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            This one is for my granddaughter, Kara Brown Dobbs. Thank you for all the support and love you give me and for loaning me Zaylie for this story!

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Dear Reader,

            It’s a rare thing when I get to write a book in the season that it’s actually set in. But this time I got to experience ice and snow, cold weather, and the Christmas holiday as I wrote Cowboy Honor. That means I didn’t have to turn down the air-conditioning and put on the Christmas CDs to keep me in the right spirit.

            And I loved it!

            During the Christmas holiday, Mr. B and I rented ten condos and took the family to Florida. It was amazing, and one of the things that made it even more special was that I got to spend a week watching my great-grandchildren play in the heated pool and on the beach. Zaylie was the only girl, but she held her own with all those boys. It was so special to see her in action during that time, because she is the inspiration for the little girl named Zaylie in Cowboy Honor. She’s tiny with wispy blond hair and big blue eyes—but beware! She could easily be the poster child for that saying about dynamite coming in small packages.

            I have so many people to thank for helping me take an idea and turn it into the book you hold in your hands today. First of all, a huge thanks to my granddaughter, Kara Brown Dobbs, for letting me use Zaylie’s name and her attitude in the book. And once again, many, many thanks to my editor, Leah Hultenschmidt. I gave her a manuscript and she waved this virtual magic wand over it, and it turned from a pumpkin to a glittery coach! Also to my whole Forever team. I’m truly blessed to have you all in my life.

            Big hugs to Erin and the whole Folio Literary Management team. I’m grateful for everything y’all do so that I don’t have to worry about anything but writing my stories.

            And to Mr. B—my soul mate and best friend. Thank you for all you do and for understanding my passion. It takes a special person to live with an author who has voices in her head and cowboys in bed with her every night as she goes to sleep.

            Don’t put your boots and hats away when you finish Claire and Levi’s story. Justin is about to meet his match in Cowboy Brave, which will arrive the first of 2019.

            Happy Reading to all y’all.

            Until next time,

            Carolyn Brown

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         At the sound of heavy boots stomping across the wooden porch of the old cabin, Claire grabbed her purse, unzipped the side pocket, and brought out a small pistol. Her heart was in her throat, and her pulse raced so fast that she couldn’t breathe, but she held the gun in both hands and pointed it straight at the door. A key rattled in the lock and the knob turned, but her hands were rock steady and the red laser dot was unwavering on the left side of the intruder’s chest. What looked like the abominable snowman filled the space, and her four-year-old niece, Zaylie, squealed and dived beneath the quilt they were both huddling under.

         With shoulders and a chest so broad that it obliterated the blowing snow, the man just stood there staring at her. After what seemed like forever but was probably less than a minute, he whipped off the black face mask and wiped snow from his thick eyelashes. Fear sent adrenaline rushing through Claire’s body, but her brother had told her to never show that she was afraid—even if she was terrified.

         “Who are you and what are you doin’ here?” She kept the pistol aimed at his chest. If she missed a target that big, her brother would never let her live it down.

         Both of his hands went up. “Don’t shoot, lady. I’m Levi Jackson, the foreman of this ranch.” He shut the door behind him with a heavy thud. “I’m not here to hurt anyone. My four-wheeler ran out of gas, and I need a place to hole up until this storm is over.”

         She lowered the gun but kept it in her lap. “Just don’t get too close.”

         “Okay, I’ll keep my distance. Take it easy.” He kicked off his cowboy boots and bent forward to undo the short zippers on the legs of his coveralls and then the longer one down the front. He shrugged his wide shoulders out of the garment and hung it on a nail inside the door.

         “What are y’all doin’ here anyway?” he asked as he made his way across the room toward the kitchen area.

         “My vehicle slid off the road in this awful snow storm and hit a tree. We saw this place. It was unlocked.” She kept her finger on the trigger and her eyes on him. “We’re not hurting anything, and we’ll be gone as soon as it stops snowing.”

         He removed his cowboy hat and combed his light brown hair back with his fingers. “When did this happen? Were you injured?”

         “It was last night. We’re fine except for a few bruises. We slid off the road, went through a fence, and hit a tree. My van is down there not far off the road if you need proof. My cell phone battery had gone dead, and I left the charger at my brother’s, and…” She shrugged.

         “I’m glad you found shelter. It’s nasty out there! I’m just going to get a fire started so we can warm this place up a bit.” He kept one eye on her as he walked to a cabinet. “I’m going to get the matches. Don’t shoot me.”

         Zaylie pushed the quilt back far enough to peek out with one blue eye, but she quickly dived back under when the man took a few more steps.

         “It’s okay.” Claire hugged the child closer with her free hand. “He’s going to start a fire so we can get warm.”

         The huge cowboy removed his gloves and stuck them in his pocket, then retrieved a box of matches from the top shelf. “I’d sure feel better if you put the safety back on that pistol and put it away.” He strode back across the room and dropped to his knees in front of the old stone fireplace. “It won’t take long to get this place warmed up.”

         “I wish I’d found those matches. I would’ve started that fire myself.” She pushed the safety switch to the on position but kept her thumb on it.

         “Seems like we might be here a while. Mind if I ask your names?” He dropped the match in the fireplace, and the kindling blazed.

         “I’m Claire Mason. This is my niece, Zaylie. Sorry to be trespassin’ like this.”

         “It’s no problem. We never lock the door just in case someone needs to use the cabin.” He sat down on the worn sofa facing the fire and removed his socks. Stretching his bare feet toward the fire to warm them, he glanced over his shoulder. “Sure y’all ain’t hurt?”

         Zaylie stopped shivering from under the quilt, and Claire slipped the pistol back into her purse. “We’re fine. Thank you for starting a fire.”

         “If you’d come over here closer to it, you’d warm up quicker,” he said. “Now, I’m going to reach in my hip pocket for my phone. I need to let the folks at the ranch know where I am.”

         Claire nodded but reached back into her purse, pulled out the pistol, and closed her fingers around the grip again. His angular face broke out into a smile when someone answered.

         “Retta, I’m at the cabin. Four-wheeler is out of gas, and the battery on my phone is almost gone. Did Justin and Cade find that rangy old bull?”

         He listened and then said, “That’s great. No, we’ll wait out the blizzard. There’s food and plenty of wood.” He drew his feet up on the sofa and tucked them under a blanket. “Okay, it’s not a real blizzard, but for north central Texas it sure feels like one. My phone is starting to bleep so listen up.” He told her about finding a half-frozen lady and a child in the cabin. Then he held the phone out and sighed before he laid it on an end table next to the sofa. “Well, that’s the last of communication with the outside world. Last weather report I heard said the storm was going to hang around until tomorrow. Y’all hungry?”

         Zaylie pushed back the blanket and nodded. “I’m hungry. Who is Retta?”

         “You goin’ to take your hand off that gun, ma’am, or do I need to verbalize every thing I’m doin’ so you don’t get trigger happy and shoot me? Justin and Cade Maguire own this ranch and Retta is Cade’s wife. They can’t come get us right now, but they’ll be here soon as possible.”

         Levi didn’t look afraid even when he tiptoed across the cold floor to the other side of the cabin. For that matter, he looked as if he knew the place very well, like he might really be the foreman of the ranch, just as he said.

         Claire slipped the gun back in her purse, but she didn’t zip the pocket. “Thank you for not throwing us out.”

         “What are you doing?” Zaylie pushed the covers back a little more.

         “I’m going over here to this chest of drawers to get some dry socks, maybe two pair until this floor gets warmed up. And then I’m going to make hot soup for lunch,” he answered as he dug around in a dresser drawer and brought out a pair of gray socks. “There’s lots here. Y’all need some to keep your feet warm?”

         “I brought our suitcases in with us.” Claire nodded toward a couple of bags at the end of the bed.

         In a few long strides he was back to the sofa, where he held the socks near the fire and then put them on his feet. “Ahh, that’s much better. Now, let’s get some food ready.” He opened a cabinet and pulled out some cans of soup.

         “That sounds good.” She could be polite and appreciative, but that didn’t mean he was luring her into trusting him—not even with food and a sexy grin.

         
              

         

         Levi had a reputation on the Longhorn Canyon Ranch for bringing in strays, from dogs to turtles to a crippled miniature donkey. His experience had taught him to give an animal space and to let them come to him. No need to be in a rush anyway—the storm wouldn’t let up until tomorrow morning at the earliest, and it might be a day past that before Cade or Justin could rescue them. He just hoped that she kept that cute little pistol tucked away and didn’t point it at him again.

         The tiny one-room cabin could sleep up to four people and was often rented out to hunters in the fall and spring. Two sets of bunk beds set end to end covered the south wall. A sofa with a couple of mismatched end tables faced the stone fireplace. Four chairs—no two alike—were pushed around a small kitchen table over in the far corner. Cupboards without doors hung above a wall-hung sink. A tiny two-burner stove and an apartment-size refrigerator were on one end of the kitchen area and a closet that had been converted into a pantry on the other.

         “Where were y’all headed?” he asked as he turned the knob and struck a match to light one of the stove burners.

         “My daddy went away again.” Zaylie sighed. “But he’ll be home for Christmas.”

         He didn’t want to spook the child by looking right at her, so he stole sideways glances. She was a delicate-looking little girl with huge blue eyes and wispy blond hair falling to her shoulders.

         “We were on our way home from San Antonio, Texas, to Randlett, Oklahoma, right across the Red River,” Claire answered. She didn’t look a thing like her niece, with her long brown hair twisted up on top of her head with some kind of big clip and light green eyes set in a round face.

         “How did you get way back here?” He poured two cans of noodle soup into a pan and set it on the burner.

         The electricity flickered, and Zaylie dived back under the quilt.

         “Don’t be afraid,” Levi said. “We’ve got plenty of wood so we won’t freeze, and the hurricane lamps you see scattered around aren’t just for pretty.”

         “But you’ll keep the monsters away if it gets dark, won’t you?” Her blue eyes were huge.

         “I promise.” He nodded and turned his attention toward Claire. “How did you get this far off the highway going from San Antonio to Randlett?”

         “There was an accident on the Interstate and the GPS on my phone rerouted me, but then I lost service, probably because of the storm,” she explained. “When I got it back, I’d gotten off on the wrong road and the snow was coming down so hard I couldn’t see more than a foot in front of the van. The battery in my phone played out, and I hit a really big pothole in the road and a slick spot at the same time.” She talked fast and twisted the edge of the quilt, obviously more than a little nervous.

         “The car went like this.” Zaylie waved her arms around. “And then a tree was right there, and the car stopped with a big bump. And Aunt Claire said ‘shit’ and then she hit the steering wheel.” Zaylie slung her legs off the bed and ventured over closer to the fire. Holding her little hands out to warm them, she looked so vulnerable that Levi wanted to hug her and reassure her that everything would be fine. Poor little thing had to have been scared out of her mind when the car was slipping and sliding all over the road.

         “Zaylie Noelle Mason, little girls don’t say that word,” Claire scolded.

         “I didn’t say it, you did,” Zaylie argued, and then turned her attention back to Levi. “I held Aunt Claire’s hand real tight so I wouldn’t get blowed away. Is the soup ready yet?”

         “Almost. And I’m thinking I could make a hoecake too.”

         “Hoecake?” Claire eased off the bed and joined Zaylie at the fireplace.

         “Something like a cornbread pancake. It’ll take less fuel than firing up the oven, and it will cook faster.”

         “Sounds good,” she said.

         “Dejert?” Zaylie asked.

         “Dessert,” Claire translated.

         He rustled around in the cabinet and found a can of peaches, powdered sugar, and pancake mix. “How about some peach fritters for dessert?”

         “I like peaches. Is this like campin’ out?” Zaylie left the fireplace, put her knees on the sofa, and peered over the back at him.

         “Little bit,” he answered with a smile.

         Claire had the same look in her eye that the ranch’s old mama cat, Gussie, did when someone got too close to her kittens as she made her way across the room and joined Zaylie on the sofa. Yep, he would have to go real slow to gain her trust.

         “Looks like there’s some blood on your forehead, Miz Claire. There’s a first-aid kit in the bathroom if you want to clean it up.” He wanted to offer to clean the wound and see just how deep it was, but his better judgment told him that wouldn’t be wise. She looked like she might spook easier than a wild deer.

         “Oh. Come on, Zaylie, you might need to help me.” She took the little girl by the hand and led her to the bathroom.

         Levi read the directions on the cornbread mix and stirred it up. When the oil in a cast iron skillet was hot, he poured the mixture in it and covered it with a heavy lid.

         While that cooked, he whipped up some peach fritters to fry as soon as the bread was done. It took two things to get an animal to trust him—patience and food. He hoped it worked as well on humans.

         “You didn’t let me help.” Zaylie was fussing when they came out of the bathroom.

         “But you were there if I’d needed you,” Claire told her.

         Levi removed the lid from the skillet, flipped the hoecake over so it would brown on the other side, and carried the pot of soup to the table. “Did you hit your head on the steering wheel?”

         Claire nodded.

         “Airbags open?”

         Another nod.

         “Seat belt leave a bruise?”

         “Yes, and it hurts,” Zaylie said. “And Aunt Claire’s got one on her leg too. Want to know how we got from the tree to here?”

         “I sure do,” Levi answered.

         “Aunt Claire got the suitcase and I got the tote bag,” Zaylie said. “And the snow was in my face and I fell down three times.” She held up the right amount of fingers. “And I cried because my face was cold.”

         “I would have cried too.” Levi turned the cornbread out onto a plate and then made the fritters. “And you spent the night here in the cabin?”

         “Yep, we did, and then you came.” Zaylie crawled up into a kitchen chair. “How did you get in here? Aunt Claire locked the door.”

         “We keep a key under the mat just in case.” Levi smiled.

         “I’m glad.” She made herself comfortable at the table. “I like chicken noodle soup.”

         “Me too.” He finished putting the rest of the food on the table and held a chair for Claire.

         She hesitated and glanced at her purse on the bunk bed, but finally sat down. “How long have you been foreman on this ranch?”

         “Couple of years as foreman, but I’ve worked here since I was big enough to do a job. My dad was the foreman before me. Justin and Cade are more like my brothers than just friends since we were all three raised here on the ranch.” He chose the chair across from Claire. “It’s not my best cookin’, but it’s what I can do with what we’ve got to work with. Do you folks say grace?”

         “I’ll do it.” Zaylie bowed her head. “Jesus, I’m a little mad at you for lettin’ Aunt Claire get lost, but I’ll forgive you since you sent someone to cook for us. Amen.”

         “Amen.” Claire smiled.

         “Amen.” Levi grinned as he cut the hoecake into pie-shaped wedges. “Don’t know how good it’ll all be, but it’s fillin’ and it’s hot.”

         “Thank you,” Claire said.

         “So you lived in Randlett your whole life?” he asked.

         “No, I moved there three years ago to take care of my grandmother after she fell and broke her hip,” Claire answered as she filled three bowls.

         “But Nanny died,” Zaylie said. “They put her in a fancy pink box in a pink dress, and Daddy gave me a pink rose to put on the box after the preacher said a prayer.”

         “Six months ago,” Claire said. “Cancer.”

         “I’m so sorry,” Levi said. “So you work in Randlett? At the casino, maybe?”

         “No.” She shook her head. “I’ve run a little Etsy business for six years—homemade quilts. It lets me work at home and be flexible enough to take care of Zaylie when my brother is deployed or away on missions.” Her voice had lost that high squeaky sound and settled into a husky tone that was downright sexy.

         He wished his phone was working so he could research Etsy and see what kind of business that was. He’d never heard of it, but he’d bet dollars to cow patties that if it was like that Pinterest thing that Retta was always looking at on her phone that she could show him what Etsy was.

         “I like this hoecake stuff,” Zaylie declared after the first bite. “It’s wondermous.”

         “I’m real glad that you like it, Zaylie. I’m not the cook that Retta is, but when we get back to the ranch house, I bet she’ll make you a real good meal.” Levi dipped up a second bowl of soup. “Anyone else?”

         “Not yet. I’m goin’ to save room for those fritter things. Never ate hoecake or them things before,” Zaylie said. “Have you, Aunt Claire?”

         Claire shook her head. “No, ma’am.”

         “Nanny didn’t ever make them, did she?”

         “Nanny wasn’t much of a cook, remember?”

         “But she could make real good hot chocolate when she didn’t burn it,” Zaylie said.

         “Yes, she could,” Claire agreed. “Nanny liked to cook until she broke her hip, and then things went downhill from there. We thought the hip problem brought on dementia, but it turned out to be a brain tumor. That’s why I moved in with her. This is very good, and it warms from the inside out.” She ladled out another bowl full.

         He met her gaze across the table, but she quickly looked away. Levi recognized something in her expression like one of the abandoned animals he’d brought to the ranch through the years. The eyes did not lie, and they couldn’t cover up deep pain. Regret, remorse, grief—there was something about her that needed rescuing.

         
              

         

         “Read to me,” Zaylie said as she yawned.

         “She takes an hour nap after lunch each day,” Claire explained to Levi. He’d been nothing but kind and hadn’t done one thing that would cause her to feel threatened in any way, but she still needed to keep Zaylie close.

         “I’m too big for naps,” Zaylie declared. “Aunt Claire reads to me and sometimes I just doze off like Nanny used to do, but it’s not a nap. Just restin’ my eyes.”

         “She sure talks big for a four-year-old,” Levi said.

         “Been around adults her whole life.” Claire removed her coat and hung it on the back of a chair. “I didn’t think I’d ever be warm again, but I’m beginning to thaw out a little.”

         Zaylie followed her lead but covered up with a throw when she reached the sofa. “My feet is still cold. Aunt Claire made me take off my shoes and socks when we got here ’cause they was wet. I put on dry socks, but they’re still cold.”

         Levi went to the dresser and brought out a pair of thick gray socks and threw them across the room. “Put these on over your socks and pull them all the way up over the legs of your jeans. They’ve got wool in them, so they’ll help.”

         “Can Aunt Claire have some too?” Zaylie asked.

         “Sure thing.” Levi tossed a pair toward Claire.

         She caught them midair. “Thank you.”

         “Pretty good catch. You ever play baseball?”

         “In high school, but that was a long time ago.”

         “Aunt Claire is old.” Zaylie yawned again.

         “Ouch!” Levi grinned.

         “At that age, they don’t have filters on their mouths.” Claire blushed.

         Zaylie threw both hands over her lips. “What is a filter? I don’t want one of them things on my face.”

         “Don’t worry, sweetheart, this cabin doesn’t have any filters,” Levi assured her. “You just rest your eyes. I’m going to do the same thing over there on that other bunk bed.”

         He crossed the floor, stretched out on the lower bed of the unused set of bunks, tucked his hands behind his head, and shut his eyes.

         Claire settled down with Zaylie and made it through two pages of a children’s book they’d brought before the child was asleep. She tucked the throw up around her and tiptoed over to the bed where she and Zaylie had slept the night before.

         She sat down and stared at Levi. Long lashes rested on his high cheekbones. A little scruff on his face testified that he hadn’t shaved that morning. His knit shirt hugged his chest like a glove, leaving little to the imagination. Her eyes traveled on down his body and stopped at a big silver belt buckle engraved with a bull rider. Was he a real cowboy or a wannabe who thought a belt buckle and boots would impress the women at the bars on Saturday nights?

         She lay on her side so that she could keep an eye on both Zaylie and Levi. And that’s when it hit her—she’d failed at several of the tests that her brother had taught her. She’d told Levi where she was from, that she had no relatives who would be looking for her, that she had no cell phone, and he already knew she was stranded.

         If Levi wasn’t really the foreman of the ranch, she and poor Zaylie might never be heard or seen again.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Levi awoke to find Zaylie’s big blue eyes boring holes into his face. She stood back a few feet, but she wasn’t blinking as she cocked her head to one side and then the other as she studied him. It was even more unnerving than the hard north wind that rattled the windows. Who was she and how in the devil had she gotten into his bedroom? He glanced toward the ceiling, realized he was on a narrow bunk bed, and then it all came back to him in a flash. He shifted his eyes toward the window at the foot of the bed only to see nothing but blowing snow continuing to build up on the sash.

         He bumped his head on the top bunk when he tried to sit up, but the little girl didn’t budge from her spot or look away. It was as if she saw straight into his soul. Grabbing his head with both hands, he moaned as he eased his way to a standing position.

         “That hurted, didn’t it?” she said.

         “Yes, it did,” he answered.

         “It’s time for a snack,” she told him. “We get a snack after we rest our eyes.”

         On a ranch the size of Longhorn Canyon, it wasn’t uncommon to lose cell phone power at the end of a day, so he’d learned to carry a simple pocket watch. Glad that he had, he worked it up out of his pocket and checked the time.

         “Three o’clock. You’re probably right about snack time,” he said.

         Claire shot up like a wind-up doll and was on her feet in a split second. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”

         Zaylie spun around and threw her arms around Claire’s waist. “We all rested our eyes. It’s snack time now. He said so.”

         “How about crackers with peanut butter and hot tea?” Levi asked.

         Zaylie raised one shoulder slightly. “I like milk better.”

         “Sorry, princess, we don’t have any milk in the cabin,” he said. “But we do have tea bags and sugar.”

         Zaylie sighed. “Got any candy bars?”

         “Zaylie Noelle Mason!” Claire scolded.

         Levi put another log on the fire and then crossed the room. “I see there’s a few cans of green beans if you’d rather have that for a snack.”

         Zaylie’s nose curled as she shook her head from side to side. “Crackers and tea is fine.”

         “And?” Claire coaxed.

         Zaylie sighed. “And thank you.”

         Levi brought an old blue granite coffeepot from the cabinet, filled it with water, and put it on the stove to heat. “I’m glad that we’ve still got runnin’ water and the pipes haven’t frozen. I can’t remember the last time we had a snow storm this early in the fall and without much warning.” He moved things around in the cabinets to see if there might be something Zaylie would like better than crackers and peanut butter. He almost shouted when he found a package of chocolate cookies and the expiration date was two weeks away. “Look what I found.” He held them up.

         “Yay!” Zaylie pumped her fist in the air. “My favorite. You sure there’s not any milk up there?”

         “Haven’t found any yet,” he said.

         “Did you ride here?” Zaylie asked.

         “I was on the four-wheeler tryin’ to find a bull that got out of the corral. When I realized I didn’t have enough gas to get back to the house, I decided to hole up here until the storm passed by.”

         It would sure help if Claire would either add to the conversation or else stop looking at him like that.

         Like how is she lookin’ at you? asked that aggravating voice in his head.

         Like she’s afraid I’m going to hurt her or Zaylie, he answered himself as he found the box of tea bags, and right beside them was instant hot chocolate.

         “So how far is your ranch house from where we are right now?” Claire led Zaylie to the table.

         “A couple of miles,” he answered. “The Longhorn Canyon covers a pretty good chunk of land.”

         Zaylie crawled up into the pink chair. “Can this be my forever chair?”

         “Of course it can. Pink is for a princess, right?” Levi asked.

         Zaylie giggled. “It’s my color, but I’m not a real princess. I’m just a little girl.”

         “So you have a color and it’s pink. Do you like unicorns or dragons better?” Levi opened the package of cookies and set them in the middle of the table.

         “Unicorns with pink wings and glitter on their horns.” Zaylie picked up a cookie.

         “I didn’t find any milk, Miz Zaylie, but look at what was hiding at the back of the cabinet.” Levi showed her the box of hot chocolate mix. “Would you rather have this than tea?”

         “Yes!” Zaylie squealed. “I love hot chocolate, and Aunt Claire makes the bestest in the whole world.”

         “And it comes out of a package just like that.” Claire finally smiled.

         “I bet the unicorns put it here while we took a nap because I sure didn’t see it when I was makin’ hoecakes for dinner.” Levi dumped a package into Zaylie’s cup and then raised an eyebrow at Claire. “Tea or chocolate?”

         “I’d rather have tea. No sugar though.” Her eyes moved to the window. “It’s hard to judge time when it’s like this.”

         He pulled the pocket watch out and took a couple of steps toward the table to show her. “Three fifteen.”

         “Seems like it should be later. If I had my new fabric in here, I could at least be cutting out squares or patterns. I’m not used to being still,” she said.

         “What?” Levi raised an eyebrow.

         “Aunt Claire makes quilts,” Zaylie said. “And we got lots of stuff in the van.”

         “I was just thinkin’ out loud,” Claire said.

         “So you do pretty good selling quilts?” Levi asked as he made a cup of tea for Claire and hot chocolate for himself.

         “I make a living at it. I probably won’t ever be a millionaire, but we pay the bills and have what we need,” she answered. “They are custom designs and usually one of a kind.”

         “Do you have a store as well as this Etsy place?” He set Zaylie’s hot chocolate in front of her. “Be careful now. It’s really hot.”

         “No, I just sell online,” Claire answered.

         Her voice had a sweet Southern lilt to it that appealed to him so much he could’ve listened to her read the entire dictionary and not gotten bored. Add that to the fact that she was so danged cute with those green eyes and delicate face, and he wanted to gather her up in his arms and protect her.

         “I noticed that Benjy left one of his sketch pads on the top bunk. I guess you could design new patterns while we wait.” He went back to the cabinet and picked up Claire’s tea and his hot chocolate to carry to the table.

         “That’s a great idea.” She took a sip of the tea. “You don’t think he’d mind if I used a few pages?”

         “Who’s Benjy?” Zaylie reached for a second cookie.

         “He’s a young boy who is an amazing artist,” Levi answered.

         Zaylie took a sip. “Yep, just like Aunt Claire makes for me. Can I dip my cookie in it?”

         “I always dip mine.” Levi set the mugs down before he pulled out his chair. “But you better ask your aunt about that. She’s the real boss.”

         Thank you, Claire mouthed toward Levi and then turned to Zaylie. “Yes, you may dip your cookies but only a couple more.”

         “Daddy is the real boss,” Zaylie informed him seriously. “But when he’s gone, he lets Aunt Claire be the boss.” She dipped a third cookie into the hot chocolate and quickly put it into her mouth. “This is so good, and it’s not cold.”

         Levi raised an eyebrow toward Claire, but before she could explain, Zaylie piped up again. “I’m glad that Levi found us and can cook.”

         “Hey, I can cook,” Claire said.

         “Yep, but he’s not afraid to turn on the stove,” Zaylie said.

         “I’ve been replaced with nothing more than a cup of warm chocolate.” Claire sighed.

         Levi shook his head. “I could use some help in the kitchen. I’ve exhausted my knowledge in the make-it-out-of-what’s-here department. The cabinets aren’t well stocked this time of year, so if we’re stuck here another couple of days feel free to help me out.”

         “And after we get rescued?” Claire asked.

         “Then we’ll take your car to a repair shop and you can stay on the ranch until it’s fixed,” he said.

         “Oh no!” She held up a hand. “Thank you for the offer, but I can’t impose on you and your friends like that. I’ll just go to the nearest hotel until the weather lets up. I have another car in Randlett that I can drive for a while,” she said.

         “Not on these roads you won’t. It’s at least twenty miles to the nearest motel, and that’s not a decent one. You’ve landed in the country, lady. Matter of fact, you’ve kind of landed in the backwoods of the country. We’d be glad to put you up until your van is fixed.”

         “What about turkey day and Miz Franny?” Zaylie groaned.

         “Don’t worry, sweet girl.” Claire reached over and tucked a strand of hair behind Zaylie’s ear. “That’s not until the end of the week. The snow will all melt, and our van will be fixed; we’ll be home long before that. We’ll call Miz Franny as soon as I get my phone charged.”

         “Good,” Zaylie said. “I don’t want to eat soup on turkey day.” She looked around the cabin. “We got to have chocolate pie and banana pudding.”

         Levi nodded. “I agree. And mashed potatoes and giblet gravy.”

         “And banana pudding.” Zaylie made a motion with her hand to include everything they’d mentioned.

         “What’s your favorite side dish? Mine is sweet potato casserole,” he answered.

         “Macaroni and cheese is my favorite vegabull.” Zaylie picked up another cookie.

         “Mac and cheese is not a vegetable,” Claire said.

         “It is in my make-believe world,” Zaylie declared.

         “Mac and cheese is not a vegetable in any world,” Claire informed her.

         The woman might be small, but with her sass, Levi wouldn’t argue with her, even if she didn’t tote around a pistol in her purse.

         “Uh-huh,” Zaylie argued.

         Claire rolled her eyes and then brought them to rest on Levi.

         “Don’t look at me. I thought it was too,” he said with a big grin on his face. “And I love mac and cheese. Too bad we don’t have the stuff to make it.” It wouldn’t take that child long to completely wrap him around her tiny pinky finger. “Anyone for more chocolate or tea?”

         “No, but I’d sure like to see that sketchbook,” Claire answered.

         Zaylie clapped her hands. “Can I draw too?”

         “Sure you can.” Levi brought it down from the top bunk.

         Expecting Claire to work on her designs at the table, he picked up a well-read Louis L’Amour novel from the fireplace mantel and sank down on the sofa to give her plenty of space. She fumbled around in a tote bag and found a couple of pencils and a small ruler. Then she sat down cross-legged on the floor between him and the fireplace. She tore one sheet from the book and gave it to Zaylie along with a pencil, and then she went to work.

         Levi read a couple of pages, but he couldn’t keep his attention on the book. He kept peeking over the top to see what Claire was doing. She’d measure and work, sigh and erase, and then repeat the same thing.

         “What’re you trying to draw?” he finally asked.

         “This house to show my daddy,” Zaylie said before Claire could answer. “Aunt Claire can’t take a picture of it ’cause her phone ain’t workin’.”

         “I see.” Levi smiled and nodded toward Claire. “And what about you?”

         “A log cabin pattern using yellows and blues. It will remind me of this experience.”

         “And how’s that?” Levi asked.

         “We’re in a cabin,” she answered shortly.

         “I got that much,” he shot back.

         “Blue is a cold color and yellow is warm. So the blue is for the snow, and the yellow is the fire that keeps us warm,” she explained.

         “Why are you erasing so much?” he asked.

         It looked like an abstract painting to him, done in black and white. He cocked his head to one side and frowned. Maybe it was more like a stained-glass window with no color. How on earth that could be a quilt someday was beyond his comprehension.

         “I’m trying to decide how big it will be and where the colors will fit best. Do I want them to be a small size, like maybe for a throw instead of a full-size or king-size quilt or larger? And do I start with yellow in the middle to illustrate hope at the center or with the snow in the middle and then the fire like it really happened?”

         “In our part of the world, this kind of weather won’t last very long. Fire melts snow, so it could go either way you want to design it,” he said.

         “You aren’t much help,” she said.

         “Well, darlin’, designin’ quilts ain’t my expertise,” he told her.

         “Evidently not,” she said.

         He bit back the grin that tickled the corners of his mouth. “Sassy, ain’t you?”

         “Been accused of it a few times. I’ve decided that this should be a king-size quilt. Darker blue calico in the middle with the colors lightening by degrees out to a blue and yellow print just before a more solid yellow at the edges.”

         The only thing that Levi knew about quilts was that they kept him warm in the winter, and he knew even less about design and art. He went back to his book, but he still couldn’t focus on it. Finally, he laid it on the end table.

         “So do y’all live in town or out in the country?” he asked.

         “In town.” She didn’t even look up from the sketch pad.

         “We were up that way last year to a bull sale. Bought a big old Angus that’s been a good breeder for us,” Levi said.

         Zaylie looked up from her drawing. “What’s a breeder?”

         “Well, that would be a—” He stammered trying to find a simple way to answer a four-year-old. With those big blue eyes staring at him, he couldn’t begin to find the words to explain in simple terms. “Uh…”

         “It’s a bull or a boy cow,” Claire explained simply.

         “Okay.” Zaylie went back to drawing.

         “Thank you,” Levi whispered.

         “Always keep it simple when it comes to explainin’ anything to a four-year-old.” Claire nodded and turned her attention to Zaylie. “Are you going to put a sun in your picture?”

         “Nope, there ain’t no sun out there, so I can’t draw it. And”—Zaylie frowned—“I’m almost five.”

         “Yes, you are,” Claire said.

         “I’m going to draw lots of snow, but now I’m going to turn it over and draw the inside of the cabin,” Zaylie said.

         “Great idea,” Claire told her. “Do you plan on putting people in your picture?”

         “Maybe,” Zaylie answered.

         “Then please don’t make me shorter than you.”

         Zaylie giggled. “I drew that one for Daddy because I wanted him to see how much I growed.”

         “Did you say that he’s coming home by Christmas?” Levi would never want a job that made him leave his child for weeks on end even if she was in amazingly good hands.

         “Yep.” Zaylie nodded.

         “When did you draw the one where Claire was shorter than you?”

         “Last time he went away. He was gone a long time.” She sighed. “This time he’s on a mission not a ployment. I like them better because they ain’t as long.”

         “Does your mama go on missions too?” Levi asked.

         “Nope, she went to heaven when I was a baby. She got a neurasm in her head and the angels took her away,” Zaylie answered as she drew a fireplace.

         “Aneurysm,” Claire explained. “Zaylie was less than a year old.”

         “That’s terrible.” Levi could sympathize with Zaylie since his own mother had taken off with her new husband when Levi was only three years old. Since both Skip and Mavis worked at the Longhorn Canyon Ranch, he’d spent his days there with Cade and Justin even before they ever started to school. By the time he was thirteen, he was on the payroll. Even though Skip and Mavis had given him a wonderful life, there’d always been something missing that he couldn’t put a finger on. Maybe it was because he was so close to Justin and Cade Maguire they were like brothers—and yet they weren’t. If he’d had a sibling perhaps that would have filled the empty hole that he felt in his life but never talked about.

         Zaylie’s chin jacked up a couple of inches. “No, it’s not. The angels love her. My daddy said so.”

         She was as full of sass as her aunt. Levi bit back a grin, not wanting her to think he was making fun of her. Being a big kid in school and not playing football or even basketball, he’d had his share of folks making fun of him, and he’d never do that to anyone.

         “I meant that I’m sorry that she couldn’t stay with you.” Levi stumbled over the words.

         “Someday Daddy is goin’ to get me a new mommy. But I got a picture of my mommy so I don’t forget her. I bring it with me when I stay with Aunt Claire,” Zaylie said.

         “I bet she was beautiful.” Levi wanted to hug Zaylie but feared Claire might stab him with her pencil. Despite falling asleep earlier, she still hadn’t relaxed around him. Hopefully, when she got to know him better, she’d see that he just wanted to help her, that he would protect her and Zaylie.

         “Yep, she was.” Zaylie jumped up and went to dig around in a tote bag. In a few seconds she was back with a box of crayons and a small, framed picture. “This is me and my mama.” She handed the photo to him.

         Levi held it up to get the glare off the glass. The woman had blond hair, big blue eyes, and delicate features. The woman in the picture gave off the same confidence as Claire had when she’d pointed that gun at him.

         “You look a lot like her.”

         Zaylie’s smile showed that she hadn’t lost a single baby tooth yet. “That’s what Aunt Claire says. Daddy likes for me to color my pictures. He says it makes them real.”

         “I agree with your daddy.” Levi handed the picture back to her and watched her start to color the picture she’d drawn. “You color in the lines really well.”

         “I’m not a baby,” she scolded as she chose yellow for the fire.

         “That’s a pretty sassy tone, young lady.” Claire wrote something in the quilt square she’d made on the paper.

         Levi held up a palm and chuckled. “It’s okay. I kind of waded into that one.”

         Zaylie frowned. “I have to make it pretty for Daddy.”

         “Yes, you do,” Levi agreed.

         
              

         

         Claire shut her eyes and visualized the bolts of fabric she’d bought in San Antonio that were now stacked neatly in the back of the van. The colors would be perfect for the new project. She could get all the pieces cut, and when she got home, she’d be ready to start sewing the top together. If only the ladies in Randlett were interested in quilting, she wouldn’t be looking around for a place to put in a small quilt shop. She’d tried twice in the past three years to start a quilting bee at her church, and once she’d bought an advertisement in the local paper offering quilting classes for free. Neither had worked—the women there just weren’t interested.

         Suddenly, the vision of a dozen bolts of fabric lining the shelves of her new shop faded and was replaced with one of Levi standing in the doorway earlier that day. She still wasn’t ready to let her guard down completely, but it was nice to have an adult to talk to. She blinked away the picture in her head and opened her eyes. He’d gone back to reading, and Zaylie was busy coloring. If someone peeked in the window they’d think a young family had taken up residence in the cabin.

         Are you going to trust him enough to get some sleep tonight? Her brother Grant’s voice was clear in her head. Who knows what he’s capable of? And you’ve always been gullible.

         I am not gullible. I’m a grown woman who’s vigilant, and besides I have a gun. I’ll keep it at my fingertips, and Zaylie will be right beside me in the bed. I’m a big girl. I can take care of us. Like always, arguing with her brother put a frown on her face.

         She rolled her eyes toward the ceiling and noticed more than a dozen pictures lined up on the fireplace mantel. “Who are the people in those photos?” Ha! That was one way to find out if Levi really was who he said, and it would take her mind off her brother’s smart-ass remarks.

         She stood up and walked across the room to get a closer look herself. “This is you. Who are these other people?”

         “That’s Cade and Justin with me in that picture. The one next to it is Retta and Cade on their wedding day. The event was held outside in the front yard last month with the reception right here in the cabin.”

         “And this one?” She picked up a picture of Levi with a young boy. “How old is this boy?”

         “He’s twelve. That would be Benjy, the boy I told you about who can draw so well,” Levi responded.

         That much pride in his tone said that Benjy had to be his son. She slid a sideways look over at Levi and then back to the picture. The kid didn’t look a thing like Levi, but maybe he got his looks from his mother. She set the picture back on the mantel.

         Levi went on, “We open up the ranch every summer for about five or six weeks for city kids to get to experience ranch life. We always have four girls and four boys, and Benjy was here every summer for three years. Last summer his granny died and there was no one to take care of him, so my adoptive parents, Mavis and Skip, decided to take him in. The formal papers will be signed right after the new year if all goes well,” he explained. “That will legally make him my little brother, even though we don’t have an ounce of shared DNA.”

         She had no doubts now that he was telling the truth, but there was still something unsettling about the man. What kind of person offered to take in a complete stranger and a child? She might be there to rob him blind—not that she would, but he didn’t know that, did he?

         To take her mind off all the questions, she handed him the picture and said, “Tell me about this boy.”

         “Benjy is a really good kid, but he’s what they call high-functioning autistic—” Levi touched the picture as if he were brushing back Benjy’s hair. “He’s great help on the ranch with small jobs, and he loves to be here. He remembers everything he reads and sometimes spouts it off at strange times, but he’s got the sweetest nature of anybody in the whole state of Texas.”

         She decided that anyone who had that much compassion for a child couldn’t be a bad person. She’d still keep her little gun handy, but she wasn’t nearly as uneasy about spending the night in the cabin with Levi as she’d been a few hours earlier.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Levi awoke the next morning to blaring sunshine reflecting off the pictures on the mantel straight into his eyes. He rolled out of the bottom bunk, stretched, and started for the kitchen area to make a pot of coffee, when he heard the familiar sound of a tractor. Forgetting about everything else, he hurriedly pulled on his coveralls and stomped his feet down into cowboy boots.

         “What’s that noise?” Claire sat up and covered her eyes with her hands. “Oh, the sun is out.”

         “Are we being rescued?” Zaylie knuckled her eyes and yawned.

         Levi pulled the face mask over his head. “Yes, ma’am, we are. Y’all get dressed as warm as you can, and we’ll have breakfast at the ranch house.”

         He had to push back several inches of snow to open the door, and a blast of icy wind hit him in the eyes, but he could see the tractor. He stepped outside, shut the door, and threw up a hand to wave.

         Justin parked as close to the porch as he possibly could, and he hopped down out of the biggest tractor on the ranch. Levi and Justin had gone through school together, best friends since they were in the church nursery. But down deep Levi had always known that Justin and his brother Cade would someday be the owners of the Longhorn Canyon Ranch, and all he’d ever be was the foreman, just as Skip had been. Not that he was jealous of them or that they didn’t treat him just like family. But Justin had always had the good looks, the confidence, and the swagger to get any girl he wanted.

         He clamped a hand on Levi’s shoulder. “I hear you’ve found a damsel in distress and don’t have a white horse to bring her to the ranch.” He motioned toward the four-wheeler. “Seriously, is everything all right? Is anybody hurt? Is she one of them tall blondes that me and you both like?”

         “The woman’s name is Claire, and her niece is Zaylie. They say they’re fine, but I wouldn’t call her a damsel in distress by any stretch of the imagination,” Levi answered. “She carries a gun in her purse, and you’ve heard that dynamite comes in small packages. Well, she’s living proof. So to answer your question, she’s a short brunette, but with her attitude she could probably put out a forest fire by spittin’ on it.”

         “Scared you, did she?” Justin’s eyes twinkled.

         “Let’s just say, I’m real glad to see you and even happier that she didn’t shoot first and ask questions later,” Levi answered.

         Justin had a way with women. They flocked to him like flies on honey. Cade was a big flirt, or at least he had been until last summer when Retta arrived. Justin went beyond that. He had a reputation around Montague County for bringing home a different woman every weekend for a one-night stand.

         “I thought you were kiddin’ me. A real gun?” Justin picked up two shovels from the trailer hitched to the back of the tractor and handed one to Levi.

         Levi nodded. “A .38 pistol, looks like about a five shot, but the way she handled it I reckon she’d only need one to put a man down. And it’s equipped with a laser sighting. That little red dot on my chest damn sure made me take notice. But you should know that she’s definitely not your type. Short, not tall. Brunette, not blond. And real sassy.”

         “Sounds like she ain’t a damsel in distress at all. And I like a sassy woman as much as a sweet tall gal,” Justin said.

         “I’m tellin’ you, I wouldn’t mess with her or her niece,” Levi said.

         “You already got a thing for her?” Justin teased.

         “Nope, just givin’ you some advice,” Levi answered.

         “Advice noted. Now, let’s dig that four-wheeler out and get it loaded, and then we’ll take y’all home. Retta’s makin’ a big breakfast, and she says we’re supposed to be there soon as possible.” Justin sank the blade of the shovel deep into the snow.

         “Think this stuff will melt by Thanksgiving?” Levi asked as they worked on the snowdrift covering half the four-wheeler. He couldn’t help noticing that Justin kept glancing back toward the cabin.

         “Probably not. The weatherman says not to expect temperatures above freezin’ for several days,” Justin answered.

         “If this is what the whole winter is going to be like, we’re in for a cold one,” Levi said. “I told Claire they could stay on the ranch until this stuff melts. You think Cade and Retta will have a problem with a couple of guests for a few days? I would’ve asked first, but we didn’t have cell service.”

         “What are you so nervous about, Levi?” Justin asked. “We’re family, and you know it. You’ve brought home strays all your life. You work as hard as we do. This ranch might belong to us on paper, but we couldn’t run it without you.”

         “I’ve never brought home…”

         “Bullshit! You and I both have brought home women for the night.” Justin laughed. “And besides, Retta’s got the girls’ bunkhouse ready for them. Let’s get a path cleared from here to the trailer so we can push this four-wheeler onto it.”

         Levi hefted the first shovel full of wet snow to the side. “You could have parked a little closer.”

         Justin was right—he and Justin hadn’t spent many weekends in an empty bed. Saturday night was for beers and dancing at their favorite honky-tonk. Levi was no slouch when it came to sweet talking women, but Justin? That cowboy was a pro.

         Snow flew to the side as Justin created a pathway. “This is hard work. You could’ve offered me a cup of coffee.”

         “Just got out of bed and haven’t even made a pot yet,” Levi said. “But if you want to suffer the wrath of Retta, I’ll go inside and put it on to brew. Or the pretty boy prince of the Rusty Spur can keep workin’ and stop whinin’ so much.”

         “No, thank you. Retta’s been a little touchy here this past week, so I’m not going to get on her bad side. But it looks to me like you’ve been lazy this mornin’. Next thing you know, you’ll be wantin’ to sleep in every morning until noon. And I don’t see you sittin’ in the corner at the honky-tonk all alone. It’s a wonder they don’t have to put in one of those machines for the ladies to take a number and wait,” Justin said.

         Levi stopped long enough to pack a snowball and aim it right at Justin’s shoulder. “That machine would have your number on it, not mine. And the sun is barely up and it’s not like there was anything to do. It was going to be a long day if you hadn’t been able to rescue us, so why not sleep as long as possible?”

         Justin sidestepped the snowball and packed one into his hands. He hit the mark right in Levi’s chest. “It’s seven o’clock, and the sun’s been up for an hour. In my book that’s lazy.”

         Levi grunted and shot a mean look toward Justin. “I’m not wastin’ my time and energy on a snowball fight. Let’s just get shovelin’.”

         “You started it,” Justin reminded him.

         “Well, I’m ending it because I’m hungry and I need caffeine.” Levi put his shoulders into the digging.

         “Five bucks says I get to the middle faster than you do,” Justin said.

         “Forget the money. If I get to the middle first, you do all my work today.” Levi would have rather bet that Justin would be flirting with Claire by the time they got from the cabin to the house. He’d win that one for sure!

         Justin shook his head. “Let’s just get this done. Then we should turn off the water and drain the pipes. It could be a real mess if they froze and busted and flooded the place.”

         “We’re lucky it hasn’t already happened,” Levi said.

         “Yep.” Justin kept digging. “So tell me more about these two.”

         “Who?” Levi leaned on the shovel a few minutes.

         “The pistol-totin’ lady and her niece,” Justin answered.

         “Zaylie is almost five years old. Cute as a button with her blond hair and blue eyes. Claire’s got these strange aqua eyes that lean more toward green than blue, kind of like the color of the water down in the gulf. Remember when your folks took us to the rodeo down there? Her eyes are that color. She barely comes to my shoulder.”

         Justin stopped and leaned on his shovel. “Is Claire young, old, or somewhere in between? Is she seriously out of our league?”

         “She’s about our age, I’d guess. Don’t know if she’s out of our league or not. I only met her yesterday, for God’s sake.” Levi cleared the last two feet and started slinging snow as he dug toward the well house. “This won’t take long, and then I’ll turn off the water so we can get out of here.”

         “I’ll do that. You go on in and get the fire put out and make sure the pipes are drained soon as I turn off the water,” Justin said.

         Levi stomped the snow from his boots on the porch and shoved the door open to find Claire and Zaylie sitting on the sofa. They were both dressed, and their coats were on the top of the suitcase.

         Zaylie’s gaze darted around the cabin, and she moved closer to Claire, but when Levi removed his cowboy hat and face mask, she smiled up at him. “I didn’t know if that was you. You look so big with all that stuff.”

         “It’s me, and we’re almost ready to go. Justin is…”

         “Got it! Drain the pipes now,” Justin yelled from outside. “I’ll warm up the tractor.”

         Levi went to the bathroom, turned on all the water faucets, and then headed to the kitchen, where he caught the last of the water in a pitcher. Using that, he drowned the remaining embers in the fireplace while Claire and Zaylie bundled up.

         “That’s everything,” he said. “The snow has drifted, so, Miz Zaylie, may I carry you to the tractor? It’s pretty slick out there.”

         Zaylie lifted her arms. “You going to carry Aunt Claire?”

         He picked up the little girl with one arm and the suitcase with the other hand. “I’ll come back for her as soon as I get you up in the tractor with Justin.”

         “Oh look!” she exclaimed when Levi carried her outside. “It’s all shiny and white and pretty like in Frozen.”

         Levi glanced over his shoulder.

         “It’s one of her favorite movies,” Claire explained.

         He could feel Claire’s eyes boring into his back as he waded through snowdrifts halfway up his knees to the tractor. She should be putting a little faith in him by now. After all, they’d spent the night together, and he’d been a perfect gentleman.

         He dropped the suitcase on the trailer beside the four-wheeler and put Zaylie in the passenger’s seat. It would be a tight fit for all of them, but it was only a couple of miles.

         When he reached the cabin the second time, Claire was waiting with the tote bag in her hand and her purse over her shoulder. He scooped her up like a bride and pulled the door shut.

         “Put me down. I can walk.” She squirmed. “My shoes might get wet, but they’ll dry.”

         “As short as you are, you’d sink up to your butt in that drift.” He nodded toward the place where the snow had blown against the porch. “Drop the tote bag between the suitcase and the four-wheeler. It’ll ride fine there. We’ll come back soon as we can and get the rest of your stuff and haul your van to the repair shop.”

         “You can take me to a hotel, and I’ll get in touch with a tow company and…” she started.

         He interrupted. “Honey, we aren’t going to be able to get off this ranch until this stuff melts. I’ve only ever seen snow before Thanksgiving in this area one time in my whole life, and this kind of thing cripples us.”

         The door swung open from the inside, and he settled Claire on the seat beside Zaylie, then climbed in behind her. She shifted over to the side and put Zaylie in her lap, but there still wasn’t enough room for Levi. So he picked both of them up and set Claire in his lap.

         Justin stuck out a hand. “Hello, Claire. I’m Justin Maguire. Welcome to the Longhorn Canyon Ranch.”

         She shook it. “Thank you for rescuing us.”

         “You’re very welcome.” Justin put the tractor in gear. “It’s a tight fit, but we’re only fifteen minutes from the house.”

         “We appreciate your hospitality.”

         “Oh, we’ve got plenty of room. And from what the weatherman says, we can’t expect to do much until after next weekend. Then the cold front will move out. But right now Retta has the girls’ bunkhouse warmed up and ready for you,” Justin said as he expertly turned the tractor around and started back toward the ranch.

         Levi couldn’t believe his ears or his eyes. Justin hadn’t put on his pickup drawl or flirted. Did Claire intimidate him, or had he finally found a woman that just flat didn’t set his vibes to quivering?

         
              

         

         Thanksgiving with strangers—not exactly what Claire had envisioned for the holiday, but it didn’t seem like she had a lot of choice. She’d thought she and Zaylie would be back home by now, sharing their dinner with Franny, their sweet little elderly neighbor.

         She bit back a sigh. Things could be far worse. She and Zaylie could have been hurt too badly to get to the cabin or stranded in a place where there was no shelter. There was no sense in asking why they’d been put in this situation. She’d learned from past experience asking that question seldom got any kind of answer. Otherwise, she’d know why she was always the one everyone turned to for help, but when she needed something, she was the last in line to get it. Not that she was whining about her lot in life—she loved her brother and Zaylie. And she’d adored her grandmother.

         Her thoughts were interrupted when Zaylie reached out to warm her hands by the tractor’s heater vent. “Feels good. Almost like the fire Levi made for us.”

         “Didn’t you bring gloves?” Justin asked.

         “They’re at our house in Randlett,” Claire answered.

         “Know what works pretty good for gloves? Big old thick socks,” he said.

         “Levi gave me socks in the cabin when my toes was cold.” Zaylie picked up Claire’s hands and held them toward the vent.

         “Did you count all your toes before you put your shoes on?” Levi asked.

         Zaylie’s brows drew down over her blue eyes. “Why?”

         “Some of your toes might have frozen plumb off,” he teased.

         “Uh-uh,” she argued.

         “You better count them tonight to be sure,” Levi told her.

         “I will. I can count to a hundred,” Zaylie informed him.

         “Do you have a hundred toes?” Justin asked.

         “No, silly. I gots ten toes and ten fingers.”

         Claire stretched her fingers toward the heat vent, but sitting in a stranger’s lap was truly heating her up a lot more than the warm air. Levi’s warm breath tickled the soft skin on her neck, sending tingles down her spine. A woman would have to be stone-cold dead not to be affected by a cowboy as sexy as Levi Jackson.

         “Just look at all the snow, Aunt Claire.” Zaylie waved her hand around the cab. “It’s everywhere. Can we build a snowman? We gots to take a picture to show Daddy.”

         “Yes, darlin’ girl, we can, but first we’ll have to borrow a phone charger.” If she could get her phone up and running she could call Franny, tell her the predicament she was in, and that it would be a few days before she could get home.

         “Little problem there,” Justin said. “The wind has knocked out our cell phone service, and internet will be out for several days. But we’ve got electricity, and you’re welcome to make calls on our landline.”

         “We lose any cattle?” Levi asked.

         “None yet. We’ve moved most of them into the pasture around the barn. Still got a couple of stragglers that we’re planning on rounding up soon as breakfast is over and we get the four-wheelers refueled,” Justin answered. “We got the bull in a stall in the barn. He’s not real happy, but he’ll get over it.”

         “Why is he sad?” Zaylie asked. “Me and Aunt Claire was glad to get out of the cold.”

         “Yes, we were.” Claire tucked a strand of wispy blond hair under the edge of Zaylie’s stocking hat and studied Justin with a sideways look.

         His black felt cowboy hat was crammed down over his brown hair, and his square face was a study in angles. He was one of those cowboys who could walk into a bar and every woman in the place would turn and stare. But when his hand brushed hers she didn’t get a single vibe from him—not like all the sparks flitting around her and Levi.

         Sweet Lord! I’ve already got Stockholm syndrome. He cooks a couple of meals for us and I think he’s wonderful.

         For heaven’s sake, the man’s not kidnapping you. You don’t have any kind of syndrome. The voice in her head belonged to Franny, an eighty-year-old outspoken old girl who’d been her grandmother’s best friend and was still Claire’s neighbor. Be thankful that the good Lord sent help to you and that precious baby, or you might be frozen to death.

         Yes, ma’am, Claire mouthed, and then cut her eyes around to make sure that she hadn’t said the words out loud.

         “Moses doesn’t want to be in that stall because, Miz Zaylie, he doesn’t like Gussie, the cat, and she hates him. I imagine it’s because she has a litter of kittens in the barn, and she’s afraid something as big as Moses might hurt them,” Justin explained.

         His drawl wasn’t nearly as deep as Levi’s, and although she hadn’t seen them standing together, she’d bet that Levi was a lot taller. She blushed when she found herself looking at his big, square hands and his feet.
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