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      Love is coming, one wild dare at a time.

      With Valentine's Day around the corner, these feisty heroines are striking out on the biggest adventures of their lives. But nothing could have prepared them for the wild, possessive men waiting to sweep them off their feet.

      Whether they're spying on a cowboy, facing their fears with a mountain man, or touring with a boy band, these curvy girls get so much more than they bargained for when they take up the Galentine's dare and set out to discover who they really are—and where their hearts truly lie—in this spicy rom-com series.

      The Galentine Diaries includes Romancing the Cowboy, Pretty Little Mess, Hitched to the Heartthrob, and the sister novel to Romancing the Cowboy, Beach House Beauty.
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      To the girls. I'm so happy we're on this adventure together.

      And in memory of Hamburger. You were a real jerk, but we loved your mean ass anyway.
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      Spying on a bossy cowboy lands this hot mess romance author in hot water.

      

      Cassia Murphy

      I'm used to getting fan mail from readers.

      I am not used to being told off by bossy cowboys.

      But that's exactly what Cord Decker does when he emails me.

      According to him, I know nothing about the cowboys I write.

      I'll never admit it to him, but he's right.

      Which is exactly why I suggest his hometown for the annual Galentine's retreat.

      I can't strangle him in real life.

      But no one ever said I can't make him sweat in my next book.

      I just have to keep him from figuring out who I really am…

      And keep from falling for him and his gruff ways.

      Easy peasy, right?

      Ha. I'm in way over my head.

      

      Cord Decker

      I don't know what prompted me to email Cassia Murphy.

      But I can't keep the curvy blonde author out of my head.

      I never expected to find her running for her life from one of my bulls.

      Didn't expect to fall hard for her smart mouth, either.

      She thinks I don't know who she is.

      She's wrong.

      This sassy little romance author is mine.

      I plan to teach her everything she needs to know about cowboys…

      In bed and out of it.

      

      When this older cowboy rescues a hot mess author from a crazy bull, she learns a whole lot more than she anticipated. If you enjoy growly cowboys, sassy heroines, and laugh-out-loud comedy, you'll love Cord and Cassia's story!
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      CASSIA

      "What the fudge?" I mutter, glaring at the email on my laptop screen. It's so rude!

      
        
        Ms. Murphy,

      

        

      
        My sister left a copy of your book, A Cowboy for Christmas, at my place. I regret to inform you that I made the mistake of giving it a read. You paint a pretty picture with words, but you haven't ever seen a real cowboy a day in your life, have you?

      

        

      
        Declan was about as realistic as my prize bull's hopes of escaping this fine establishment for greener pastures. The bastard has been trying for years. Sad to say, he isn't going anywhere but to the butcher if he keeps it up.

      

        

      
        A real cowboy would have shot that abusive, lying SOB, Bromley, on sight. And then hid his body where no one would find it. And don't even get me started on having relations in the barn. Hay itches like a son of a bitch.

      

        

      
        You should spend some time on a ranch before you try writing about them.

      

        

      
        A REAL Cowboy,

        Cord Decker

      

      

      "Of all the nerve," I growl to my cat, Sisyphus. "I bet he's not even a real cowboy. He's probably a middle-aged man who lives in his mom's basement and plays video games all day. He's a troll, that's what he is."

      Sisyphus meows his agreement and then goes back to licking his junk. At least I assume it's agreement. With him, it's hard to tell. He's very chill for a cat.

      I blow my hair out of my face and scan Cord Decker's email again, my irritation growing with every word. My leg bounces up and down, my foot thumping against the side of the chair. Normally, I ignore critical emails like authors are taught to do. Responding never leads anywhere good, and the last thing we want to do is attack a reader for having an opinion. It just makes us look gross. But something about this one…the nerve of this man!

      I hit reply, my fingers flying across the keyboard.

      
        
        Mr. Decker,

      

        

      
        I regret to inform you that I made the mistake of reading your email. You string sentences together quite well, but you haven't ever read a work of fiction a day in your life, have you?

      

        

      
        Declan is a romantic hero. He's not supposed to be entirely believable. Also, he didn't kill Bromley because he wasn't worth killing.

      

        

      
        I'm rooting for your bull and his future freedom.

      

        

      
        My condolences to whomever you're having relations with. I hope she finds your performance more satisfactory than I found your email.

      

        

      
        Cassia Murphy

      

      

      "I can't send this," I say, reading over it again. Writing it filled me with satisfaction, but the last thing I need is for the world to think I'm a crazy pants. I mean, I am a crazy pants. But sending this off into the world only confirms it.

      I quickly delete the email before I change my mind, and then close the browser. Stretching my arms over my head, I roll my neck on my shoulders and then climb out of my desk chair. I've been working my butt off all day to finish my new book.

      I need food. Maybe that'll make me less grumpy.

      Before I even make it out of the office, my phone dings with an incoming email. My inbox is always a nightmare. Mostly because it scares me so I ignore it. It's a blackhole at this point. I'm never going to get it cleaned out. Making a New Year's Resolution to stay on top of it was not my best idea. Now I feel obligated to check it just so I don't break the stupid resolution even though I'm ninety-nine percent positive breaking resolutions is the only reason we make them in the first place.

      I groan and pull the phone out of my pocket.

      "What the heck?" I stop in the middle of the room when I see Cord Decker's name at the top of the list of unread emails. I quickly scroll to it.

      
        
        Ms. Murphy,

      

        

      
        I'll pass along your support to the bull. He'll be overjoyed to hear of it, I'm sure.

      

      

      

      "Oh no," I whisper, scrolling down in horror. "Oh no, oh no, oh no." I sent him the email instead of deleting it! He's probably furious. I gulp audibly and scroll back to his response.

      
        
        A cowboy never kisses and tells. You should know that, considering you write us. But you'll be relieved to know I'm not what you refer to as a manwhore.

      

        

      
        Declan should have killed Bromley. He touched what didn't belong to him. You never touch another man's woman. Ever.

      

      

      Oh, jeez. He's completely crazy. But that's still kind of hot. No. No way. Nothing about this man is hot. I'm just delusional.

      
        
        If you ever want to see what a real cowboy does…

      

        

      
        Cord

      

      

      I shove my phone into my pocket, whimpering. I cannot believe I accidentally sent him that email! There's no way I'm responding to this one. I've done enough damage for one day, thank you very much.
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        * * *

      

      "Not again," I groan a week later, staring in dismay at my inbox. Cord Decker is driving me nuts! I'm pretty sure he's reading his way through my entire catalog just to piss me off at this point. Every day, he sends me another email to inform me of something I've gotten wrong.

      The way he says it… Argh! I'm contemplating naming the villain in my next book Cord Decker just so I can kill him off. Maybe then he'll take the hint.

      Who am I kidding?

      The hero in my book has started to sound suspiciously like him. I spend all dang day looking for his emails. When they don't come, I get grumpy. And then when they do come, I get grumpy too. He's so rude! He critiques my heroes like it's his job. I'm pretty sure he's only doing it to get me to respond. So far, I haven't taken the bait since that first day.

      
        
        Ms. Murphy,

      

        

      
        My sister has informed me that I'm not allowed to borrow her books anymore. Apparently, she's very protective of them and I wrinkle the pages. The local librarian is now convinced I'm batting for the other team. This is your fault.

      

        

      
        Jedidiah hasn't been a good cowboy name in at least two centuries. But at least he knows how to rope a damn bull. Impressive, by the way. I bet you watched a tutorial, didn't you?

      

        

      
        You stopped responding. I'm left to assume this is because you know I'm right.

      

        

      
        Still willing to teach,

        Cord

      

        

      
        PS: The bull is a father again. Out of season. He's also still a bastard.

      

      

      I huff out a breath that's half grunt of irritation, half laugh. He's persistent, I'll give him that. He's also crazy if he thinks he's right. I know he's only trying to needle me into responding. And it's working, darn it!

      
        
        Mr. Decker,

      

        

      
        Good for your sister. She should make you fend for yourself. You know where the library is located? Impressive. I was under the impression the last book you read before mine was How to Win Friends and Influence People. You should read it again, by the way. You aren't very people-y.

      

        

      
        Cord was never a good cowboy name, but you don't hear me complaining, do you?

      

        

      
        I'm amazed that a "real cowboy" has all this free time to read and send unsolicited advice to very busy authors. I'll make note to give my next cowboy ample time to soak in a bubble bath with a cup of tea and a good romance since real cowboys have so much time. That is what you do, isn't it?

      

        

      
        Cassia

      

        

      
        PS: Shall I send the balloons in the bull's name or yours?

      

      

      I hit send before I can talk myself out of it, and then click back over to my manuscript. My cowboy and his new vet are in the barn, arguing about a horse. The scene is supposed to end with them doing the dirty up against the stall door, but I've been stuck on it for the last hour. It's Cord's fault. I keep thinking about what he said about hay itching. Now I can't stop picturing him getting her pants down and a piece of hay tickling her rear the whole time.

      There's nothing sexy about that!

      "Argh!" I cry, throwing my hands up.

      Sisyphus startles on the desk next to me, his black ears and tail twitching.

      "Sorry." I reach out to rub between his ears.

      He purrs and brushes up against me before settling back down to his afternoon nap in the tiny sliver of sunlight shining on the corner of my desk.

      Ding!

      Cord's name lights up the notification at the bottom of my screen. My heart jumps into a full gallop. I quickly click into his email, eager to see his response.

      
        
        Ms. Murphy,

      

        

      
        How much did it cost to sneak a peek at my library card? Did you find anything interesting? And here I thought Lorna was closely guarding my reading habits. I shall discuss her loose lips with her on my next venture into town.

      

        

      
        You say "real cowboy" as if there's any doubt. I can assure you, princess, I ain't the fantasy version. Unlike Jedidiah. Eleven inches?! Christ almighty. Real cowboys get it done with a few less. And still leave you walking funny.

      

        

      
        Skip the balloons. The ugly bastard doesn't have an appreciative bone in his body. If you really want to celebrate…tell me more about this bubble bath and tea. Can I drink it from a man mug or must it be from a dainty piece of fine china like one of your romantic heroes?

      

        

      
        Cord

      

        

      
        PS: If this bubble bath involves you, tell me more. This isn't a request. Tell me more.

      

      

      "He's a crazy man," I say, smiling despite myself. I don't even know why I'm smiling! He emails me to complain. And yet…and yet I look forward to hearing from him far more than I should.

      
        
        Mr. Decker (if that's really your name),

      

        

      
        You claim to be a "real cowboy", but I've yet to see any qualifications. For all I know, you're actually a forty-year-old who lives in his mom's basement and spends all his time knitting socks for kittens and playing video games. You probably smoke a carton a week and never wear anything except boxers and a wife beater.

      

        

      
        Huh. I think I just solved the mystery as to why you keep reading my books when you clearly hate them. I think I also just realized why you aren't a manwhore…

      

        

      
        You need a hobby that isn't bugging me every day. Perhaps trolling people on Reddit would be more your speed?

      

        

      
        Cassia

      

        

      
        PS: Leave Lorna alone. I paid a pretty penny to get her to spill your dirty secrets. You've been up to no good, haven't you?

      

      

      I read over it and giggle to myself. It's just the right amount of feisty and insulting. If he was hoping to get a rise out of me by being all bossy and sexy, this will drive him nuts. At least I hope it does. It's his turn to stew for a little while.

      I quickly hit send before I can talk myself out of it. And then I sit and wait. And wait. And wait.

      "Ahh!" I cry fifteen minutes later, nearly catapulting out of my chair when his response comes in. Even though I was waiting for it, it still scares the crap out of me. What is this man doing to me?! And why do I like it so much?

      
        
        Ms. Murphy,

      

        

      
        Proof.

      

        

      
        I knit them sweaters, not socks. Get it right, princess.

      

        

      
        Now, about that bubble bath…

      

        

      
        Cord

      

      

      I click on the link in his email, rabidly curious. A webpage for his ranch loads, stalling me in my tracks. Either he's a real cowboy, or he's catfishing me. For some reason, I doubt it's the latter. He seems too…comfortably familiar with cowboys. I have no idea why he's torturing me by reading my books, but I don't think he's lying about who he says he…

      "Holy crap," I whisper, my mouth gaping open when a picture of him loads on the screen. This is the bossy, rude, crazy man who keeps emailing me? He's precisely the reason that saying, save a horse ride a cowboy was created. I am not mentally prepared to deal with this.

      His penetrating gaze cuts through me, even through the dang computer, making my stomach tremble. His square jaw and dark scowl give him a rough, mean look, as if he's as wild as the bull he keeps telling me about, but there's something about him, something…soothing. His skin is tanned a dark golden brown from the sun, with darker spots on his forearms and bold tattoos peeking from beneath the sleeves of his shirt. He's a brick wall of muscle, easily more impressive than the massive horse at his side.

      My stomach trembles again.

      "He's a giant," I mutter. "A hot, sexy giant."

      No wonder he's all…ugh! And argh! I bet growing all those muscles shrunk his brain. He probably thinks it's totally normal behavior to annoy me every day. I bet he's been thrown from horses and bucked around and who knows what else. Clearly, it addled his brain. It definitely has if he thinks I'm telling him about me in a bubble bath.

      He's not wrong, though, not entirely.

      I haven't ever seen a real cowboy in action. Everything I know about them, I learned from books. That's what I'm good at. Books. Reading. Researching. Men like Cord Decker…well, I wouldn't know the first thing about them. It's safer that way.

      And yet…and yet a big part of me wants to learn about this man. Not because he's a hot, sexy giant. But because I think I like his emails a little bit too much. At least I did before I saw him. Now though?

      "No way, Cassia Murphy," I whisper to myself. "No way, no way, no way."
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      CASSIA

      Six Weeks Later

      "We're going to die," I announce, hanging onto the oh-shit handle in Clover Thompson's rental like my life depends on it. I think it might. She's careening around curves as if there aren't patches of ice on the road and no barriers standing between us and certain death.

      I have no idea why I suggested Lake Tahoe for our annual writers' retreat. Actually, I do know why. Because Cord Decker—hot, bossy cowboy extraordinaire—has turned me into a madwoman since he started emailing me six weeks ago to complain about my books.

      It should not be legal to be that fine and that damn grouchy at the same time. He's a beast of a man gatekeeping cowboys like he owns the trademark. His emails drive me nuts.

      And yet I still suggested Lake Tahoe for the retreat.

      Why?

      Because I'm a crazy person, that's why.

      Ever since learning that he's a genuine cowboy, I've been borderline obsessed with seeing him in action. Nothing about him makes sense to me. He hates my books but continues to read them. He's bossy and a little rude, yet he keeps flirting with me too. He looks mean enough to go toe-to-toe with the devil yet doesn't even bat a lash when I tease him about things like knitting for kittens.

      I'll never tell him, but he's the unwitting inspiration behind my next hero. I need to see him in action just once so I can get back to work. It's a necessity at this point. I may go to jail for what I'm about to do. But it's a sacrifice I'm prepared to make in the name of science. Or research. Or unrelenting curiosity. They're basically the same thing, right? Right.

      But I would have rethought coming had I known the drive here involved being suspended miles above the earth on narrow, rickety lanes with no barriers to keep us on the road and out of the thick tangle of trees that drop hundreds of feet to the bottom of the mountain. Actual landslides seem safer than this mountain with Clover behind the wheel.

      "We are not going to die," she says with a laugh that fills the car. Her shoulders shake, her round face lit up with amusement. "We'll be at the resort before you know it. Just close your eyes and meditate or something."

      I shoot her a quelling look. "Do I look like I know how to meditate?"

      "Good point." She takes her green eyes off the road to smile at me.

      "Eyes on the road, crazy lady!" I cry, covering my glasses with my hands. "I can't die yet. I haven't even had sex."

      Clover cracks up. "Wait. Seriously? You're a virgin too?"

      "Too?" I peel my hands away from my eyes to gawk at my stylish friend. "Hold the phone. You're a virgin? Holy crap." Clover is curvy like me, but she's freaking gorgeous. She's also sassy and playful. She can be a big flirt, and she's not afraid of anyone or anything.

      Me on the other hand…well, let's just say I put the mess in hot mess. What I know about life, I learned from books. My mom always had big dreams of me being a pageant girl like her. She even named me Cassiopeia as if giving me the vain queen of legend's name would somehow instill me with her beauty and grace. It didn't. All I got was her big mouth.

      I'm cute, sure. But I'm not pageant girl material. I'm curvy and awkward. Public speaking gives me hives, and I'd probably die if I tried to don a pair of heels. The simple truth is, I much prefer the worlds inside my head to the one spinning on outside of it.

      At least in there, I understand the rules and control the outcomes. I get to decide what happens and when. And no one expects me to be anything other than I am. I'm not too much or too little of anything.

      My friends say I'm dramatic which is probably true, but I prefer animated. It sounds less like a character defect and more like a quirk. I have a lot of those. I'm loud and messy and animated. My mouth moves before I can stop it sometimes, and the most inappropriate, nerdy things come out of it. But the thing is…I don't care. I happen to like me the way I am.

      I have a big heart and I mean well. Maybe I'm not model-thin like my mom. Maybe I haven't slept my way through half the state of Washington. Maybe I don't want to parade around in front of crowds or be known for my looks, but I'm healthy. I'm happy. I have the coolest job on the planet and the most amazing friends. It's enough for me.

      It will never be enough for my mom. It doesn't matter how successful I am or how happy I am, in her eyes, the fact that I don't date means I'm defective. The fact that I'm curvy and awkward makes me an embarrassment. She wanted a clone. She got a daughter with a brain and her own dreams instead. I gave up trying to convince her of my worth a long time ago. Now, I just try to avoid being in the same room with her as often as possible.

      "Yep," Clover says. "It's not that I haven't wanted to. I mean, I've been close a few times, but I always chicken out. People think I'm so confident but it's all a show. As soon as I get to that place where I have to be vulnerable with someone, I run."

      "Same." I tip my head back to rest it against the seat. My mom has been married more times than I can count. I think it made me and my half-brother both gun-shy. Neither of us are in a hurry to follow in her footsteps. When I fall in love, I want it to be forever. I'll wait however long I have to wait to find that. At least that's what I tell myself. But the truth is…I'm so afraid I'll end up like my mom—falling in love with every man who comes along, no matter how horrible they are—that I run from any man who even looks in my direction.

      "Oh, look," Clover says, lifting a hand from the steering wheel to point one perfectly manicured finger at the cluster of buildings looming into view up ahead. "That's the resort."

      "Oh, wow," I whisper, leaning forward to get a better look. The lodge sits off to the side of a dozen small cabins, rising up from the sheer cliff-side like the massive trees that surround it. It's so beautiful. Just looking at it has my heart rate slowing as a sense of serenity washes over me.

      "It's a lot bigger than I thought it would be," Clover says.

      "I know, right?" I say, a little relieved. Part of me was slightly worried we'd end up roughing it in the woods for a week…and no thank you. The outdoors and I don't get along very well. They try to kill me. I try to avoid them. But this place screams outdoors-adjacent serenity. I can handle that.

      "I'm so excited to see everyone!"

      "Me too!" I smile. Aside from me and Clover, Zoey Hart, Mina Chance, Paige Turner, and Emerald Lee—Emmy—are all going to be here for the week. It's been a year since most of us were last in the same room together. Having your best friends scattered around the country sucks. We chat online or on the phone a lot, but it's not the same as getting time face-to-face.

      Our retreats are always a blast. We spend more time laughing and drinking than working, but the new memories are more than worth the hangovers and lack of productivity. Something about spending time with the girls is just good for the soul. It's rejuvenating.

      "Holy crap!" Clover cries, slamming on the brakes. The tires squeal, the car fishtailing wildly as a massive red bull steps out onto the road ahead of us. He doesn't even look startled to see us. He just stops right there, the front half of his massive body in the lane, and turns two black eyes on us.

      I cling to the oh-shit handle, certain this is it. This is how I die.

      The car jerks to a stop, throwing me forward. The seatbelt locks into place, slamming me backward. I land against the seatback with a grunt as the exact same thing happens to Clover in the seat next to me. Complete silence fills the car.

      The bull stares at us, unflinching.

      "Whoa," Clover whispers a moment later when the biggest man I've ever seen in person steps out of the underbrush into the roadway. Two green eyes sweep over the car, pinning the two of us in a stare. His beard hides most of the scars on his face, but not all of them. For some reason, he reminds me of Cord, but I can't put my finger on exactly why. I think it might be his size. He's freaking massive like that infuriating cowboy.

      This giant makes a quick assessment of the situation and then mutters something to the bull. The bull chuffs and then stamps one massive hoof. The giant doesn't seem particularly worried by the display, but my stomach churns with nerves for him. Call me crazy, but I'm pretty sure even Goliath could have been felled by horns that size.

      The giant says something to the bull and then points back the way they came. The bull chuffs again. Clover and I both gape in shock when he reluctantly turns and heads back into the underbrush without further protest.

      The giant gives us a quick salute and then ducks back into the trees after him.

      "I'm so glad I suggested this place," I whisper to Clover, my eyes wide. There are actual mountain men here. How cool is that?!

      "Uh-huh," she whispers back.

      We share a look and then giggle.

      "Why did you suggest this place anyway?" she asks, slowly letting her foot off the brake to resume the journey to the resort. This time, she drives a little slower. Thank God. I'm going to be so mad if I die before we even get to the resort. "You hate the outdoors."

      "Um…" I squirm, not sure I'm ready to confess my secret.

      "Spill it, Cassia Murphy," Clover orders me, eyes narrowed.

      "Remember that cowboy who keeps emailing me to complain about my books?" I ask and then wait for her to nod. Of course I told the girls all about Cord. "Well, he lives here."

      "You came to see him?" Her mouth pops open in shock.

      "Not exactly," I squeak. He keeps suggesting that I come see what he does, but I've been ignoring his emails for the last few weeks. "Um, but maybe I came to spy on him?"

      "You came to spy on him?"

      "He said I didn't know anything about real cowboys," I mutter defensively.

      Clover glances from the road to me, then back to the road, and then to me. "Oh, Cassia," she finally says with a soft laugh. "You've got it bad, girl."

      "I know!" I cry, covering my face with my hands. I do have it bad. Which makes no sense at all. I don't even like him. And yet…and yet he's got my mind so twisted up that I'm in Lake Tahoe, risking freaking jail just to catch a glimpse of him.

      Obsessed, party of one. Your room is ready.
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        * * *

      

      "I should have brought Sisyphus," I mutter, prowling around my cabin. It's probably a good thing I left him with my brother. He hates the cold. Plus, Zoey has her chihuahua, Woofers, with her. Sisyphus doesn't like dogs much. We're not sharing a cabin, but he probably wouldn't do very well around Woofers. He tries to fight the neighbor's dog all the time.

      Clover and I were the last ones to arrive, naturally, but everything was waiting when we got here. My cabin for the week is lovely. The single bedroom is tucked into a little loft overhead. The bathroom, while small, has a large soaking tub. The real draw is the living room, though. Natural light spills in from windows on all four sides, filling the space with warmth. The furniture is soft and inviting, with a cozy gas fireplace front and center.

      It's beautiful but far too quiet. Normally, that wouldn't be a problem. Being alone never bothered me much. After living with my mom's theatrics for so long, peace and quiet is a luxury as far as I'm concerned. Plus, it comes in handy when I'm writing. But Cord has seeped into every fiber of my new hero since he started emailing me.

      I'm spiraling into obsession. It's a sickness.

      I can't help it though! He's stuck in my head, and I can't get him out again.

      My phone dings with an incoming notification.

      Thinking it might be one of the girls, I pull it out.

      It's another email from Cord.

      
        
        Ms. Very Busy Author,

      

        

      
        I'm beginning to think you're ignoring me, princess. Did seeing a real cowboy scare you off? Was it the bubble bath? I would apologize for asking about that bubble bath, but that'd be a lie. Cowboys may not be gentlemen, but we don't lie. I'm still curious. You, soapy, wet, slippery….

      

        

      
        Speaking of which, I'd like to lodge a formal complaint about the lake scene in Homebound Hero. He let someone watch him pleasure her. I would have ripped his throat out for looking at what doesn't belong to him.

      

        

      
        The bull went on the lam again this morning. You'll be disappointed to know that he's been returned to captivity.

      

        

      
        Still ready to teach you about real cowboys,

        Cord

      

      

      "Oh my gosh," I whisper, blinking wide eyes at my phone. What are the chances that the bull who almost killed me and Clover today is the same bull Cord has been emailing me about? I hover my finger over the reply button, ready to fire off an email to ask, and then quickly change my mind. What am I even going to say?

      Cord, is your bull a red beast with a temper? If so, he tried to murder me on the road today, but a giant mountain man bossed him back into the bushes.

      No, thank you. He's not supposed to know I'm here. This is a covert operation. I get in, get some good material for my book, satisfy my curiosity, and get out before he ever knows I was anywhere remotely close to Tahoe. We never see each other face to face. That's the only way this plan works.

      If I actually have to see him or—worse—speak to him, the whole apple cart explodes, and I end up with applesauce. Or doing fifty to life in max with a cellmate named Gerdy who offed her third husband. Either way, it doesn't end well for me. I can just see the headlines now.

      Indignant author hunts down reader.

      Crazy pants author goes Misery on reader in bizarre role reversal.

      Complaints from cowboy reader send romance author over the edge.

      No, no, and no. Orange is not my color, and I really don't want to share a shower with one hundred other women. Last year, Paige, Emmy, and I had to share a bathroom for a week. I forgot what hot water felt like.

      I need a distraction. No, I need reinforcements.

      I click out of Cord's email without responding and pull up my text app.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: What are you doing?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Paige: Looking for reasons to escape my cabin instead of writing. You?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Overthinking.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Paige: Ouch. Wanna go convince Emmy to get day drunk with us?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Um, definitely.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Paige: On my way.

      

      

      

      

      

      I breathe a sigh of relief, tucking my phone into my pocket. I knew I could count on Paige. She never asks questions or pries for more than I'm ready to give. She just shows up, ready to wait me out. I hope she doesn't mind, but she might be waiting a while this time. I'm not ready to talk about Cord yet or the mess he's making of my brain. Clover got as much out of me today as I'm willing to share.

      "I met a mountain man," I blurt, flinging open the door as soon as Paige knocks.

      "You met a mountain man?" she asks, blinking wide eyes at me. A slow grin spreads across her face. She's used to the way my brain works.

      "Yes. Well, no." I shake my head. "I mean, Clover and I almost ran over a bull on the way in today, but a mountain man walked out of the bushes like a freaking cow wrangler and told the bull to go home, and he went."

      "Wow," she says, tucking her wild blonde curls behind her ears. "Your day has been way more adventurous than mine. Was he hot?"

      "He was a giant." I flap a hand in the air. "That's beside the point."

      "Hot is never beside the point, Cassia."

      "True."

      "What is the point?"

      "The point is…you were talking about writing mountain men. This is your sign. There are mountain men here. You can come in," I say, holding the door open for her.

      "We're going to Emmy's," she reminds me, grabbing my arm and pulling me out of the cabin. "She's planning to actually work this week." Paige makes a face at me. "It's up to us to put a stop to this madness."

      "I need to work this week," I mutter, thinking about the not-Cord cowboy I'm supposed to be writing right now.

      "Me too. Day drinking is more fun."

      "So much more fun."

      "Plus, we'll end up working while drinking anyways. Someone will need brainstorming and that totally counts. I also might need to explore this mountain man idea some more. I can't believe you remembered I mentioned that. It was a couple of weeks ago in one of our online brainstorming chats, right? I'm just so bored with knights. I want to stretch and grow and write something that challenges me."

      "You seemed very set on mountain men. I think it's a great idea. And this area seems perfect for it."

      "True. You know how I like to do hands-on research."

      We link arms, giggling as we stroll down the cobblestone path between cabins. I should have grabbed a jacket. The air is downright frosty. Patches of snow and ice still dot the ground and tree line in places from the last storm that blew through. It's supposed to storm again tomorrow or the next day.

      "I can't believe you suggested Tahoe," Paige says, her gaze following mine to the snow.

      "It's a nice change of pace."

      "Mmhmm," she says, not buying it for a minute.

      "Whatever." I roll my eyes. "I brought you to mountain men. That means you aren't allowed to ask me any questions."

      Paige snorts. "That is not at all what that means. But I will give you more time if you need it."

      "I need it," I groan, thinking about Cord's last email. You, soapy, wet, slippery… "I definitely need it." If I tell her what I'm here to do, she'll think I'm nuts. Or, worse, she'll insist I actually knock on his door and meet him the proper way.

      I doubt he'll be so eager to see me all naked and slippery wet when he knows I'm a twenty-six-year-old virgin cat lady who has never been kissed, let alone done any of the things I write about. I'm not ashamed of who I am, this much is true. But I'm not blind either. Men who look like Cord Decker go for women who look like my mom. They don't go for never-been-kissed curvy virgins like me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      CORD

      "Jace, get them out of the damn way!" I cup my hands around my mouth to yell to the ranch-hand currently herding half a dozen yearlings in aimless circles right through the middle of the crowd pen instead of moving them into the race for sorting and loading. He's a demon on the back of a horse, but the boy doesn't have a lick of sense. Unless I tell him exactly what to do, he's as lost as a day-old kitten.

      "Yes, sir," he shouts back.

      I watch for a moment to make sure he's obeying orders and then glance out into the primary pasture, scanning for Hamburger. The fucking bull keeps escaping. If he wasn't so ornery, I'd have given up on bringing him back long ago and let him have his freedom. But he's an asshole.

      The last thing I need is for the old bastard to trample some tourist. He'd do it out of pure spite. As far as he's concerned, this mountain is his and we just live on it. I keep threatening to send him to the butcher, but I think he knows it's an idle threat. He's too fucking valuable a stud to turn into beef. It's tempting though. Especially since I spend half my time looking for his cranky ass.

      Luckily, my younger brother, Cam, is chasing after him again today, freeing me up to deal with things here. Lord knows, on a ranch this size, there's enough work to go around, especially with the winter calving season beginning. I haven't gotten nearly enough done lately.

      It doesn't take a rocket scientist to figure out why.

      A certain curvy romance author has me by the balls and won't let go.

      Cassia Murphy is the prettiest little thing I've ever seen. The second I saw her photo staring up at me from the back of the book Cleary left on my coffee table, I was hooked. Those brown doe eyes and that sweet, cheeky smile are Kryptonite for a man like me. I haven't had soft in decades. Sweet either, for that matter. That smile promised both.

      I started reading that damn book right then and there. Spent all fucking night reading every word, curious to know what a sweet little thing like her looks for in a man. Imagine my surprise when every word pissed me off. She's talented beyond measure. The way she paints a picture with her words is a thing of beauty. But the more I read, the more I realized I didn't want her writing about some other man. I wanted her writing about me. I wanted her thinking about me.

      I want her, period.

      I shouldn't have fired off that first email, but I knew it'd get her attention. She's a fucking goddess. Men probably line up to compete for a moment of her time. I doubt many complain her heroes aren't alpha enough. I cut to the front of the line, gave her a reason to remember me. Of course insulting her cowboys riled her up. She's feisty and gives as good as she gets.

      I've been stalking her social media like a goddamn creep ever since. Cleary refuses to loan me another book. She's suspicious. I won't tell her why I'm reading them. She thinks I've lost my mind. Hell, I may have. I email Cassia every fucking day, just because I can't resist. I want her thinking about me. When she sits down to write, I want it to be my name on her mind, my emails running through her head.

      I'm ready to fly to Seattle to spank her pretty little ass for ignoring me. But even I know that's taking it a step too far. Cam and Cleary will kill me if I end up in a jail cell for stalking and they have to run this place. The ranch has been in our family for generations, but neither of them has much interest in it. Cleary is happiest with her books and crime statistics, and since Cam came home from overseas, all he wants is his cabin up the mountain and a sturdy piece of wood beneath his hands.

      That's all right with me. I find peace here, a little bit of quiet in the chaos. This place is home to me, but that doesn't mean it has to be home for them. All I want for my siblings is happiness. Life is too fucking short to spend it miserable. Losing our parents in a car accident fifteen years ago taught me that. With Cam already in the service, taking care of Cleary fell to me. I went from being a twenty-six-year-old kid to raising a ten-year-old little girl overnight. When Cam got hurt a few years later, we almost lost him too. It made me realize what's important in life and what isn't. So long as my brother and sister are safe and happy, I'm happy.

      My phone rings, vibrating against my leg.

      "Jace, keep 'em moving," I shout to Jace, and then fish my cell from my pocket.

      "Found your goddamn bull again," Cam growls into the phone.

      "Hello to you too," I mutter to my younger brother, smirking. Cam never changes. He's a grumpy motherfucker morning, noon, and night. All that time alone on the mountain killed his people skills. Not that he had many to begin with. He was a sniper with the Rangers. He had to distance himself from people for self-preservation.

      "The fence isn't broken. He's breaking it," he says, ignoring my greeting. "The bastard figured out how to use his horns to pull loose wire down around the posts. I watched him do it. We're going to have to ride the whole fucking fence-line to reinforce it."

      "Motherfucker," I growl, tipping my head back to stare up at the sky. The weather is calling for another storm sometime tomorrow. We don't have time to ride miles of fence right now. It'll take days for us to check it all. "How the fuck did he learn to do that?"

      "Don't know," Cam says and then snorts. "You would have the one bull on the planet trying to prison break his way out of a lifetime supply of pussy."

      He's not wrong. I don't think that's the problem though. Hamburger has no problem breeding every heifer he comes across. He just thinks fences don't apply to him.

      "You need to chip him," Cam says. "It'd save me a lot of time."

      "Are you saying you have shit to do?" We both know he doesn't. Aside from chasing after Hamburger, building his custom furniture, and showing up to weekly family dinners here, Cam doesn't leave his cabin. He hasn't been the same since he came home. I keep hoping he'll rejoin the land of the living one of these days, but I've been waiting for years for something to drag him out of his hole, and it hasn't happened yet.

      I wish like hell it would. I miss the hell out of him. Cleary does too. We've got time though. We'll wait as long as we have to wait for him to work through what happened over there…and the bullshit that happened when he came home. Time heals all wounds. Some just take a little longer than others.

      "I'm saying I'm tired of chasing down your bull," he growls. "I found him staring down two tourists on the main road yesterday. Today, he was halfway to town."

      Shit.

      "I'll get him chipped," I sigh, knowing it's inevitable. The big bastard might be a pain in my ass, but I don't want him getting run over. I actually like him, not that I'll ever admit that out loud. And he makes me a ton of money. He's a fertile son of a gun, and he doesn't mind sharing space with the younger bulls. Plus, his genetics are a thing of beauty.

      "I'll start riding the fence," Cam grumbles. "You owe me."

      "The usual?"

      "Yep. Apple pie on Wednesday morning."

      I chuckle, shaking my head when he disconnects. He may be a surly motherfucker, but at least he's easy to figure out. Give him pie and a good piece of wood, and he's content. Now, if I could just figure out what it'd take to get a certain curvy romance author out of Seattle and onto my ranch….

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      "Cassia," I groan as thick ropes of cum shoot from the end of my cock. They land against the floor of the shower before the water washes them down the drain. I grit my teeth, working myself through it. My heart pounds, my mind full of visions of the sassy little author. She's on her knees in front of me, head tipped back, tits out, teeth sunk into her plump bottom lip….

      If I get sent to hell for jerking off to fantasies of her, I'll go with a jig in my step and a smile on my face. She's the only thing that's gotten my dick hard in years. I'm not saying I'm a choir boy, because I'm not. But I haven't been with a woman since my parents died. Didn't think Ma would appreciate me bringing a string of women around my little sister. I didn't want her growing up thinking that shit was normal, either. Our parents were madly in love. I wanted that to be her model of a healthy relationship, not what passes for one in the bunkhouse.

      I never spent much time thinking about love and marriage for myself until six weeks ago. Between running this place, worrying about Cam, and raising Cleary, I didn't have time for a woman. Now, I can't seem to get one particular woman off my fucking mind. It doesn't make a damn bit of sense either. I've never even been in the same room as Cassia Murphy, yet I'm already half convinced she's the woman for me. Problematic since she lives in Seattle and my life is on a ranch in Lake Tahoe. Last I heard, kidnapping was still illegal in all fifty states.

      Ask me if that's stopped me from thinking about showing up on her doorstep, tossing her over my shoulder, and carrying her off to breed her like some caveman. Spoiler alert: it hasn't.

      I groan and release my cock, breathing hard. I stand beneath the spray of the shower for a long moment, trying to get my head on straight. It's no use. My thoughts bounce around like ping pong balls, every damn one shooting off on some new tangent involving Cassia. Eventually, I give up and scrub up before turning the shower off and climbing out.

      Midway through drying off, my cell rings.

      "Baby sister," I say, putting it on speaker.

      "So…I may need bail money tonight," Cleary says by way of greeting.

      "For what?" I growl, my brow furrowing. She works for the damn Sheriff. Brock better not arrest her, or he'll be removing my size sixteen from his ass. Cam's too.

      "Remember that author you've been reading because you're being weird and having a midlife crisis or something? Her and some of my other favorite authors are in town, so I'm going to gatecrash their getaway tonight to say hi," Cleary says, talking ninety to nothing.

      "I'm forty-one," I mutter, and then the rest of what she said sinks in. I toss my towel toward the hamper and snatch my phone from the counter. "Cassia Murphy is here? In Lake Tahoe?"

      "Forty-one is old enough for a midlife crisis," my sister says, a smile in her voice.

      "I'm not old," I growl, though let's be honest. After sorting and loading cattle all day, I feel every one of those forty-one years. "Answer my question."

      "You're beginning to sound like Cam," she complains. "Maybe you both need to get out more. You're both turning into grumps."

      "Cleary."

      "What?" she cries.

      "What author is here, baby sister?"

      "Oh, a bunch of them. Zoey Hart, Mina Chance, Clover Thompson, Paige Turner, Cassia Murphy, and Emerald Lee," she says, rattling them off. "They're staying at Big Bear for the week. Isn't it exciting?"

      Cassia is here. Why didn't she say anything? I want to hope she's here because of my emails, but I'm guessing the fact that she didn't clue me that she's in town isn't good news for me. She didn't want me to know.

      Too bad for her. One way or another, she will be meeting me. I intend to see to it.

      "Big Bear," I mutter, already making plans to make it happen. "Is that the place up near the main road?"

      "Yep," Cleary says. "I'm going to see if they'll autograph my books tonight."

      "How long are they staying?"

      "A week, I think. Why?" My sister grows suspicious.

      "Just trying to figure out how long I have to worry about you landing in jail," I lie, striding bare-assed naked into my bedroom.

      "Only tonight," she says, sweet as pie. "I promise to go back to being boring again tomorrow. But I'm not passing up this chance to get their autographs. No one I like ever comes here."

      "Behave," I warn her. "If Cam has to come down off the mountain to visit you in jail, he'll be pissed about it."

      Cleary giggles. "Maybe I should get arrested. At least it'll get him off the mountain."

      "Behave," I snort, yanking on a pair of boxers.

      "Fine, but only because I planned to do that anyway," she says. "Love you, big brother."

      "Love you too, baby sister."

      The phone disconnects.

      Huh. Looks like I won't have to kidnap my curvy little author after all. She's already here. The fact that she didn't tell me doesn't sit well with me, but I intend to get to the bottom of it first thing in the morning. If she's still worried that I'm a crazy man who spends all day locked in his mama's basement playing video games and knitting for kittens, she won't be for long.

      I hope she's ready for me, because I'm not letting her leave until she knows exactly what it feels like to be loved hard by a real cowboy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three
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      CASSIA

      "Wow, this place is fancy," I mumble to myself as I step into the resort restaurant. The setting sun sends bright rays of light filtering in through large windows at the front of the room. A massive live edge wood bar wraps around the back of the room, expensive bottles of alcohol neatly displayed on wooden shelves behind it. Combined with the vintage-style lighting hanging from above and the log walls, the entire restaurant exudes peace and relaxation…exactly like the rest of the resort. I should have suggested this place way before now.

      "Back here!" Paige says. Her hand shoots into the air to wave even though there's no way I'd miss her crazy blonde curls. She and the girls are tucked into a booth in the back corner. They're the only group of all women here.

      I giggle and head toward them. I'm not sure if everyone else had a productive day, but they're all smiles. Probably because they don't have a grumpy cowboy giving them dirty sex dreams.

      "Sorry I'm late. I got lost." I scrunch my nose up. "Did you know this place has two gyms? It's vacation. Who needs one gym, let alone two?"

      "I ordered you a shot," Emmy says, smiling at me when I slip into the empty seat on the bench beside her.

      "A shot?" I quirk a brow, looking skeptically at the tiny glass of clear liquid in front of me. Last time I had shots, I didn't even make it to three before I ended up on the floor. I'm not very graceful. "Of what?"

      "Liquid courage," Emmy mutters, making Mina laugh. "We're talking about sex." 

      Emmy sits with her legs crossed at an awkward angle, one hip higher than the other. She avoids my gaze, but her cheeks are pink, and I wonder if we should slow her down. If she keeps knocking back shots, who knows what else we'll find out about her?

      Yesterday, she confessed that she's a virgin like me and Clover. Paige and I caught her right after she had an awkward encounter with the maintenance guy who came to fix something in her cabin. Apparently, she talked him into helping her work out the mechanics of a sexy scene. Though, I doubt it took much convincing to get him to agree. Emmy is beautiful. Any man would be lucky to have her. Like me, Emmy tends to avoid men though.

      But I'm pretty sure she has a thing for the maintenance man.

      She slides the shot glass toward me and turns her attention to Paige.

      "Not yet we're not." Mina waggles her brows suggestively, making everyone laugh. "All I said was I want the inside scoop on how the four of you"—she points to me, Emmy, Clover, and Zoey—"write dirty hot sex when you still have your V-Cards."

      "I've wondered that as well," Paige says. "I mean, I've never been to medieval England, but I have been to England and seen medieval artifacts at museums, so that's kinda close." 

      I flap a hand in the air, trying to end this conversation quickly. I don't want to talk about sex things when I'm being haunted every night by an annoyingly hot cowboy. Seriously. Why does he have to be all sexy and grumpy? The jerk. "I have a rose and Javier. And porn."

      "Not the rose," Paige groans, making Emmy laugh hysterically. 

      "The rose?" Clover looks between the three of us in question.

      "We almost had to stage an intervention over the rose," Emmy says. 

      "Seriously, she went missing for days. I was ready to call the police," Paige says. Then she laughs. "When we finally got her back online and she told us where she'd been, well, let's just say, I ordered a rose for myself that afternoon."

      "It was for research purposes," I sniff. It's the truth. I was researching how many orgasms you can have before you can't take anymore. Turns out…not very many with that thing. It's like magic.

      "Who is Javier?" Zoey asks.

      "Oh, uh, he's my battery-operated boyfriend." I blush, darting a quick glance around to make sure no one can hear me. "I thought he needed a name."

      "Do you scream it?" Clover asks, making everyone laugh.

      "I named mine Paul," Paige says.

      "Mine is just Oh God, Oh God," Mina says.

      We all crack up. God, I love our annual retreats. They're good for the soul.

      A bubbly waitress approaches the table to take our orders. I quickly look over a menu and order a steak and asparagus and a pitcher of Sangria. Zoey orders a second pitcher. We're going to be wasted before the end of the night.

      "Take your shot," Emmy demands, pointing at the glass once the waitress heads to the kitchen to put our order in.

      I groan and then reluctantly pick it up. Everyone watches attentively until I quickly toss it back. The alcohol burns its way down my throat.

      "Blech, I hate vodka," I say, shuddering. I steal Paige's glass of water and take a big gulp, trying to wash the taste of the vodka out of my mouth.

      "I have a proposition," Mina says, a wicked glint in her eye that spells trouble. She jumps up out of her seat and rubs her hands together with glee. Everyone's attention is focused on her. She narrows her eyes, places both hands firmly on her hips, and all I can think is how much she resembles a beautiful little troublemaker right now. I don't like it. She always talks me into doing crazy things when we're drinking!

      "I dare the four of you to lose your V-Cards this week."

      An image of Cord pops into my mind, sweat running in rivulets down his sun-darkened skin, his severe expression blazing with heat, teeth sunk into his bottom lip as he writhes in bliss.

      I choke on Paige's water, my face turning red.

      "Oh my gosh, yes, that's brilliant, Mina! This is a perfect thing for this retreat. Y'all lose your V-cards and then you can report back to us. I'm sure we'll be at the bar," Paige says with another laugh.

      Emmy chokes back a cough and smacks her chest with her palm a few times. She squirms in her chair, crossing and uncrossing her legs. Poor thing looks rattled. Knowing her, she probably wishes she hadn't said anything at all about being a virgin. She's vivacious and bubbly, but she can be guarded and intensely private too.

      "Huh?" she says, sitting up a little straighter. Her hair falls across her eyes, but when she blows it away, it comes out sounding like she blew a raspberry.

      "Yes!" Mina says, clapping her hands together with delight. "That, my friends, is the sound of relief you'll feel when you get rid of your cherries."

      "No, thank you," I say, shaking my head. There's no way I'm giving it up to some random man on a dare. When I give it up, it'll be because the man in question means something. Maybe I'm naive or silly, but I don't want the fleeting kind of love my mom jumps into and out of every week. I want the forever kind of love I write about. I know it exists. One day, I'll be brave enough to chase it.

      "I agree," Clover says, tipping back the shot glass she's been holding in her hand. "The last thing I want is some one-night stand to remember the day I lost my virginity."

      "Yeah, this doesn't sound like a good idea to me either," Zoey chimes in.

      "I mean it," Mina says. "This retreat is the perfect opportunity for all of you, but especially you," she says, pointing a finger at Emmy. Poor Emmy looks like she wants the earth to open beneath her feet and swallow her, but Mina's on a mission. "Stop looking at me like you don't know who I mean. The guy who fixed your porch light."

      "Cabin door," Emmy groans.

      "Door, light, sink, who cares?" Mina laughs. "Same difference."

      "I'm sure he could fix your plumbing too," Paige says with a snort. 

      I grab Paige's wine glass, sliding it away from her.

      "My point is, the guy is hot, and you like him. He's here and so are you. You'll never see him again, so do the math."

      "Who's that?" Paige nudges me to get my attention as a curvy brunette peeks her head into the restaurant and then marches in our direction. She's pretty, and something about her feels familiar. It's her eyes, I think. Initially, I think they're gray like Cord's, but clearly, that highhanded cowboy is just stuck in my brain because this woman's eyes are a pale green.

      "I don't know," I murmur.

      "She works for the Sheriff," Zoey says, her voice soft. "I think her name is Cleary."

      Cleary draws to a stop in front of our table.

      "Hi," she says, smiling brightly at us. "I'm so sorry to interrupt, but I heard through the grapevine that you guys were staying here this week, and I couldn't resist gatecrashing to meet you. I love your books so much!"

      "Aww," everyone says at the same time.

      "I'm Cleary, and I brought some books." She motions to the weighed down tote bag hanging from her shoulder. "Wow, I feel like an ass ambushing you this way, but we've never had actual authors here before. At least any that write books that I care about." 

      "Don't be silly," Paige says. "We love to meet readers. Why don't you join us?" 

      We all scoot over to make room for her. She seems like a sweet girl.

      Cleary's eyes widen and she smiles. "Seriously?" She scoots into the booth next to us. 

      "We'd be happy to sign. Sorry if I'm the token spokesperson," Paige says. "Most writers are introverts and actually pretty shy around people. I have two younger brothers so I can't afford to be shy." She rolls her big blue eyes. 

      The younger woman starts to pull books out of her bag, and sure enough, she has copies of all our books.

      "Oh, this is one of my favorites!" I say, holding up a copy of one of Zoey's books. "I loved it so much."

      "Me too!" Cleary gushes, excitement firing in her eyes.

      "So you're from around here," Paige says. "Would you be able to help me find somewhere I could camp? I'm doing research for an upcoming book, and I just need a small patch of land where I can set up a little tent. I like to truly experience the things my characters would experience."

      Mina chokes on a swallow of her drink and the rest of the girls try to swallow their laughs.

      Cleary smiles widely. "I think I know just the spot. My older brothers own a ton of property around here." She rolls her eyes as if she commiserates with Paige about brothers.

      I know I do. My older brother, Rhys, is a detective in Washington. I love him to death, but he drives me crazy! He's so overprotective. He would lose his mind if he knew I was going to spy on a cowboy I've only ever spoken with via email. Come to think of it, he'd lose his mind if he knew there was a cowboy, period.

      Mina is right though, as much as I hate to admit it. I know nothing about the things I write. Not about cowboys or sex, not really. I'm not giving up my V-Card to just anyone, but I came here to learn about cowboys. It's time to strap on my big girl panties and grab that bull by the horn. 

      Tomorrow, I'm going to see what a "real cowboy" does.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      "What are you doing?" I ask Paige, ducking underneath a tree limb.

      "Camping. You?"

      "You're camping? Already?" I stop walking and blink, surprised. She really does move fast when she sets her mind to something. It's honestly impressive. It's barely even nine in the morning. I figured she'd still be in bed, nursing a hangover like everyone else.

      "Yep. Cleary found me a spot, so I set out first thing this morning. What are you doing?"

      "Hiking."

      "Hold the phone," Paige says, her shock rippling down the line. "You're hiking? Is this one of those things where I'm supposed to call 911 because someone abducted you and you're really asking for help?"

      "What?" I laugh, startling a bluebird into flight. It squawks indignantly as it wings into the air in search of safety. I'm a little surprised it hasn't already flown off in search of warmer digs. It's supposed to snow later today. "No. I just decided to give this outdoors thing one more try."

      "Uh-huh. We are so talking about this when I get back."

      "Whatever," I mumble, my cheeks red even though she can't see me through the phone. Having a guilty conscience is exhausting. Everything shows on my face. "Have fun camping. Don't die."

      "Have fun hiking," she sing-songs. "I want details!"

      I hang up on her before she can tease me more. It's way too early and I'm hungover. Plus, I don't want to confess that I'm really going to spy on Cord. Hiking sounds less insane than I'm trooping through the woods to spy on a cowboy I think I'm obsessed with. I already almost chickened out twice this morning, mostly because it's cold out and my bed is nice and toasty. And also because jail sounds less appealing every time I think about it.

      Also, I'm not very stealthy. I had the Uber drop me off about a mile from the ranch. I thought it would be less conspicuous that way. The driver thought I was a crazy person, asking to be dropped off in the middle of nowhere, but I shoved a bunch of cash at him and swore him to secrecy. Now, I'm hiking through the woods that run adjacent to Cord's property.

      If they haven't already heard me coming, it'll be a miracle. The movies make sneaking look easy. It's not. I've tripped over every branch, root, and stick in the general vicinity, and got my boot stuck in the mud twice. My mind instantly flashed back to all those childhood fears of quicksand.

      This is why the outdoors and I don't get along. If anyone were going to die in a freak quicksand accident, it would be me. It's far safer to stay inside where things like quicksand and poison ivy and furry caterpillars and nope ropes and flying cockroaches aren't supposed to exist.

      I lean against a tree and fire off a quick text to Emmy, letting her know that I'm out exploring near the Decker ranch. That way, if I die out here, at least someone at the resort knows to send a search party. Paige probably won't be back for a day or two, so she won't know to send help until then. Especially if she loses cell signal. I'd really like to not die in the woods because I fell in a hole and froze to death waiting to be rescued.

      Once I've texted Emmy, I shove my phone back into my pocket and set out again, placing my feet carefully to avoid any pitfalls. Within five minutes, I've tripped twice, tearing the pocket of my jacket and soaking the leg of my pants. Thirty seconds later, my boot tangles in a root. My arms windmill wildly as I try to keep myself upright, but it's no use. The root snaps, releasing its hold on my boot just in time to throw me completely off balance.

      I fall face first over a downed log, landing in a pile of damp leaves.

      "You're not allowed to die in the woods, Cassia Murphy," I mutter, rolling onto my back to stare up at the sky. A dense tangle of pine needles directly overhead blots out the sky, darkening this patch of woods. Aside from the wind rustling through the branches and the gurgle of water coming from deeper in the thick press of trees it's eerily quiet and somehow…peaceful?

      I reluctantly drag myself upright, wincing when I put weight on my right foot and my ankle throbs. I think I twisted it when I fell. There's no way I'm going to make it the rest of the way in the woods without seriously injuring myself. But I'm not ready to give up either. I came this far. I might as well see this insane plan through to the end. Ride or die, right?

      "Right," I say, even though I'm pretty sure that is absolutely not what that saying means. Deciding I need to get out of the trees before I do actually die out here, I limp toward the fence. The pasture stretches clear across the horizon, nothing but grass and a herd of cattle in sight to the north and south. A farmhouse and a cluster of barns and outbuildings dot the horizon to the east. I limp alongside the fence, not quite brave enough to trespass by climbing over it. Until I see part of the wiring pulled down around a metal post.

      It's not technically climbing if all I have to do is step over it….

      "I'm so going to jail," I whisper, darting a glance around to make sure no one is watching. If anyone is around, they're better at blending in than I am because all I see are trees and cows. The farmhouse and ranch buildings are a good half a mile ahead, still too far for me to make out much more than cows and a flurry of activity around the barns. I need to get closer to see what's happening.

      I hold my breath and creep across the fence-line. My heart pounds.

      Doing crime is exciting. And mildly terrifying. I feel a little like I'm in one of my books, waiting for someone to accuse me of trying to steal cattle. Cord Decker is a hot, giant jerk. If I go to jail, I'm blaming him. If he hadn't emailed me, I wouldn't be here now.

      "Moo."

      "Eek!" I spin around, my heart sinking when I see the giant bull standing near another break in the fence. It might be my imagination, but I'm pretty sure it's the same bull from Saturday…the one who tried to kill me and Clover on the road on the way to the resort. I peer around him, hoping to see the giant mountain man who wrangled him out of the road, but there's no one out there. It's just me and the bull.

      "Good bull," I whisper, frantically trying to remember his name. Surely Cord told me his name in one of his emails. If he did, I don't remember it. I specifically remember him saying the bull is an asshole though. "Um, you have nice horns. Very pointy."

      He chuffs and takes a step toward me.

      Crap.

      I back deeper into the pasture. Which is clearly the wrong thing to do because it seems to make the bull even angrier. He picks up speed, moving toward the downed fence far faster than an animal his size should be able to move.

      I limp backwards, trying to keep one eye on him and look for safety at the same time. The only problem is he's on the other side of the only thing that passes for safety around here—the fence. And it's broken. As far as bad ideas go, this is quickly shaping up to be the worst one I've ever had.

      "Good bull," I whisper. "Good, good bull."

      He bellows at me.

      I give up trying to be reasonable and run for my life. My ankle throbs in protest as I turn and flee toward the ranch in the distance, screaming for help. If they hear me, they probably think I sound like Pumba in that one scene in the Lion King where he's running from Nala and gets stuck in the tree root, eyes wide with fear, screaming, "She's going to eat me."

      Only she is a he. And he is a very pissed off bull. Which, in this moment, seems somehow more terrifying than a starving lion. Possibly because I'm not currently running from one of those.

      This is all Cord Decker's fault.

      I spy a copse of pines and zag toward them, waving my arms in the air in the hopes that someone at the ranch ahead hears the commotion and is looking for the source. Please, let them be looking for the source. I'll take myself to jail after this.

      There's no way I'm going to make it to the trees. The last time I ran, it was under duress. I was in high school, and my GPA depended on it. I'm still yards away from safety and already out of breath. Not to mention, sharp pains shoot up my ankle with every step. I scream and sob and run as the bull clears the gap in the fences and charges toward me, gaining ground with every step.

      My ankle buckles under me. I plummet to the ground like a falling star, landing hard on my hands and knees. The abrupt stop knocks the wind out of me. Pure terror fires through my system, demanding I get up and run.

      Somehow, I manage to drag myself back to my feet. But I already know there's no way I'm going to outrun the bull now. He's going to skewer me with those horns. I decide right then and there that if I'm going to die, I'd rather do it on my feet than running for my life. It's going to hurt either way, but at least I won't spend my last moments doing something I hate—running.

      I prepare to turn and meet my fate.

      "Hamburger, stop!" a half-naked man roars, stepping out of the trees. At least I think he's half naked. It's hard to tell because he's moving so fast, he's like a blur of dark golden skin and rippling muscle. His boots hit the ground hard enough to kick up dust as his long legs cover the distance almost as quickly as the bull's.

      Two gray eyes—filled with equal parts fear and fury—tangle with mine across the distance. A shock of recognition rips through me, shaking me all the way to my core. This isn't just any half-naked man coming to my rescue. It's Cord.

      Before I can even process that fact, he slams into me like a brick wall, flinging me off my feet. He hits me so hard I expect to go flying across the pasture…except I don't. Two strong arms surround me, pulling me up against his broad, sweaty chest. I smell leather and hay and him. He's bright sunshine and rich earth, leather and brandy.

      We hit the ground in a tangle of limbs. Well, he hits the ground.

      I land squarely on top of him. Yay for me. Also…wow.

      He's hard everywhere, his body a thick slab of hewn muscle.

      "Jesus Christ," he growls, rolling us until I'm sprawled in the grass and dirt beneath him. Only then does it occur to me that the bull stopped trying to murder me when he told it too…and that he called it Hamburger.

      "You named your bull Hamburger?"
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