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Noelle Kidman is still recovering from a bad marriage and even worse divorce. If she decides to remarry, the man will be someone who will go to church with her, pray, and loves her more than anything else. Yet, she is attracted to Blake Montgomery, the town’s wealthy playboy who gambles and drinks with his friends. Blake is wrong for her. If only she could convince her heart of that.

Blake Montgomery has loved Noelle for several years. But being her friend – and her boss – has put him in the friend’s zone. He wants out. He wants her to love him unconditionally. Perhaps he needs the festive holidays to help him win the woman he doesn’t want to live without. 
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Blake Montgomery held tightly to the horse’s reins as he pushed the animal faster. The gushes of air from Blake’s mouth nearly kept the same rhythm as his horse. The late November sun beating down on them didn’t make it easier, either. Montana had been oddly warm this season, and moisture trickled down the side of Blake’s face. At least he hadn’t lost his cowboy hat yet. 

He took a quick glance behind him. The man on horseback raced toward Blake. His mind screamed to go faster. No matter what, he couldn’t let the other rider catch him.

As Blake approached a bend in the road, he leaned into it, guiding his horse the best he could. He’d been riding horses since he was old enough to feed himself, and as soon as he was eight-years-old, his old man – rest his soul – had him entering rodeos. With all the training Blake had received over the years, he’d think it would pay off... and getting far away from the rider was a good time to prove that he could do it.

The branches hung lower in this section of the forest, and he had to duck several times. He took another glance over his shoulder. The rider seemed to be slowing down just a bit. Apparently, he couldn’t trust himself around these branches. But that was a good thing. Now maybe Blake would be able to get far away from him.

He concentrated on the turns in this thicket of trees, knowing that up ahead would be a clearing. Once he reached that spot, he’d be able to push his horse faster and not worry about the rider behind him.

A bead of sweat rolled down the side of his face, but he refused to take his grip from the reins. Concentrating on his goal was the only thing that would keep him sane at this moment. One little slip and everything would be over.

At long last, the light at the clearing shone brighter, almost as it was welcoming him. Grinning, he leaned closer to the horse and rode faster. Within moments, he was out of the trees. Throngs of people filled the clearing, except for the pathway leading to the finish line. Flashes from cameras snapped, and fans cheered as Blake headed toward the man holding the flag.

This would make the third year in a row that Blake had taken the first-place winnings home. Not that he really needed the money, but he definitely enjoyed the praise. It felt good to know he was number one in something.

As he passed the finish line, the cheering crowd grew louder. He slowed his steed, and several people rushed to him, congratulating him – women, mostly. His trainer was the first to reach him, handing Blake a towel and cold bottled water. He drank first, then wiped his sweaty face. Laughing with glee, he tipped back his head and poured a little water on his head, relishing in the cool liquid on his hot skin.

Fifteen minutes later, he had acknowledged the other riders and thanked them for a good race before heading toward his fans. Well, they weren’t really fans, but they were a group of people who had always supported him. His cousin, Rafe Montgomery, was the only one missing from today’s event. Good ol’ Rafe was going to be a father of baby number two sometime today. That was definitely more important than seeing his cousin win another race.

Debbie ran toward him with another water bottle, and her bleach blonde hair flapped in the wind. Her eyes twinkled when she gazed at him. The look in her eyes was unmistakable. She’d been after him for a few months now, but he couldn’t bring himself to ask her out. Debbie was new in Timberland, and she was a teacher at the elementary school. She was as sweet as an angel during the day, but after hours when the sun went to bed, she was a little she-devil. Although she was fun, he wanted to be with a woman who didn’t wear two different hats during the day. He wanted a woman who didn’t want to hide her true self.

He wanted... Noelle Kidman – a woman he would never have.

Sighing, his hopes plummeted. Debbie reached him, and he took the bottle from her. After telling her thanks, he opened the bottle and drank. Debbie hung on his arm, staring up at him with stars in her eyes.

“I knew you’d win, Blake.” She laughed in a high pitch. “In fact, I bet on you, and I’m happy to say, you made me one-hundred-dollars today.”

He lowered the bottled water and shook his head slowly, looking at her pretty face. “Then I hope you’ll go to confession on Sunday. Don’t you know, betting is a sin?”

She rolled her eyes. “It’s not like I went to Las Vegas or something.”

He shrugged. “Betting is still gambling.”

She arched a heavily penciled eyebrow. “Then why don’t you do it?”

“Sin?” He laughed. “I thought you knew me better than that.”

“No, silly. Why don’t you confess your sins on Sunday for betting?”

He patted her fingers, still resting on his forearm. “The difference between me and you, Debbie, is that you regularly go to church. I don’t.”

Blake started walking toward the stable. He still needed to brush down his horse before leaving. The gang would meet at Joe’s Lounge for drinks later, and Blake was halfway tempted not to go. He was tired today, and for some reason, he only wanted to celebrate his victory with one person, but she wouldn’t be there.

“You can, you know.” Debbie caught up to him, still trying to hook her arm with his, but his wide strides kept her hurrying to catch up. “I’d love to have you come to church with me.”

Hypocrite! It was people like Debbie, who made him never want to set foot in the church again. If he couldn’t commit fully to his religion, then he wouldn’t commit at all.

“Thanks for the invite, but I’ll pass.”

He reached the stables and went directly to his horse’s stall. “I hope you don’t mind, but I need to brush down Lucky.” He nodded to his steed. “I put him through a hard ride this afternoon.”

“Yes, you did.” She grinned. “Well, I hope to see you later tonight at Joe’s.”

“Yeah, I’ll think about it.”

“Think about it?” A male voice had Blake looking in another direction of the stable. His friend, Cole Langston, walked toward the stall, shaking his head. “What is there to think about? It’s celebrating time, Montgomery. You will be there.”

Inwardly, Blake groaned. He really had to be there. If his friends were going on his behalf, then he needed to go. Especially since Cole was visiting family in Montana for the holidays, and he lived in California. 

“Fine.” Blake sighed. “I’ll see you there at seven.”

Debbie giggled and clapped her hands. “Great. I’ll see you later.” She gave Blake a small wave and headed out of the stable.

His tall, broad-shouldered friend who drove a 4x4 truck and always wore a cowboy hat and black boots, strode toward Blake. The cowboy stopped and leaned against the stall. “You’re an odd duck, you know that, Montgomery?”

“Seriously?” Blake laughed and moved into the stall, picking up the brush from the shelf. “You haven’t seen me for what, six months, and the first thing you say to me is that I’m an odd duck? Where are your manners?”

Cole chuckled. “I just don’t understand you sometimes. You have women falling all over themselves to get your attention, and yet, you can never settle on one.”

Blake threw back his head and laughed heartily. “And that makes me odd? The last I’d heard, having this many women made me one lucky guy.”

“True, but we all know you’re looking for the right woman to settle down and start your family.”

“Who are the people who know this?” Blake scowled playfully. “And why are you all talking about me behind my back?”

“Come on, Montgomery, we’re your friends. We want to see you blissfully happy.”

Blake chuckled and shook his head. “And you think marriage will do that?”

Cole shrugged one shoulder. “I’ve seen the way you watch Rafe and Holly. I see how you look at their child when you’re holding her. Anyone who knows you well can see it.”

Blake flipped his hand in the air. “Don’t worry about me any longer. I’ll be fine. When I’m ready to settle down, I’ll find the right woman.” He glanced toward the direction Debbie had left. “And it won’t be with a woman like her.”

Laughing, Cole tipped back his cowboy hat and grinned. “Yeah, I know. You’ll pick a winner. You always do.”

“What about you, Langston? Why haven’t you settled down?”

Cole snorted and rolled his eyes. “Find me a woman who isn’t after my money, and I’ll marry her as fast as you can snap your fingers.”

“That’s for sure.” 

“I’ll let you get back to your horse now. I’ll see you tonight at Joe’s.”

“See ya later.” Blake nodded as he turned back to his horse.

The smile slowly left his face the longer he brushed down his horse. He considered himself a very fortunate man. True, he had some ups and downs, but overall, he led a pretty good life. The only problem he had issues with was loving a woman who didn’t return his feelings. He’d known Noelle Kidman for years. He’d watched her go through a terrible marriage and an even rougher divorce. She struggled as a single mother to care for her precious daughter, Cami.

Two years ago, he’d hired Noelle as one of his secretaries so that he could talk to her every day. They were friends, and that’s where it would stay in her eyes. As much as he wanted to, he didn’t know how to push their relationship out of the zone. 

His feelings confused him, knowing she would always have a special place in his heart, but knowing that he wanted to see her happy, even if it was without him in her life.

“Blake?”

The sound startled him, and he jumped. For a moment, he thought he’d imagined Noelle’s angelic voice, but when he heard footsteps shuffling in the hay, he snapped his attention toward the stall’s door. His heart leaped. Had his dreams come true? Or... maybe this was a dream right now. “Noelle?”

Her long, silky auburn hair fell over her shoulders and down her back. Her cheeks were bright, and her amazing hazel eyes glimmered like stars. Blake moved away from his horse, stepping toward her. 

“What are you doing here?” he asked with excitement in his voice that shouldn’t be there... at least that she shouldn’t hear.

“I thought I’d let you know that about an hour ago, Holly delivered a healthy baby boy. Eight pounds, two ounces, and has a thick head of dark hair.”

Joining in her good news, he whooped a shout of happiness and picked her up to swing her around once. She laughed and clung to his shoulders. Heavens, she was beautiful with her face all aglow as she stared into his eyes. Unfortunately, he had to put her down. Dang it.

“That’s wonderful,” he said, setting her on her feet again. He hesitated to release her, but she slowly stepped away, so he had no other choice.

“They are naming him, Cade.”

Blake’s grin widened. “That’s a very masculine name. It’ll fit Montgomery perfectly.”

“I agree.”

“We must celebrate tonight.” Once the words left his mouth, he remembered his prior obligations. He mentally kicked himself. “I’ll be meeting some friends at Joe’s Lounge tonight. I’d love for you to come. Cole Langston is in town, and I know he’d love to see you again.”

Her smile waned. “Thanks, but I’ll be watching little Regan while Holly and Rafe are still at the hospital. Tell Cole hello for me and that I’m sorry I couldn’t make it tonight.”

His hopes dropped again. Maybe one day she’d accept. “I understand. Give that adorable little girl a big hug from Uncle Blake.”

Noelle nodded. “I promise.”

“Thanks for coming to tell me.”

“Of course. What else are secretaries for?”

He chuckled. “Well, they aren’t to keep me updated on my family.” He winked. “But, I still appreciate it, anyway.”

“The stables were on my way home, so it wasn’t a problem.” She stepped away from him. “I’ll see you at work on Monday.”

“Yes, you will.”

He didn’t dare admit that he looked forward to walking through the front doors of his office building and seeing her cheerful face Monday through Friday. Her smile was what kept him going.

Groaning, he pushed his fingers through his hair. He couldn’t keep doing this. One way or another, he needed to move them past the friend’s zone... or fire her. Firing her wasn’t an option since she was a good secretary. But he couldn’t pine away for a woman who wouldn’t love him in return.
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Blake had better things to do with his Thursday night after work hours, but here he sat at the country club with most of the shareholders of Mountainland Ranchers Association – a company Blake and his brother, Luca, organized nearly two years ago. Then again, he didn’t have a date tonight, and at least his shareholder friends were giving him some entertainment. However, Blake wished his friends would lighten up. They didn’t need to talk business all day and all evening long. Obviously, the shareholders thought differently, and the company’s revenues were more important at the moment.

Since Blake and Luca had worked their butts off the first eight months after creating the company, MRA has been thriving more than Blake had ever imagined, making him and his brother almost as wealthy as Rafe. Blake wasn’t in competition with his cousin, but he was thrilled to know that he could survive without Rafe’s contribution. 

Cole Langston was with them tonight, owning higher stock in the company, and the poor man looked as bored as Blake felt. He chimed in with a comment from time to time, hoping to make the others think he was listening, but all he could think about was going home. Today at the office had been tedious, and he hadn’t talked to Noelle once, which made for a long day.

Finally, the men stopped talking when their meals arrived. The subject soon changed when Leon complained about his blind date. Blake chuckled over the mishaps the poor man had to endure, but at least it made for a humorous conversational piece. Once Leon’s story was completed, Jerry had to bring up one of his blind dates. It wasn’t as funny as Leon’s disaster night, but very close to it.

“What about you, Montgomery?” Cole asked, grinning at Blake. “You’re suspiciously quiet over there. Have you had any bad blind dates?”

Chuckling, Blake swallowed the food in his mouth. “I hate to disappoint you all, but I have never been on a blind date.”
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