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Blurb




Dust off your boots and string the lights, Christmas has come to Rock Springs, Texas! 

Lilly

Grateful to have a break from my trucking route, a casual visit to a friend completely altered my holiday plans. Stuck there by a surprise blizzard, I decided to make good use of my time and help prepare the ranch for the festivities to come. The fact that ranch hand, Mike, is hotter than a chestnut roasted on an open fire is just an added gift for me. As I listen to him talk about his plans and lofty goals, I find myself aching to meet him under the mistletoe. It would take a Christmas miracle to keep me off the open road, but one look at Mike, and I’m suddenly hoping Santa has one more trick up his sleeve.

Mike

Lilly was a surprise gift I didn’t know I needed. For years, my goals have been focused on buying my own ranch to take in abused and neglected horses. Then, she blew in with the fresh, falling snow. Her life is on the road, and mine is rooted in Rock Springs. Can we find a way to turn a holiday fling into a lifetime of merry memories, or will our Christmas connection be stowed away with the tinsel and wreaths?

Come meet the small town of Rock Springs, Texas with a family that has your back, a town that knows your business, and men who love with everything they have. This is a Steamy, Small Town, Christmas Cowboy Romance. No Cliffhangers. As always there is a satisfying Happy Ever After. 

If you love steamy Christmas romances with insta-love, hot love scenes, small towns, and cowboys, then this one is for you.








  
  

Prologue


Lilly





1 Year Ago




"Lilly!" I hear my name from a bubbly voice the second I step out of my rig. 

Riley.

The last time I saw this girl, she was covered in bruises and scared for her life. Now, she’s smiling, outgoing, and beautiful. 

I had no idea picking up a hitchhiker, in the middle of the night, would have such a huge impact on my life. Normally, they are just down on their luck or chasing a dream to be a movie star or music star. Not Riley. 

She was running for her life and ended up right here with the love of her life, Blaze. 

"Lilly," Blaze shakes my hand and then catches me off guard, pulling me in for a hug. "Thank you so much for bringing my Riley to me and keeping her safe." There’s a hitch in his voice that catches my attention. 

I knew this would be an emotional day, and I was prepared, but having this big cowboy get so emotional on me, isn’t something I was ready for. 

"I'm so glad I did, and I'm glad it was me who crossed her path that night."

"Come on, Lilly. Let me introduce you to everyone." Riley hooks her arm in mine and leads me inside. 

Walking in the kitchen door, I find eight more people, waiting to greet me, and I'm instantly overwhelmed. I grew up in a small house with just my mom, dad, and sister. Plus, trucking is a solitary job, and more often than not, I'm alone. 

Riley introduces me to everyone, including Blaze's siblings, mom, dad, and a family friend. 

They all talk at the same time, asking questions, wanting to get to know me, and asking what happened that night I picked up Riley. Everyone is nice and friendly, but it's a lot to take in. 

At one point before dinner, there’s a lull in people talking to me, so I take a moment and slip outside the kitchen door for some fresh air. The warm Texas sun is starting to set, and the smell of hay and cows fill the air, and it immediately relaxes me. 

In front of me, is a huge red barn, and it’s bigger than any barn I've ever seen. From talking to Riley, I know this is the barn she hid in, the one Blaze and Sage found her in. As I near the barn, I take in the horses in their stalls, and other than their noise, it’s pretty quiet. 

The back barn doors are open, so I head down that way, checking out the pasture. There’s a great view of the setting sun, so I sit on one of the hale bales to take it in. 

My family is close, but nothing like Blaze's. They welcomed me into their lives just like that. They have truly accepted Riley, and now that she’s engaged to Blaze, she will have the family I know she has been missing.

I've been feeling like something is missing lately. I know trucking isn't what I want to do my whole life, but what I want to do is a question I can't seem to answer. 

The hay bale shifts with someone sitting down next to me, and when I look over, I find the most intense, brown eyes looking back at me. 

"You must be Lilly." The deep, husky southern drawl washes over me, and I let my eyes take in the man beside me before I speak. He's all cowboy with wranglers, cowboy boots, and a flannel shirt. His tan skin shows he's not afraid of hard work, and there’s just a hint of dark, brown hair peeking out from under his cowboy hat. 

"Yes, I'm sorry. Am I in your way? I just needed some air." I start to get up, and he places a hand on my arm. I wasn't expecting the sparks and warmth from just one touch, and before I can stop myself, I jerk my arm away. 

"Stay. I was just taking a minute to enjoy the sunset myself." He nods towards the pasture, where the sky is turning purple and orange. 

"So, you're a truck driver?" He asks, his tone flat. I know where this is going. Because I'm a woman driving a rig, they make assumptions. 

"Yes, it's a great way to travel." I'm partly joking. I love seeing the new areas, but you don't start driving a rig to travel. There’s so much more to it than that. 

"How did you decide to do that? Don't most girls want to be teachers or nurses?"

I look over at him, a bit shocked. 

"Maybe where you come from, but I grew up right beside my dad fixing cars and trucks. He had a steady stream of truckers that he maintained their rigs for them, and they were always talking about their runs. It just hooked me."

"Still, that’s not a job for a..."

"For a what?" I challenge him with a raised eyebrow. I know he’s going to say a woman. I hear this more times than I can count. It was a great motivator, while I was learning. 

When Dave gave me my first route, he took a chance on me, saying he always told his daughters they could do anything, so he needed to show them he believed it. That first year I put more miles on the books than any of the guys. The second year my truck broke down, and I fixed it myself and still made the delivery on time. That earned their respect. 

"Well, you just seem too nice to be one of those rough truckers is all. How have they not chewed you up and spit you out?"

"You’re judging that based on what? The less than ten minutes we’ve been sitting here together?"

"How many people would’ve stopped to pick up Riley, and then get her to safety? It's drilled into everyone's heads that you don't pick up hitchhikers."

"You'd be surprised how many would have stopped and picked her up. We tend to keep to ourselves and protect our own. Something I'm sure you’re familiar with working here."

He nods but remains quiet. I'm not ready to head back inside, and something is drawing me to this cowboy. 

"So, cowboy, what's your story? You seem to know mine."

"Mike," he says. 

"What?"

"My name is Mike." 

"Mike, cowboy, it's all the same."

The corner of his mouth tips up just a bit, but he keeps his eyes forward.

"I'm the senior ranch hand here. I grew up in Chicago, and I plan to have my own ranch one day, hopefully soon. I'd like to take in abused horses, rehab them, and then use them in a summer camp for kids."

I don't say anything at first. The idea is a good one, and he’ll be helping horses and kids. What can I say to someone who knows what they want, when I have no clue?

"I think it's a great idea. I'm sure you’ve learned a lot here. From what Riley tells me, Sage is pretty good with horses, and she’s been teaching her a lot, too. Have you talked to Sage about working with her and learning what she knows?"

I feel his eyes on me even before I turn my head and see them. 

"You’re going to fit in here just fine, Lilly. You should probably be heading back before they miss you."

I nod, stand up, and dust off my jeans before turning to face him. 

"Thank you for keeping me company." Then, I turn and go into the house for what I hope will be the first of many dinners here. 








  
  

Chapter 1


Lilly





It's funny how this ranch is feeling more and more like home. After a scare, Riley's doctor put her on bed rest for the rest of her pregnancy. She begged me to come and keep her company on my days off the road, and of course, I said yes. Who wouldn't want to relax in the good, Texas countryside with some hot cowboy eye candy?  

As I walk into her room, Riley's face lights up. 

"Oh, thank you! I don't know why I’m craving ants on a log so much, because I haven't had it, since my parents were alive, but now, it's all I want to eat." She grabs the plate from my hands and starts eating, like she hasn't eaten in days. 

"Well, that little one is going to rule your life for the next eighteen years at least, so you better get used to it," I joke. 

I sit in the chair that her husband Blaze had brought in for those hanging out with Riley. It's crazy comfortable, and it even has heated and massage seats. 

This room feels like Blaze and Riley. It's got reclaimed wood along the wall that the bed is on, but it's light and bright. The bed has a dark, brown leather headboard, and Riley softened it up with white sheets and off-white blankets, and even a lace throw. 

There are pictures all over the room of Blaze and his family, and Riley added a few of her family, when she moved in. She also took the animal heads off the wall and replaced them with some old farm decor. 

Some throw pillows and a few changes in furniture, and the place is no longer a bachelor pad, but a room I can see them both in. Riley has a great decorating eye, and she had so much fun redoing the room. 

"So, are they in full on wedding planning mode down there?" Riley asks, while she snacks.

"Oh, yeah. They look so happy," I tell her. 

Mac is Jason’s younger brother. He and Sarah just got back from Mac’s proposal at the lake house, and they want to be married just before Thanksgiving. In other words, in about three weeks from now. Being as they will be married here on the ranch, the date might work, but I know Riley is hating not being able to help. She has helped with everyone's wedding, and I can see it in her eyes that she wants to be involved here, too. 

"Soon enough, this little one will be here, and you’ll be back on your feet," I say, as I rub her belly. "Of course, only you would go and have a Christmas baby."

Riley and I both laughed when we found out she was due just days after Christmas. Talk about the best Christmas present that she could give us all. 

She spent hours online, looking up all these super cute newborn Christmas photos that she wants to take when the baby is born. I think she’s secretly adding to the list each day. 

"Thank you again for coming, Lilly. I enjoy having you here."

"I like it, too. Wasn't ever a ranch person, but there’s something about this place that calls to me. It's relaxing."

I don't tell her this ranch is starting to feel like home. I assume that’s her plan to make me fall as in love with this place as she is. 

Blaze walks in covered in dirt and grease. "I'm going to get cleaned up." He says, ducking into the bathroom. 

"He and Mike have been fighting that tractor all morning, but I’ll admit, there’s something sexy about a man covered in grease," Riley says with her eyes on the bathroom door. 

"Not happening, baby. You're on bed rest," Blaze yells from the bathroom. 

Riley groans. "This sucks. Pregnant women shouldn't be put through this kind of torture."

Poor girl isn't allowed to have sex or even orgasms, while on bed rest, because the contractions can cause early labor. She has been complaining for days, and I always laugh. The laughing always earns me a glare from her. I guess I can't blame her. If I had a hot, cowboy husband, I'd want to ride him all the time, too. 

Blaze steps out of the bathroom, looking at Riley with pure lust on his face. I want a man to look at me that way like I'm the only one he sees and the only thing that matters. I'm happy Riley has that, but I would be lying, if I didn't say I want it, too. 

I stand up and give them their space when Blaze turns to me. "I know you’re here for Riley, but would you mind heading down and giving Mike a hand with the tractor? If you can fix those rigs, you might be able to fix that old thing, too."

You can't run a big rig and not know how to fix one in a pinch. Plus, I grew up with my dad as a mechanic, so I learned a lot from him. It doesn't make me very popular with the guys when you can fix something they can't, but so far here on the ranch, that hasn't been an issue.

"What's wrong with it?" I ask. 

"It's not starting. We checked the basics, but it's something a bit out of my scope." Blaze says as he sits down next to Riley. 

Riley gets this smile on her face that I know means trouble. The last time she gave me that smile, I was sucked in as a food taster on the best recipe for Brussel sprouts. Yeah, there was no winner there. Now, I know that look means I need to hightail it out of there. 

"Well, I think I'm going to take a nap. Why don't you go see if you can help him out?" Riley says. 

I shake my head. I know what she’s doing. She wants everyone to be as crazy in love as she is. It's not that I don't want to be in love, because I do, it's just impossible to find someone when you’re on the road more than you are home. I've tried it and know from personal experience it just doesn't work. It works even less if you try to date another trucker. 

I head downstairs, and Sarah greets me before my boots even hit the last step. She’s full of smiles, as she takes my hand. We met when she got back to the ranch a week ago, but she has taken an instant liking to me. If I were to admit it, I like her, too.

I grew up a tomboy and didn't have too many girlfriends outside of my sister, so it's nice to have them now, all thanks to Riley.

Sarah has been in full on wedding planning mode since they got back from the lake house, and she has been all smiles about it, and involving anyone that walks by. Blaze’s family owns the lake house in Walker Lake, Texas. I haven’t been, but Riley has sent me pictures, and it’s big enough for all five couples, Blaze’s parents, and any future grandkids. It’s right on the lake, and it’s where Mac and Sarah met many years ago, and where they finally got together earlier this year. The family goes up a few times a year, taking some time away from the ranch. 

"So, I have my wedding dress appointment next week. Did Riley tell you?"

"No."

"Well, she said you’re to go in her place and have her on video call the whole time." 

I laugh. "I wouldn't miss it."

Mac walks in the side door from the barn, shaking his head. 

"Mike still struggling with that tractor?" I ask him. 

"Yeah, told me to get out of his space with a few choice cuss words, so I left him to it," Mac cringes.

I can't help but laugh, deciding to go see what the big deal is. 

Heading out to the barn, I take in the ranch. It's so peaceful here and full of life. I love coming here in between runs. What Riley doesn't know, is that right before she landed in the hospital, I sold my house in Tulsa, along with most of my furniture. I rented a small storage unit for the rest and picked up more routes to run, as they came up. 

I've been with the company now for going on six years, so I have my pick of routes and stops. I don't want to drive a semi forever, and it's time to step up my game and save money to build my dream. What that is, I've still yet to discover. I just know it's not in Tulsa, not anymore.

My parents have moved on. They spend the summers in Montana, winters in Sedona, Arizona, and hardly ever make it back to Tulsa. I see them more when I have a route crossing their way. My sister got out of Tulsa the first chance she could and is now in Nashville singing. She’s doing quite well; she always had an amazing voice. 

So, being able to stay in Rock Springs, was perfect timing, and it was easy to scale down in order to spend time with Riley. I don't mind living out of my truck, but life on the road is pretty damn lonely.

Meeting someone wasn't on my radar much, until I watched Blaze's brothers fall in love one by one. Now I realize, what girl wouldn't want a sexy cowboy who looks at you like you hung the moon and the stars, treats you like gold, and loves you with everything he has? 

"Goddamn piece of shit," I hear a gruff voice yell, and the sound of what I’m guessing is a wrench, hitting the concrete floor. 

I walk into the barn and see Mike, kicking the tractor tire. His back muscles, rippling under his tight shirt, does something to my insides that I'm not quite ready to sort out just yet. 

"Well, I wouldn't work for you either, if you treated me like that," I laugh, which earns me a glare. "Blaze sent me to help with the tractor."

"Took you long enough to get out here," he says, and I can see the tension in his muscles, as he crosses his arms, glaring at me. 

"I'm here for Riley, and besides, it's been my experience that men don't like a woman coming in and showing them up."

"Well, I just want the damn tractor running, and I don't care if it's you, me, or Kit Kat, the damn horse, who fixes it," his voice raises. 

I laugh, trying to ease some of the tension. Rolling up my sleeves, I go take a look. A minute later I can feel the heat of his body next to me. His arm brushes my side, and I feel like I've just been burned, even though the crisp fall air has a bit of a chill in it. 

"Well?" He asks, his voice hoarse, or maybe, I'm imagining that.  

"This is an easy fix," I tell him. 

I get to work, and Mike hands me tools, as I ask for them. He watches what I'm doing and asks a few questions here and there. He's so close I can feel his body heat next to me. I try to force the thoughts away of how good his body feels next to mine, as I concentrate on the engine in front of me. 

With my mind only half on the job in front of me, it takes double the time to fix than it should. A half-hour later the tractor is roaring to life, and Mike comes over, sweeping me up into a big hug.

"That's my girl!"

I've never had a guy so excited that I fixed something that he couldn't in my life. I've also never had a guy set my skin on fire, or make my heart race, when he's around like he does. 

I’m in so much trouble. 








  
  

Chapter 2


Mike





I can't seem to get Lilly off my mind. It's been a few days since she helped me fix the tractor, and she has been in my thoughts every free second that I have.  

When I first met her, I knew she was something special. She was hiding out in the back of the barn just like she is now. 

She doesn't know I'm here yet, so I use the time to take her in. She has a rough exterior that I know has been built from her time on the road and growing up a tomboy, but on the inside, she’s one of the nicest people I've ever met. 

Her light, brown hair is pulled back with a few stray pieces framing her face. She has on her classic outfit of jeans and a dark, button-down flannel shirt over a tank top. 

She’s always willing to help and expects nothing in return, and around here, that’s an amazing quality to have. It can also be dangerous with all the wedding planning going on. I hope she learns to say no, or who knows what she will get sucked into. 

I've been on the ranch for almost six years now, and I remember the day Riley showed up. Then later, learning how Lilly helped Riley, and the family embraced Lilly at that first meal. It was overwhelming for her, so she took a breather and came out here for a few minutes, and that's how we met. 

Just like that day, I sit down on the bale of hay beside her. 

"What’s on your mind, firecracker?" I watch her crack a smile at the nickname I gave her. She earned it the first time I saw her put one of the too handsy ranch hands in his place. I'm glad she never asked me about his black eye or my swollen knuckles the next day. 

"It’s just a bit much in there. I love how close they all are, but there are so many of them. Plus, weddings are very girly and not something I'm really used to." She shakes her head, staring out over the pasture. 

"Never planned your wedding as a kid? Isn't that something little girls do?"

"That's what my sister did. She planned large elaborate weddings, and every once in a while, my mom would force me to join in and play with her. I was always in the garage with my dad covered in grease. The thought of having to stay clean enough to wear a white dress never appealed much to me."

"There’s nothing wrong with that, and there’s nothing wrong with needing a break either. I've been here six years, and I'm still not used to it. You just spent a whole day with the girls, and it's okay to need a few minutes to yourself."

I can tell by the way she won't look at me and the way she’s biting on her lip that she’s feeling guilty about needing to take a break. 

"You went wedding dress shopping today, right? Tell me about it." I ask, trying to take her mind off the path it’s going down.

"Oh, you don't want to hear about that," she says, waving her hand at me. 

"Maybe, I'm hiding too and could use the distraction."

Her eyes finally meet mine, and those intense, gray eyes steal my breath and make my heart race like they always do. I watch her take me in, and I can feel my body warm, as her eyes rake down my body. When her head turns to look back out at the pasture, it's like a cloud covered the sun and took its warmth away. 

It's the same feeling I had the first time we sat out here. It's one I've never had before, and one I remember my dad describing to me that he would get, when my mom looked at him. He’d say they could be in a crowded room at one of his work events, and he just knew her eyes were on him because he could feel them.

I remind myself again about the ranch I'm looking to buy, and how I can't let anything get in my way. I've been working towards this dream for a decade now, and it's finally in my grasp. No distractions. 

"We went to the same bridal store that all the other girls went to shop for their gowns. It was like tulle and chiffon had five hundred babies, and they all exploded in there."

I can't stop the laugh, which makes her laugh and shake her head, before she gives me a quick glance, and then looks away again. 

"Sarah was glowing, and she loved trying on the dresses. Thankfully, she found what she wanted on her fourth dress. Riley had a blast being on video call, and the girl at the shop helping Sarah loved the idea. She then went on to pick out her bridesmaid dresses. You know, she asked me to be a bridesmaid? She just met me a week ago!"

"Well, they move fast in this family. I bet you’re already on the top of her BFF list."

"I don't know if I find that funny, or if I'm horrified you know what BFF stands for," she laughs. 

"Hey, I pay attention," I pause for a minute. "You know, you put on this hard shell, but it's a lot easier to see the woman inside than you think. I bet that's what she sees because it's what I see. You have this tomboy side that you think pushes everyone away, but under that, you’re as much of a girly girl as the rest of them."

She sighs and then turns to look at me again, "You think you have me all figured out?"

I just shrug. I wish I did, but there are so many sides to Lilly that I can't wait to see if she will let me in long enough to discover them. Then, I have to remind myself again, no distractions, and figuring Lilly out, is a major distraction. 

Besides, she’s just visiting and doesn't live here, and getting involved with someone that doesn't have roots in Rock Springs, isn't possible when I'm looking to buy a ranch here. 

"Enough about me. Any new plans on your ranch?"

I took this job on the ranch to work and save up money to buy my own ranch. So many times, when I tell people about my idea, their first response is to laugh. A city kid from Chicago owning a ranch, they say. Yeah, my dad is a big businessman in Chicago, and my mom is a society woman who loves to volunteer. They are amazing people and taught me to always help someone when I can. 

My parents have been nothing but supportive of my dream to own the ranch, and my dad made me a deal. If I got a job as a ranch hand for five years, saved up money to buy the ranch, and gained the experience, then he'd buy my first several horses and cover their costs for the first year. 

When I told Lilly of my plan, I waited for the laughing, but it never came. Her first question was if I had talked to Sage to ask about working with her and rehabilitating the horses. I was shocked speechless that she was interested, and never once, thought I couldn't do it. She has been my biggest cheerleader, besides my parents, ever since. 

"Well, I'm at the point of starting to look for places. For years, I always said I didn't care where the ranch was, but now, I know I want to stay in this area, and as close to Rock Springs as I can. That limits my possibilities quite a bit."

"Don't settle. You’ll find the perfect place. Since you will be doing a summer camp, you want different things for the kids to do. A place that has a swimming hole would be perfect in the Texas summer heat."

"I know, but it's the being patient part. The day I hit my five year anniversary here and met my father's requirements, I started looking. He sends me places closer to Chicago all the time, so I started sending him back ads for open office spaces in Dallas."

She laughs, "How did he take that?"

"He told me to convince my mom to allow him to open a Dallas branch, instead of retiring, and he'd do it. I have yet to have that talk with her."

"You might have a better chance of convincing your parents to move to your ranch and help with the horses," she jokes. 

"I might." I smile at her. 

"I better get back in there, before they realize I'm missing. I'm sure there’s tulle to fluff or something that needs glitter."

"Well, I'm available for rescue service any time, just send the signal." If only she knew how much I really would love to spend any amount of time with her. 

"Ahhh, Lilly. There you are," Mac says, catching us both off guard. "They’re assigning wedding duties, and trust me, you don't want them to pick for you."

"Yeah, no. I'm going to head back." She turns to look at me, placing her hand on my shoulder, "Thanks for keeping me company." Her hand trails off my shoulder, as she walks away. If Mac wasn't standing in front of me, I know I'd be following her back to the house and subject myself to all things wedding planning, just for a little more time. 

When my eyes turn back to Mac, I find him watching me, and I'm sure I've been caught staring after her. 

"I didn't see it before, but maybe, Riley and Sarah are on to something," Mac says, shaking his head with a smile on his face.

"What in the devil are you talking about?"

"Well, Riley and Sarah have been talking about Lilly. Sarah asked her to be a bridesmaid, and I'm here to ask you to be a groomsman."

"What?"

"I think there’s some matchmaking going on if I know the girls. I think they’re trying to set you two up."

Walking down the aisle with Lilly, and dinner and dancing at the reception? Oh, this smells like Riley for sure, but I'd be stupid to pass up the opportunity for any amount of time with her. 

One night with her, on a day I'd planned to take off anyway, isn't a distraction, right? It's just the company of a friend who is going to the same event. 

"I'm assuming they have plans to pair me with Lilly?" I ask.

"Yep. Sarah has more bridesmaids than I have friends as it is. I asked Mo, the chief from the reservation I grew up on, to be a groomsman. He's being paired with Sarah's friend Jenna. Sarah insisted on me asking Ben as well. She thinks there might be something with him and Sky. She wouldn't listen when I said there wasn't. Now, they have their matchmaking eyes set on you. So, I can tell Sarah you'll do it, right?"

"Yes, of course."

Mac slaps his hand on my back before turning to walk back to the house. "May God have mercy on your soul with those two. You will need it."

Don't I know it. 








  
  

Chapter 3


Lilly





One thing I have noticed with truckers is we travel to all parts of the country, but if you ask each one, they have an area of the country they like best. For me, it's out west, where the road isn't flat. I like seeing the mountains, and I don't mind driving through them.  

I don't enjoy driving out east, like the run I just did from Dallas to Atlanta and back. It was all flat land with some hills. The most interesting things to see are the billboards. Every town looks the same, and every state blurs together. 

I’m happy to be back on the ranch, and if I'm honest, I’m happy they let me sleep in today as well. My hours on the road are early pickups and driving at night when the traffic is minimal. 

When I get downstairs, the house is empty and quiet. With no one here, it actually feels as big as it looks. This house is massive, even by Texas standards. Ten people are living here right now, eleven when I'm here, and you would never know it. With everyone inside, the place feels cozy and like home. There’s plenty of room to spread out and have privacy, but there’s always someone around when you need it.

With everyone out, the house feels big and empty, kind of like how my house in Tulsa started to feel. I had no one there to help make the place feel like home, and when I started to dread going home, I knew it was time. Best choice I ever made. 

Before coming downstairs, I check on Riley, and she’s napping and out like a log. She has been doing a lot of sleeping, and I don't blame her. I would, too. I can only imagine how much energy it takes to produce another human. 

I grab a muffin off the counter, and I head outside to see what everyone is up to. I hear Sage in the horse pen to the side of the barn, so I follow the sounds of the clopping of the horse’s hoofs on the dirt. 

I climb up on the metal fence and sit on the top as it squeaks under me. Sage has a small barrel racing course set up in a pen and is walking Kit Kat around the three barrels. 

"What’re you doing?" I ask her. 

"I was watching her the other day, and I think she’ll be a great barrel racing horse. I had some time today, so I figured I'd set up a small course, get her used to the barrels, and see how she does."

"You ever barrel raced before?" I ask her. 

I've been to many rodeos, and it always amazes me the dedication and relationship those that compete have with their animals. I could easily see Sage competing. 

"It's been a long time, but I'm not looking to do it as a career. Just to go out, make some connections, and get my name out there for new clients. It could help Mike too now that he's looking for his place."

At the mention of Mike, my heart races a bit, and I have to take a deep breath. He was on my mind the whole time I was on the road. I'd be lying if I said I wasn't excited to see him again. I got in last night and went straight to bed, so we haven't run into each other. 

While I was on the road, I did a lot of thinking. Was I excited to get back to Rock Springs for Riley and the town, or was it because of Mike? I don't want to make a huge decision like putting down roots here based on a guy. The fact I can't answer that question has me a bit worried. 

"Did you check on Riley before you came out?" Sage asks. 

"Yeah, she was sleeping." 

Sage chuckles, "She needs the rest. Okay, let's see what this girl can do."

She hops up in the saddle and rides Kit Kat around the barrels in what looks like a crisscross triangle pattern. She does great, and with each pass, Sage picks up speed. After ten or so rounds, she comes to a stop in front of me.

"I think she’s ready for a real track. I’ll have to get one set up in the field. If I do it myself, Colt will get mad, so I need to talk to him."

Colt has this need to protect Sage, and he loves to spoil her. So, I know tomorrow he will have everyone working on the barrel course, and it will be completed by dinner. 

Sage walks Kit Kat around once more, and I'm so mesmerized by how much Kit Kat trusts Sage that I don't hear anyone walking up until the fence shakes. Mike sits down beside me, and Colt and Blaze stand on the other side of him. 

"Hey, guys!" Sage calls to them. 

"She ready for a real course?" Colt asks. 

Sage smiles, and it’s one that’s reserved only for Colt. "She is."

"I'll get on it then." Colt doesn't even hesitate. 

"Hey, so I got a call from the sheriff," Blaze says, and we all turn to look at him. "There has been talk about an illegal rodeo in the area."

"What does that mean?" I ask. 

"Well, generally the horses are stolen, drugged, and pushed to their limits. When they’re no longer useful, then they kill them. They run them for high stakes betting and other illegal gambling. It's been a while since there have been any up this way." Colt says. 

I can't help but cringe, as he talks about how the horses are treated. How are people so heartless to treat an animal like that? One who gives you their trust. I watch Kit Kat the way he trusts Sage, and my heart bleeds for the animals they are torturing. 

"The sheriff knows you take in stray and abandoned horses, Sage. So, he wants you to keep an eye out and an ear to the ground, and if you hear anything, let him know," Blaze says. "I'm going to head in and check on Riley. Let's not worry her with this right now."

We all agree as he goes into the house. 

Mike jumps down from the fence, and his large hands wrap around my waist, as he helps me down as well. His moves are slow, and his eyes are on mine. The air between us crackles, and time seems to stop. Before I can put my finger on what changed, my phone rings. 

It's Dave, my boss. 

I offer Mike a small smile before I answer the phone. 

"Hey, Dave. Got another run for me?"

"Yes and no." His burly voice answers. 

"What does that mean?"

"I have a run for you right before Thanksgiving, and you’ll be back in time to celebrate. Also, I was looking at your hours and all, and because you’re one of my best employees, I need you to take some time off. Use vacation leave and relax a bit."

"Dave, I'm plenty relaxed."

"When was the last time you took time off or even took a vacation?"

"I don't know, but I'm sure you’ll tell me." I huff, as I rack my brain for the dates of my last vacation. 

Was it when I helped Mom and Dad move to Montana? That was five years ago. I know I've taken time off since then. I've slowed down, since coming to help Riley out, and that has to count for something, right?

"Three years ago, and you put in for a five-day weekend, Lilly." 

Oh, that’s right. It was to go see one of my sister's concerts. Was that three years ago?

"Well, I've slowed down recently, and I’ve been spending more time here in Rock Springs."

"Yes, but you still message me daily about your next route. You have more miles on the books than anyone, and because I care, I'm ordering you to take some time off for your health. Do this run, and then take the week after Thanksgiving to relax. Don't think of work, and just take it easy. Maybe, visit a spa, get a massage, or get wrapped in whatever plant is trendy right now."

I chuckle. "Dave, I don't do spas, but I respect you, so I’ll take a week and relax the best I can, I promise. I'll even send you some pictures as proof. Deal?"

"Deal. Now, I know you have the wedding coming up, so relax a little there too and have fun."

"Not likely, but I’ll try."

"Try hard, Lilly. See you in a few days. "

After we hang up, I notice Mike watching me. 

"Everything okay?" He asks. 

"Yeah, that was my boss. He has a run for me after the wedding. I’ll be back for Thanksgiving, but then, he’s making me take some time off."

"Really? I thought he wanted you to work more during Christmas."

"He does, but he noticed that I hadn't taken time off in three years, so he’s ordering me to take a week before things pick up too much."

"Wow, I thought I was a workaholic. At least, I make it back to see my parents every year."

I shove his shoulder. "I see my parents several times a year, whenever I'm in the area. We always have dinner together or more, if I have time."

"What did you do on your last vacation?"

"My sister is a country singer, and she's pretty good. I know my opinion is biased, but she is. She had a charity event concert, so Mom, Dad, and I went out to support her. It was a weekend festival, and we had fun. I didn't realize that was the last time I took time off."

"Sounds like your boss is looking out for you." 

If I didn't know better, I’d say there was a hint of jealousy in his voice. But that can't be right, can it? 

"I think it's more like his wife is. She handles all the books, probably noticed it, and then told him."

He nods and then turns towards the house. "Well, let's head in. You need to tell Riley you’ll be leaving after the wedding."








  
  

Chapter 4


Lilly





"It's not burgundy, it's wine," Riley tells me again. She’s talking about the deep red color of the bridesmaid dress I have on. Sarah’s getting married today, and we are all getting ready in Sage's room in the main house.  

It’s the master bedroom with high ceilings, a large fireplace, and exposed wood beams, and it’s a showstopper. Megan is doing Sarah's hair with some of her supplies from the beauty shop she owns in town. 

"I'm sorry both colors look the same to me." I try to mean the apology. I'm sitting in the chair next to Riley, who is propped up on the couch per Blaze's orders. 

The dress isn't bad. I love the color and the lace on the top. It's also long and flowy at the bottom and more comfortable than I expected it to be. 

Riley looks me over and smiles. "You’re doing really well. I know this isn't your thing, and it's a bit much for you. There’s time if you want to go for a short walk."

After I disappeared the first night I came for dinner, Riley saw me coming back in and pulled me to the side. She wanted to make sure everything was alright, so I decided to be honest with her and tell her everything, and that I was a bit overwhelmed. She completely understood and has been very supportive ever since.

I sigh, "Thank you. I'll have my phone, but I just need a minute."

I grab the jean jacket that we’re wearing over our dresses, because it’s late November in north Texas. I walk downstairs to the kitchen and get a drink of water, as I stare out of the kitchen window, thinking about Mike. I will be walking down the aisle with him today, and we’ll be pushed together at the reception. 

I know Riley and Sarah planned this because I heard them talking. I hope it will help me understand better of whether I want to be in Rock Springs for him, or because I truly love the area. 

Mike makes me feel things I've never felt before, but I know it won't work. I've tried dating, while I've been on the road, and it never works out. Either they don't trust that I'm not cheating on them, or they need to call me constantly to know I'm okay. Oh, my favorite is when they say I spend too much time on the road, even when I slow things down, while we’re dating. 

I'm lost in thought when a throat clears behind me, making me jump.

I turn to see Mike done up in his wedding attire. He's in dark jeans, boots, a long white sleeve button-up shirt, and a brown suede vest. He has his cowboy hat in his hand, and the sight steals my breath. His muscles stand out, and a shiver runs through me, as I think of those strong muscular arms wrapped around me the other day, as he helped me down from the fence.

His hands clench his hat even tighter, as his eyes roam my body, and then meet mine. 

He clears his throat, "You look stunning, Lilly."

I can feel the heat cover my face, but I still can't help but smile. 

"You look pretty good there yourself, cowboy."

His smile grows even wider before he nods to the door. "Want to go for a quick walk?"

I had planned to step outside to clear my head, not cloud it even more, before the wedding. But I do want some more time with him, so I look at my phone, seeing nothing from Riley. We still have half an hour, before the photos. "Yeah, I need some air anyway."

He opens the kitchen door and follows out behind me. He walks beside me, as we walk across the yard to the barn.

As we enter the barn, the shade gives the air a nice chill, so I go to put my jacket on, but Mike takes the jacket from me, holding it open for me to put on. His hands brush my shoulders, and it almost feels intentional. The warmth of his touch spreads down my arms, catching me off guard, yet again. 

"Thank you," I murmur, as I step away. Megan has done my hair and makeup, and I have a feeling that if I kiss him like I want to, then it will mess up all that hard work. So, I try to keep a good amount of space between us as we walk.

"There have been a lot of weddings here this year. Several of us think you started all that," Mike smiles.

"What do you mean?"

"Well, you brought Riley to us, causing Blaze to fall head over boots. That caused Sage and Megan to both see what was right in front of them. Sage getting married brought Ella to Jason, and their honeymoon brought Mac and Sarah together."

"All because I did what my mom yells at me not to do. I have a soft spot for women stranded on the road," I smile. I soak in the smell of hay and wood. It's a combination that I wish I could carry with me in my rig on my long hauls. 

I stop in front of Kit Kat, the horse who has been watching us walk, and pet her. She's a very loving horse, more than the others. She’s been spoiled by the girls on the ranch, so she’s friendlier and secretly my favorite. 

Mike reaches over and gives her a treat like it’s no big deal. Like he isn't an inch away from me, and like I can't feel the heat of his body, soaking into mine. 

He looks over at me with what looks like desire in his eyes. As he pulls his hand back from Kit Kat, it brushes against my arm, when I have reached out to pet her. I soak in his touch for just a moment, before I pull back, clearing my throat.

"You know this is probably the most spoiled horse in history, and you men spoil her just as bad as the women do," I give him a pointed look. 

"It's the eyes. She looks at you, and you can't tell her no." His voice is a bit huskier than normal, and I hope I have the same effect on him that he seems to have on me. 

I laugh, "Come on. We need to head back before they send out a search party."

We take our time enjoying the fall air, as we go back to the house. The calm from our walk is broken the second we step inside, and the flurry of wedding preparations hits us. The guys are getting ready to head out to the church, so we can get our pictures done.

"Well, I'll see you at the church," Mike winks at me before I go back upstairs.


      [image: image-placeholder]"Just one dance!" Riley pouts at Blaze. 

"No, you’re supposed to be on bed rest with your feet up. Doctor’s orders."

"It's a wedding, Blaze! I want to celebrate with Mac and Sarah. One dance."

"Nope. Wait, what’re you doing?" Blaze’s eyes go big, as he watches Riley pull out her phone. 

"I'm calling the doctor, and if she says yes, you have to dance with me."

They are so darn cute. Mac and Sarah's reception has such a great energy to it, and I can't blame the girl for wanting to dance. I make my way to the bar to refill my drink when Mike steps in front of me. 

My heart skips a beat, as I remember walking down the aisle with him pressed to my side. Then, having him standing next to me for the whole ceremony since Sarah had the couples stand together instead of doing girls on one side and guys on the other. He kept his hand on top of mine, rubbing circles with his thumb the whole time. It was all my mind could focus on, and I don't remember a detail about the ceremony.

"Dance with me." It's not a question. Mike is not giving me a chance to say no, as he takes my hand, leading me on to the dance floor. 

His hand rests on my waist, and his other hand takes mine, pulling me close. I rest my hand on his shoulder, and he sways to the music.

"Is it a cowboy rule that you have to know how to spin a girl around the dance floor?" I ask, watching the other couples. 

"It might be. I don't think I've met a cowboy who can't dance. It's a great way to impress the ladies."

"Oh, is it now?"

"Let me ask you, are you impressed by my dancing skills?"

Was I? Yes, but would I full on admit that to him? No. So, I give him a small grin and act like I'm thinking about it. 

"Well, you haven't stepped on my feet, so that's a plus."

The song ends, and a slower one fills the speakers. Mike pulls me in until his chest is against mine, and he whispers in my ear. 

"What about now?"

"I can see the possibilities," I say, more breathless than I meant to. His head rests against mine, and he starts singing the song to me, as my stomach flutters. Could he mean the words that he’s falling for me and hopes I feel the same way? 

The next song is a bit faster, so he puts more space between us, but the look on his face is intense like he's holding himself back. 

I clear my throat, trying to pull us from this lust fog.

"Your parents get into town tonight, right?" I ask. 

He stares at me a minute more, before he nods, "Yeah, they’re going to do dinner in Dallas, and then head out here. Sage insisted they have Thanksgiving here with all of us, and they jumped at the chance for a real southern Thanksgiving, as my mom puts it."

"What’s so different about a southern Thanksgiving?"

"Up north, we don't brine our turkeys in sweet tea, we don't put bacon in our green beans, collard greens don’t have a place on a Thanksgiving table, and we do yeast rolls, not biscuits."

"Remind me never to have Thanksgiving above the Mason-Dixon Line, then." I give a fake shutter, causing him to laugh. "Though now, I can't wait to watch your parents take it all in."

The song ends, and I step back, "I'm going to get some water." I turn and head towards the bar, before Mike can answer. I order water and keep my back to the dance floor for a minute, while I try to recompose myself. 

When I turn around, I scan the crowd. In the middle of the dance floor, are Mac and Sarah with smiles so big and eyes just for each other. I catch Mike out of the side of my eye, and my heart races. 

He's not just dancing with someone else, but he’s dancing with the flower girl. She’s the daughter of one of the ranch hands and can't be more than eight-years-old. He's showing her how to dance, and the smile on his face is huge. Finally, he picks her up and sets her feet on top of his feet, so they can glide around the dance floor. 

The smile on the girl’s face is big, and I know she will remember this moment for a long time. I can't help but to think of what a great dad he will be, dancing with his daughters and showing them how they should be treated. What fun it will be for his kids to grow up on his ranch, working with the horses each day and meeting new friends every summer. 

In the next moment, I'm picturing me by his side, helping him on the ranch, and our kids running in the front yard. Crap, spending time with him isn't helping. Maybe, this run will give us a bit of distance we need. 








  
  

Chapter 5


Lilly





I'm walking into some mom and pop Tex-Mex restaurant when the smells of salsa and taco meat fill the air. The bright neon colors on the walls and decor are meant to cheer the place up, and they do bring a small smile to my face.  

I even laugh at the Welcome to Your Taco Dealer sign, before I spot my mom, waving from the back corner to get my attention. I smile, wave back, and make my way over to my parents. 

When I called my parents and said I had a stop in Flagstaff, they insisted on driving up for dinner, and of course, there was some new place they wanted to check out, so here we are. 

"Lilly baby, look at you. That time on the ranch is doing wonders for your skin! What is in the Texas water? I need you to bottle it up and send me some," Mom gushes, as she hugs me tight.

"Hey there, tiger," Dad says, pulling me into a hug next. 

"You pick up a new route? It's been a while since you’ve been out this way." Mom asks once we are seated. 

"Yeah, I've been spending time in Rock Springs with Riley, and this route was from Dallas to San Diego and back. I've been gone about a week and will get home in time for Thanksgiving. Dave is forcing me to take vacation time after that because I haven't used any in a few years."

"Well, he's right. You do need time off, even if you don't realize it. Have you thought more about what you want to do?" Mom digs right into what she wants to know.

My parents know I sold my place in Tulsa, and I've been trying to find a home with the goal of eventually getting out of trucking. My sister only knows I sold my place. She’s so busy right now, and I didn't want to bog her down with the details. 

"I don't know. I like Rock Springs, and I have friends there, but I'm not sure what I'd do. Sage has been looking for help with the horses now that Riley is on bed rest and will soon have a baby. I've been watching her and learning some from her."

"You always had a fascination for horses and animals," Dad agrees.

"And engines," Mom adds. 

My parents always supported me going into trucking, even though my mom would have had me do just about anything else. My dad has not hidden the fact that he loves how I can hold my own with the truckers, and I know he gets satisfaction when I can fix something a guy can't, even though he will never admit it.

As a teenager, I would help in his shop after school. Any time one of the guys was having problems with something, instead of fixing it himself, which would be easier, he would tell the guys to let me have a look. Nine times out of ten, I fixed it. When I couldn't, I loved the times Dad would crawl under the hood with me and teach me something new. 

I miss those days, but I know he was happy when he sold the shop to one of the guys who had been with him from the start. I’m happy for him and Mom to retire. 

After we order, Mom turns to me and starts in on the cowboys again. Since they moved to Montana in the summers, she has a bit of an obsession with them. 

"So, tell me about this Rock Springs," Mom places her hands under her chin, leaning forward on her elbows.

"You know about Riley and Blaze. She's on bed rest right now and asked me to come and keep her company between runs. I like the ranch. It's peaceful, and there’s always something to do. The town is friendly, and I know because I've been doing runs there for years. They will have a true southern Thanksgiving at the ranch, and Mac and Sarah even postponed their honeymoon to be around for the meal. Then, they’ll head out for their honeymoon."

"Are there any single cowboys that have caught your eye?" Mom pries and my mind goes right to Mike. There’s nothing there and no reason to send her down that rabbit hole.

I sigh, "Not really, but if they do, you’ll be the first to know. Have you heard from Vanna?" I try to change the subject. 

My sister Savannah started singing after she got out of an abusive relationship. She turned it into a song, and it landed her a record deal. She loves songwriting and just put out an album in Nashville, which has been gaining some popularity. 

She’s the reason I was so glad to help Riley because I wasn't there to help Vanna. If it weren't for the kindness of a stranger, who knows where Vanna would be today. 

"Oh yes, she called last night. She got asked to open on a big tour that's going up the east coast, starting in March. She's really excited. I looked the band up, and it should be some good exposure for her. They’re also involving her in some of the hype and interviews," Mom goes on, like a proud mama bear. 

"That’s good. She's been working hard on that album. I might try to take a route out that way and catch a show or two."

"Oh! We could meet you there to show some family support! Just let us know when and where." Mom gushes, as Dad stays silent, but nods his head in agreement. 

"I will, Mom."

"Now, tell us about this wedding! You know, in Montana country weddings in barns are all the rage. They’ve made a whole business out of event barns! Who knew?" Mom waves her hands in the air and laughs. 

"Well, they do have an event barn on the ranch. It was the original barn from what I understand. They didn't want to tear it down, so they repurposed it. Although, it’s just for family, friends, and such, and they don’t rent it out. They have auctions and events on the ranch each year. All the wedding receptions have been held there as well." I go on to tell them about the ranch church and the decor, and even about Nick's amazing food at the reception. 

The rest of the dinner is uneventful just catching up and talking shop. They ask about the people of Rock Springs as if they have lived there and know everyone. 

After dinner, I head back to my hotel, since I can't pick up the next load, until morning. My phone rings just as I’m getting in. 

"Hey, firecracker," Mike's husky voice fills my ear and turns me inside out, using a nickname that should irritate me. This is the first time he's called me, while I've been out on the road, so a second later, I start to worry. 

"Is everyone okay? Is Riley okay?"

"Whoa, yes. Why would something be wrong?"

"Because you never call me," I tell him.

"Ahhh, well we have a ranch truck that needs some of your love when you get back, but I just wanted to see how you’re doing. I know you said you’d be having dinner with your parents tonight."

"You remembered that?"

The line goes quiet, and I pull the phone away from my ear to see if we are still connected, and we are. 

"Mike?"

"Lilly, I pay attention to what those I care about say, and you fall in that category. You’re one of us on this ranch, and Riley sees you as family. If you haven't figured out her whole reason for asking you to come help her was to make you fall in love with this place, so you move here, then let me tell you, it is. Every one of them sees you as family, and they’ll treat you that way. I'm here too, and I'd like to think we’re friends, which I think is a good place to start."

Start? Does he mean he wants more? Does he like me as more than a friend? Does he want to ask me out? Do I want him, too?

Listen to me, I'm worse than those girls in school I'd hear whispering about boys in the school bathroom. 

"We’re friends, and I know Riley wants me to stay. She has been not so subtly hinting at it and trying to bribe me."

"Is it working?"

"Well, if you can keep a secret, I’ll tell you. But I mean it, you’ll be the only one on the ranch who knows."

"Who am I going to tell other than Kit Kat?"

I laugh because that horse is the star of the ranch. She was born right before Jason and Ella got married and has soaked up everyone's love and attention. Basically, she’s one spoiled horse. 

"I sold my place in Tulsa."

"What? Why?"

"I did it before Riley was put on bed rest. It's not home anymore. My sister is getting ready to go on tour, and my parents don't live there. I got into trucking to get out of there. So, I sold it and put my stuff in storage, and I’ve been living in my truck and now the ranch."

He's quiet for a minute again, like he's trying to pick his words. "Any plans to put down roots anywhere?"

"It's the plan, but where I don't know. I was picking up extra runs to save money, but I’ve cut back down again when Riley called. Now, Dave is making me take a vacation, so I'm glad to be at the ranch."

"You work too hard."

"Says the man whose last vacation was when?"

"Point taken."

I settle down on the bed and realize talking with Mike is easy. There are no awkward silences, and I'm not at a loss of what to say. Normally, I have to watch my every word around a guy, because heaven forbid, I show him up. With Mike, I feel like he dares me to prove him wrong. 

"We both have goals, Mike, and there’s nothing wrong with working and giving our all to achieve those goals."

"What’s your goal then, Lilly?"

"I’ll let you know when I figure it out." 

"Will you be at the ranch, when we decorate for Christmas? If you are, you’ll be glad to be there, because it's a sight to be seen."

"Yeah, that’s what Sage told me. I guess, she’s a bit Christmas obsessed."

"Oh, she is, and even has a Christmas themed guest room," Mike laughs. 

I remember hearing talk about that, and I make a mental note to go in search of it when I get back to the ranch. 

We talk for a little longer about what’s going on at the ranch before I have to fight back a yawn. 

"I hate to cut the conversation short, but I have an early pick up tomorrow and really need to get to bed."

"Of course, you get some sleep and be safe, firecracker. I'll see you in a few days."

Lord, help me survive the next week around that man. 
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