust overnight and leave the bread to rise. Then I bake the cakes.”

      He frowned. It was nearly eight o’clock. What she was talking about would take hours.

      “Give me the cake recipe.”

      Kasi blinked, startled. “What? No.”

      Levi stepped in front of her, cupping her cheeks in his hands. God, her skin was soft. She flushed slightly, and the innocence of it caught him off guard. He started playing over what he knew about Kasi, trying to recall if she’d ever had any boyfriends. Sadly, he’d been a blind fucking fool for too long.

      “What did I tell you about arguing with me, little bear?”

      He felt the way her pulse accelerated, saw her eyelids grow heavy. That adorable pink tongue appeared, swiping her full bottom lip and sending his thoughts to a whole bunch of places he couldn’t go tonight. She was dead on her feet…and apparently, still several hours away from bedtime.

      Levi released her and stepped back, Kasi visibly shaking her head as if to wake herself up.

      “Fine. I’m nothing if not a quick learner, and the past hour has shown me nothing I say will matter anyway,” she relented, turning her back on him to reach for a recipe box on the counter. She pulled a card out and handed it to him. “I triple it. The mixer is over there. The ingredients are in the pantry and fridge.”

      Levi nodded once. “I used to bake with my mom when I was a kid. She insisted me and my brothers learn our way around a kitchen so we could feed ourselves and any future wives who might come our way. I can figure it out. You get started on your crust and bread.”

      The two of them worked together in companionable silence. Well, relative silence. Kasi turned on the radio, country music playing softly in the background.

      Once his cakes were in the oven, he helped her knead the bread dough.

      “That it?” Levi was worried she might rattle off twelve more things she needed to do before bedtime.

      Kasi nodded, her gaze landing on the clock on the stove. “Oh wow. It’s only ten thirty.”

      “Only?” he asked, but Kasi didn’t pick up on his tone.

      “That went so much faster with your help.”

      Levi decided he’d bake cakes every night for the rest of his life if it meant getting to see the smile Kasi was giving him right now.

      But then her comment clicked, and he frowned. “What time do you usually finish?”

      “I don’t know,” she said, washing up the countertops. “Eleven thirty, midnight.”

      Levi had asked her at the fruit stand how much sleep she’d gotten last night, and she’d successfully dodged the question by saying “the usual amount.”

      He was wise to her tricks now. “Is that what time you normally go to bed?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, after I take a shower.”

      “And what times does your alarm go off?”

      Kasi bit her lower lip.

      Levi took her chin between his forefinger and thumb. “The truth.”

      “Four thirty.”

      It was worse than Levi had even imagined. He was an early riser, up and out of bed most mornings by five. Such was the life of a farmer. But he sure as shit wasn’t crawling between the sheets at midnight. Things in the house he shared with his brothers settled down around nine, all of them retreating to their own rooms since every single one of them was up with the birds.

      He now understood the dark circles under Kasi’s eyes—and he wasn’t happy.

      “So you’re getting four hours of sleep a night,” he growled. “When is your day off? You take the weekends?”

      Kasi really needed to get better at reading his tone because her laugh was the wrong response. It took at least twenty seconds before she realized he was being serious.

      She tilted her head. “It’s a farm, Levi. You know there are no days off. Animals like to eat every day, and on the weekends. I open the stand even earlier because those are our best-selling days. People drive down here from the city for fresh produce.”

      He knew because of his daily pie purchase that the only day the stand wasn’t open was Monday, but given Kasi’s response, it was clear she still worked on that day too, doing other chores.

      So if he was understanding what she was saying, she was working long-ass hours, seven days a week. “And you’ve got no one helping you?”

      “The Riley twins work here. They keep the crops going.”

      “Thought Jeb Wilson and Cal Rogers worked here too?”

      Kasi’s eyes darted away, only for a moment, but he could tell she was uncomfortable with his question. “Not anymore,” she said, offering no further explanation.

      Levi had a million more questions he wanted to ask, but doing so would just cut into her sleep time. Considering the work he’d done to help her finish her chores early, it would be counterproductive to keep her talking.

      “I should be going,” he said, forcing himself to step away from her. Leaving her alone in the middle of all this felt wrong, but he didn’t belong here.

      Yet.

      That was going to change very, very soon.

      Kasi walked him to the door, thanking him again for all his help. It was a friendly enough farewell, but it was clear Kasi was viewing tonight as an anomaly. No doubt in her mind, tomorrow they would be returning to their acquaintance status, and she’d be on her own again.

      His girl was in for a rude awakening.
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      Kasi had just poured some creamer into her coffee when she heard a knock at the door. A quick glance at the clock told her it was a little before five a.m. It was still dark outside, so who the hell would be knocking on her door? The Riley twins usually didn’t arrive until six, and they never stopped by the house first, always just bypassing it and heading straight out to the fields. When they’d first started working here, Mama had offered them breakfast and lunch, but they’d refused, claiming their mother always made sure they had a big breakfast before leaving the house and packed them bagged lunches.

      Walking out of the kitchen, Kasi glanced toward the front door. The top half was a window, the bottom solid wood. She always left the front porch light on these days, since Keith came in all hours of the night.

      As such, it was easy to make out Levi Storm standing on the porch, looking back at her.

      Kasi crossed the foyer and unlocked the door. “Levi?”

      “Mornin’, little bear.”

      Kasi wondered how this man could throw her for such a loop with just three words. For one thing, this was the fourth time he’d called her little bear, and she was starting to like the sound of it way too much. For another, even though it was an easygoing statement, hearing it issued in Levi’s deep voice had parts of her body that typically lay dormant waking right the hell up.

      “Did you leave something here last night?”

      Levi frowned, and she realized she hadn’t offered him a very neighborly greeting.

      “Sorry,” she backtracked. “Good morning, Levi.”

      His expression cleared. It looked like he’d come here straight from the shower. His hair was still damp and brushed back off his face, and he smelled good. Very good. Woodsy, musky, testosteroney.

      Shit. It was way too early to be this turned on.

      “You gonna invite me in?” he asked, the edges of his lips tipped up, leaving her to wonder if he could read her mind.

      “Oh. Um, yeah.” She stepped back, allowing him to enter.

      Levi closed the door behind him, clearly intent on staying awhile.

      “Did you need something?” She was still trying to puzzle out his presence here so early in the morning.

      “Wouldn’t mind a cup of that coffee I smell,” he said, heading in the direction of the kitchen without waiting for an invitation.

      Kasi followed in his wake, trying to keep up physically and mentally.

      She opened the cabinet that held the coffee mugs and handed one to Levi, who’d already grabbed the pot.

      “Do you want cream or sugar?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “Drink it black.”

      Levi glanced around the kitchen, nodding toward the crusts she’d pulled out of the fridge. “You getting ready to put the pies together?”
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