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         Carly Bloom began her writing career as a family humor columnist and blogger, a pursuit she abandoned when her children grew old enough to literally die from embarrassment. To save their delicate lives, Carly turned to penning steamy, contemporary romance. The kind with bare chests on the covers.

         Carly and her husband raise their mortified brood of offspring on a cattle ranch in South Texas. Also? Carly is vegan. The cows love her.
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Travis Blake had dreams that stretched beyond Big Verde, Texas. He never planned on running his family ranch or becoming a father, but when his little brother gets into trouble, Travis must return home to pick up the pieces. With the ranch struggling, this big, bad cowboy needs all the extra income he can get. But he never expected to compete for a big job with the irresistible woman he shared a steamy, unforgettable, no-strings Halloween fling with. Trouble is she has no idea it was him. . .

Maggie Mackey needs this job and she knows she can do it better than anyone - especially Travis Blake. It's too bad her mind is occupied with memories of that sexy, masked man dressed as the Big Bad Wolf. The texts he's still sending make her blush and leave her wanting more. But what happens when the masks come off and Maggie finds herself face-to-face with everything she never knew she wanted?






   
      
         
            To Jeff, my real-life cowboy. You and your boots, cargo shorts, and Red Hot Chili Peppers T-shirt just plain do it for me.
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            Chapter One

         

         White caliche dust clung to Travis Blake’s boots as he slammed the squeaky door on the mailbox. Or tried to anyway. It was smashed nearly flat, because not much had changed in Big Verde, Texas, during the twelve years he’d been gone. There were still a few idiots who thought it was fun to hang out of truck windows while blasting down dirt roads taking out mailboxes with baseball bats.

         Travis stuck the mail under his arm—he’d face whatever holy hell it contained when he got back to the house—and squinted up and down the dirt road. Whoever had destroyed his mailbox was long gone. He added Replace mailbox to his endless mental list of things to do and headed for his truck idling on the road.

         He dumped the stack of mail on the center console and put the truck in Drive, just as a small voice piped up from the backseat.

         “Uncle Travis, you’re not s’posed to leave me in the truck while it’s runnin’.”

         Travis jerked and looked over the seat, blinking slowly until reality clicked into place like a steel vault door. It had been eight weeks since he’d gotten out of the Army with meticulous plans for the rest of his life, and six weeks since those plans had been annihilated by a phone call from a social worker.

         Six weeks since he’d met his nephew, Henry, for the first time.

         “You were fine. You couldn’t get out of that contraption you’re buckled into to save your soul. And even if you did, why would you be stupid enough to try to drive the truck?”

         “Because I’m a kid!”

         Travis didn’t have much experience with children, but Henry struck him as being smarter than the average five-year-old, which was probably the very worst kind of five-year-old.

         Henry kicked the back of Travis’s seat because he knew Travis hated it, and Travis clenched his jaw and ignored it because he knew Henry hated that. He slowly drove up to the big iron gate adorned by the ranch’s brand, an H with a rising T in the shape of a horseshoe.

         When Travis was thirteen, his father, Ben Blake, moved him and his brother from a trailer park on the outskirts of Houston to the two-hundred-acre Texas Hill Country ranch known as Happy Trails. Rags to riches. And often back again. That was high-stakes professional poker in a nutshell.

         Being a naive kid, Travis had thought all three of them would immediately become real cowboys. His dad had even bought him a black gelding named Moonshine, who he’d promptly lost in a bet. The only thing the man had ever managed to hold on to was the ranch. Which was good, because Travis intended to sell it.

         “Mrs. Garza says you don’t know what you’re doing,” Henry said, seeking another button to push.

         “Well, thank God for Mrs. Garza,” Travis said. And he meant it, too. If it wasn’t for Mrs. Garza taking care of Henry after school and on weekends while Travis did light landscaping work, he didn’t know what he’d do. His final pay from the Army was being held up in a tangle of bureaucratic red tape, and he couldn’t start his new job in Austin until he’d tied up the loose ends at Happy Trails. He glanced at Henry in the rearview mirror. The child was more of a thrashing, uncontrollable projectile than a dangling loose end. It was hard not to feel sorry for him, though. Henry’s daddy was currently a guest at the Texas State Penitentiary in Huntsville. And his mama had just died of ovarian cancer.

         The social worker seemed to think Travis was Henry’s only living kin not serving time behind bars.

         Yep. Definitely hard not to feel sorry for the kid.

         Travis pushed the remote on the visor and waited for the gate to open.

         And waited.

         “Goddammit.”

         “That’s a bad word,” Henry spouted.

         The remote for the gate didn’t work. Travis got out—turned off the fucking truck so Henry wouldn’t chide him about it—and trudged over to open the gate manually. A white piece of paper flapped in the breeze.

         YOU ARE IN VIOLATION OF AGRICULTURAL CODE 246.4B AGAIN. IT IS NOT MY RESPONSIBILITY TO KEEP YOUR COWS OFF MY PROPERTY. IT IS YOURS. FIX YOUR DANG FENCES.

         Travis yanked the note off the gate, crumpled it up, and dropped it.

         “Litterbug!”

         Henry was in prime form. He’d fallen asleep in the car seat, something he invariably did about three minutes before they got wherever it was they were going. Stopping the truck was like poking a nest of hornets, and that’s why Travis had left it idling.

         He leaned over and grabbed the wadded piece of paper, held it up for Henry to see, and then shoved it in his pocket. The gate groaned loudly as he pushed it to the post and hitched it on the wire. Then he got back in the truck, started it, drove through the gate, stopped the truck, turned the goddam thing off while giving Henry the evil eye, and climbed out to close the gate behind him.

         By the time he finally got back in, an audience had lined up on either side of the lane; young bulls on one side and heifers on the other. At least those fence lines were holding. The same couldn’t be said for the one separating his east pasture from Honey Mackey’s apple orchard. The crazy old lady kept leaving him threatening notes. He’d patched the fence multiple times, but it didn’t hold. It needed to be completely replaced. The only things required were time and money, both of which were in short supply.

         The herd followed them along as they drove up the lane, even though the bed of the truck was loaded with a lawnmower and a weed whacker—tools of his temporary trade—and not hay. Henry waved at the cows until the truck turned left at the split and continued up to the house.

         The windmill rose above the trees as they hit the top of the hill, and Travis automatically depressed the accelerator at the tug of its familiar silhouette. His dad, always full of cowboy dictums, had said windmills made a horse’s hooves trot a little faster and a man’s heart long for hearth and home. The effect it had on Travis was surprising, since neither hearth nor home had ever quite risen to the occasion.

         Unlike the windmill, the sight of the house stirred no warm, fuzzy feels. The attic windows stared angrily, like a glowering monster. A new coat of paint would probably do wonders. Make the place more Southern Living and less Amityville Horror.

         “Let me out!” Henry said. Then he convulsed and rocked in his seat until Travis reached back and sprung him.

         “Stay out of the cookies. You’ve got to eat supper first.”

         Henry jumped down, leaving supper—a greasy paper bag from the drive-thru hamburger joint—on the seat next to his backpack. It was the best Travis could do after a long day at work, where he’d grubbed, dug, and planted at the Village Chateau, the fanciest hotel in Big Verde. And when he was done with all that, he’d helped get the place ready for Annabelle Vasquez’s Halloween party. She’d kept a watchful eye on him as he’d installed a fake graveyard and set up a pumpkin patch. He’d politely turned down the invitation Anna had offered when he left. He didn’t much care for parties, and this one seemed especially awful as it required a costume. He shivered at the thought as he followed Henry through the back door.

         Anna had also invited him to bid on a landscaping project for her new house. He’d turned that down, too. For one thing, he didn’t intend to remain in Big Verde long enough to complete a lavish Annabelle-style project that he was woefully unqualified to install. For another, it wasn’t a good idea to work for someone you’d slept with.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Fishnet thigh-high stockings with silly bows on the back and a skirt so short it might be illegal—both in red. Maggie sighed. Why had she trusted Claire to rent a Halloween costume for her? She kicked off her sensible shoes and tossed her jacket on the bed while eyeing her best friend and co-worker, who had never owned a pair of sensible shoes in her life. With dark auburn hair and curves right out of a 1950s lingerie catalog, Claire was the opposite of Maggie, who looked more like your average little sister. Or—she ran her hands over the area where most women had hips—your average little brother.

         “What do you think?” Claire asked. One corner of her mouth twitched. She knew exactly what Maggie thought and was clearly enjoying the hell out of it.

         “Were they all out of stormtrooper costumes?”

         Claire rolled her eyes and then held up a microscopic wisp of fabric with laces. “This is going to look fantastic on you. Way better than a stormtrooper costume.”

         “Is that a corset?”

         Maggie had never seen a corset in real life, much less worn one. Maybe it would give her some curves if she yanked those laces real tight…

         “Red will look great with your platinum blond hair.”

         “It’s dirty blond, not platinum, and red washes me out. Also, stop trying so hard.”

         She took the corset from Claire and held it up against her yellow work polo with the green Petal Pushers logo. Pop, her blue-haired French bulldog, gave a bark of approval.

         “I’m not trying. This will look great on you.” Claire lifted a few strands of Maggie’s hair out of her eyes. “And you call this pixie cut dirty blond?”

         “Well, it’s not platinum.” Depending on how much Maggie was outdoors—which was a lot since she was a landscaper—her hair color ran the full gamut of sun-streaked caramel to light blond. People thought it was lighter than it was because of her ridiculously dark eyebrows and brown eyes. “And it’s not a pixie cut,” Maggie added, tossing her bangs out of her eyes. “A pixie cut is a hair-do and I don’t do dos. Anyway, I can’t wear this costume. It’s demeaning.”

         “It’s sexy. You can’t clunk around a client’s masked gala in a stormtrooper costume.”

         The client was Annabelle Vasquez, who was doing her best to spend a recent divorce settlement. “Would you stop referring to this silly Halloween party as a masked gala?”

         “That’s what the invitation said.”

         Annabelle was a pretentious snob. But Maggie really wanted to do the landscaping for the McMansion she’d plunked on top of the highest hill in Big Verde. It would be a challenge to make something out of that mound of limestone, but Maggie was looking forward to it. It wasn’t often that she was able to work on a project in this small town that utilized her master of landscape architecture degree from Texas A&M.

         “Travis Blake better not bid on that job,” she said.

         A couple of months ago it would have been a given for Petal Pushers, the garden center and landscape business Maggie owned, to win the contract. But now she had competition. Travis Blake. Just the thought of him made her shudder in revulsion.

         “He’s been aggressive about getting business since moving back to Big Verde,” Claire said. “So, I’m actually not surprised.”

         “He’s nothing but a glorified lawn boy,” Maggie grumbled. “He’s not remotely qualified, and besides, I bet his landscaping business isn’t even a legit operation. You know he’s an ex-con, right? He’s probably a bookie, and the landscaping thing is just a front.” She didn’t know what a bookie did, but it was something shady and involved gambling, which was a known Blake family vice.

         “I don’t think it’s a front,” Claire said, picking up the micro-skirt Maggie was expected to squeeze into and holding it up to her own frame. “And besides, he’s not an ex-con. You’re thinking of his brother, Scott.”

         Nice boys, those Blake brothers. One of them—Maggie didn’t even know which—had married Lisa Henley, knocked her up, and then, in the words of Maggie’s dear dead grandmother, Honey Mackey, That boy done run oft.

         Lisa had recently passed away, leaving behind a young child. Maybe that was why Travis was back. The kid must be his.

         “Maybe you could take him a pie,” Claire continued. “And sit down like neighbors to discuss his power grab.”

         Maggie laughed at the audacity of taking Travis Blake a pie. And only a girl like Claire, raised on a twelve-thousand-acre ranch, would consider Maggie and Travis neighbors. Maggie couldn’t even see the Blake house from hers. And unbelievably, she hadn’t seen Travis either. She wouldn’t know him if he held a door for her while tipping his hat. Although she doubted he was that polite.

         “You really shouldn’t mess with him the way you do,” Claire said. “You know, just in case he is every bit as horrible as you like to imagine.”

         “I don’t mess with him. I leave informative notes on his gate. He needs to keep his scraggly cows on his side of the fence.” She smirked and added, “I quoted agricultural codes.”

         “You know agricultural codes?”

         “No, but I’m betting he doesn’t either.”

         Claire crossed her arms over her ample bosom. “You weren’t terribly bothered by the cows getting into Honey’s apple orchard before Travis got here. I think you’re just itching for a fight with a Blake boy.”

         Grandma Honey had engaged in an epic battle of wills with Ben Blake over the damn cows getting in her apple orchard. But when he’d passed away four years ago, and Lisa and her baby had moved into the ranch house, Honey had merely chased the cows back in with a broom and a few choice words, because That girl’s got enough problems.

         Now that both Honey and Lisa were gone, and Travis Blake was back—stealing landscaping accounts instead of mending fences—Maggie had gleefully revived the battle in true Hatfield and McCoy style. “I won’t have Blake cows destroying Honey’s apple orchard,” she said. “It’s mine now, and I intend to defend it against all enemies.”

         Maggie walked to the window and squinted in the direction of the Happy Trails’ ranch house. A patch of cedar trees blocked her view, which was just as well. Honey had said the place was pretty run down. It was more than Lisa had been able to keep up with on her own, even before she’d gotten sick.

         “I hear he’s really cute now,” Claire said, joining Maggie at the window.

         “I’d forgotten he even existed,” Maggie said. He’d been a couple of grades ahead of her, and it wasn’t as if she’d had a social life. Not unless you considered cow tipping with the Future Farmers of America a social life. She’d been the only girl in Big Verde High’s FFA program.

         “Listen, there’s something you should know,” Claire said, chewing on her fingernail.

         Nothing good ever followed Listen, there’s something you should know. “Spit it out.”

         “Travis did the new landscaping at the Village Chateau.”

         The Village Chateau was the nicest hotel in town and the venue for the night’s gala. More important, it was Maggie’s landscaping account.

         “Are you sure?”

         Claire nodded while twisting an auburn strand of hair around her finger. “I’m sure. He started doing the upkeep a few weeks ago, and when they expanded the courtyard, they asked him—”

         “But we have a maintenance contract with the Chateau. That’s our job,” Maggie insisted.

         “We never had a contract.”

         They should have had the Chateau under contract. They’d been careless and overly confident.

         “Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”

         “I wanted to! But I knew it would make you all splotchy…”

         Maggie glanced in the mirror above the dresser. Dammit. “I can’t attend a party at the Chateau—an account we just lost—dressed like a hooker.”

         Claire pulled a shiny red cape out of the Halloween store bag. “You’re not a hooker. You’re Little Red Riding Hood. And the fact that we just lost an account is the very reason you must go. We’re going to make sure Petal Pushers wins Anna’s project. Not Travis Blake.”

         Maggie crossed her arms over her chest and glared at the costume. She might as well be going as a sexy nurse or a French maid. “More like Little Red Riding Whore.”

         Claire snorted. “You’re going to look sexy as hell while kicking ass. Maybe you’ll even have fun. And JD will be there.” She looked at Maggie as if she’d just said checkmate.

         Maggie had chased after JD Mayes, with pigtails flying, since she was ten years old. Honey had always said, “You’re like a dog chasing a pickup truck, Maggie. If you catch that boy, you won’t have the slightest idea what to do with him.”

         At twenty-seven, Maggie knew exactly what to do with JD. If she ever caught him. Unfortunately, he was like all the other guys in Big Verde and saw her only as a friend. A good friend, which made it even worse. She held the corset up again, scrutinizing her image in the full-length mirror. She didn’t look awful. Even with her grubby jeans on the bottom.

         “You haven’t seen the best part,” Claire said.

         What could possibly top the micro-miniskirt, corset, and snappy little cape and hood?

         “Ta da!” Claire held up two shiny red boots. “You didn’t think I was going to let you get by with garden clogs, did you?”

         Well, no. But Maggie had thought maybe her red Converse high-tops would work in a sporty Red Riding Whore way. But these boots were better. “There’s only one more fashion accessory I need,” she declared.

         “Earrings?”

         “No.” Maggie took the boots from Claire’s hand. “A cowboy to wrap these around.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Travis put Henry’s hamburger and fries on a plate and squirted ketchup onto a saucer, so it wouldn’t touch the rest of his food. The kid was weird about that.

         “Henry!” he shouted. “Come eat.”

         Henry was settled in front of the television, not budging, and prying him away from it would be a bigger battle than Travis had the energy for. He popped a TV tray up in front of Henry, set his food on it, and went back in the kitchen to get his own burger. Maybe he’d eat in front of the TV, too. He didn’t even care what was on.

         His phone rang as he grabbed a plate. It was the realtor, George Streleki. “Hey, George,” Travis said. “What have you found out? When can we get this place on the market?”

         “Well, that depends,” Streleki stated simply.

         “On what?”

         “Your brother—”

         “Scott and I inherited Happy Trails when our dad died. And we both want to sell.” Was Scott’s latest incarceration the problem? The idiot had been caught with drugs at the Mexican border.

         “I believe you,” George said. “But I’ve got to get something from your brother stating his intent to sell.”

         Travis should be able to get that. It would be unpleasant—every interaction with Scott was—but not difficult. “No problem.”

         “And did you know there’s a lien against the property?”

         This was news. “A lien? Why? How?” Shouldn’t he have known about something this important?

         Maybe if you’d ever bothered to check on your brother’s wife and son, you’d know what the fuck was going on.

         After their dad died, Travis had told Scott that he and Lisa could live on the ranch for as long as they wanted. What did Travis care? He didn’t want it. All he asked was that they take care of the cattle to hold on to the agricultural tax exemption and…pay the fucking property taxes. He swallowed. Hard. Scott had been busted shortly after that conversation.

         “You’ve got some back taxes built up,” the realtor said. “You’ll get a hell of a lot more money for the place if you can pay those off. Otherwise, folks will just be looking to take advantage of you.”

         The knot Travis had swallowed rose back up.

         “Shit,” Travis said. “I’ll get back to you, George.” He slammed down the phone.

         “What’s wrong?” Henry asked. He was covered in ketchup.

         “Nothing.” Everything.

         He was going to need real money to pay off the taxes. There was no point in hitting Scott up for it. And the change he was bringing in mowing lawns was putting food on the table, but that was about it.

         He chewed his lip. Where the hell could he come up with a big chunk of money? The check he was expecting from the Army most likely wouldn’t cover it. He stared at the invitation to Anna’s costume party resting on top of the mail, the one she’d handed him as he left the Village Chateau. The Dia de los Muertos skeletons and their taunting, garish grins stared back.

         “Henry, I’ve got to go out tonight. Will you be okay if Mrs. Garza comes over?”

         Henry’s eyes lit up. He’d seen the party invitation in the truck. “You’re going to the costume party? Can I go?”

         “Believe it or not, it’s just for grown-ups.”

         Henry shot past him and ran up the stairs. “I’ve got a mask for you!”

         Travis wasn’t going to wear a mask. He dumped his hamburger in the trash and went upstairs to the bathroom. He needed a shower if he was going to the party. He sniffed a pit. And even if he wasn’t.

         While Henry scrounged around for a mask Travis had no intention of wearing, Travis stripped and stepped into the shower. He turned the water on full throttle, nice and hot, so it could pummel his sore shoulders and back.

         God, he dreaded this party. He’d intentionally kept to himself since moving back to Big Verde. He hadn’t exactly made a ton of friends here as a kid. And of all people, it sucked that it was Anna holding this power over him. But there was a chance her landscaping project would pay enough to take care of the back taxes.

         He snorted, remembering himself at seventeen. He’d been a clueless, puny bookworm, and Annabelle Vasquez had never paid him any mind until he started mowing her family’s lawn. He could still see her standing at her bedroom window, curling a strand of shiny black hair around a finger and licking her lips while she watched him work.

         She’d been his first crush, and it had been a thrill. But after doing an awful lot of Anna’s homework assignments, he’d realized he was being used. He’d tried to end things as politely as possible, but it was Anna’s first taste of rejection, and she hadn’t much cared for it. She accused him of stealing a bracelet out of her car. Her father had even filed a police report. Nothing had come of it. There had been no witnesses, and of course, Travis hadn’t stolen the damn thing. But he was embarrassed by it.

         He’d worked so hard to be the Good Blake Boy. But he and his family were outsiders in Big Verde. Folks had believed Anna, their hometown girl, and everyone suddenly claimed to have seen it coming:

         Apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. Poor kid didn’t have a chance. 

         How else was he going to turn out?

         He groaned as the shower head did what it was supposed to, and his muscles melted beneath the pounding stream. He’d work up a bid for Annabelle as soon as he got out of the shower. How hard could it be? It wasn’t as if you needed a damn degree in landscaping to move dirt or plant shrubs. Although some people seemed to think so.

         Mary Margaret Mackey had gone to A&M and earned a degree in landscape architecture. Travis knew this because he’d stalked her LinkedIn profile after damn near every business in town had told him Petal Pushers did their landscaping: a college degree, an internship at a big company in Fort Worth, followed by a questionable move back to Big Verde, where she obviously hoped to impress everyone with her vast knowledge of potted plants. Petal Pushers—what the hell kind of name was that? Did she flounce around in a pink sundress and fancy hat?

         He turned off the shower and shook his head like a dog as Henry pounded on the door. “Uncle Travis!”

         Travis ran a towel over his body and wrapped it around his waist. He didn’t trust the old lock and didn’t need another bathroom invasion resulting in an awkward conversation about the size of his penis.

         “What is it, Henry?” It could be something as simple as wanting a cookie. But it could also be the beginning of a fit. Travis hadn’t spent any time around Henry before Lisa died. He didn’t know if the fits were typical shenanigans for a five-year-old kid, or if they were the result of loss. Either way, he dealt with them. He seriously doubted his idiot brother could do half as well. He’d had little more to do with Henry than Travis had.

         “I found the mask!”

         “That’s awesome, buddy,” Travis called back. “But I’m not gonna wear a costume.”

         Holding the towel in place, Travis opened the door. A disappointed face met him on the other side, but it didn’t appear Henry was about to go ballistic.

         “I’ve decided to go to the party as a ruggedly handsome man, so I don’t need a mask.” He gave Henry his best cheesy smile and puffed out his chest.

         Henry didn’t laugh. “I don’t think people will know you’re dressed up in a costume. You’ll just look like yourself, and you’re butt ugly.”

         Travis laughed and mussed Henry’s hair, and Henry threw his skinny little arms around Travis’s waist. Travis took a step back at the sudden display of affection, dragging Henry with him. Then he patted Henry’s back, feeling the tiny shoulder blades poking against his Spider-Man T-shirt. The contact was getting a little less awkward each day.

         “You always tell it like it is, Henry.”

         “That’s because you’re not supposed to lie.”

         Travis peeled Henry off and squatted so he was eye level. “You going to be okay with Mrs. Garza tonight? I might be late.”

         “Yes,” Henry said, lowering his voice to a whisper. “But you have to tell her about my bedtime problem.”

         “You mean how you’re a very sound sleeper and sometimes don’t wake up to go to the bathroom?” Changing sheets and pajamas in the middle of the night was a pain in the ass, but Travis refused to shame Henry about wetting the bed. His own dad had been an asshole about that sort of thing, and Travis wasn’t going to follow suit.

         Henry nodded.

         “I’ll tell her. But go to the bathroom before she puts you to bed, okay?”

         “It don’t help,” Henry said.

         “It doesn’t help,” Travis corrected.

         “That’s what I said.”

         Travis sighed. “I wish I didn’t have to go to this stupid party.”

         “Stupid is a bad word.”

         “Did your mom tell you that?”

         A watery expression floated across Henry’s face. Travis hated bringing Lisa up, but the lady at school who provided Henry with grief counseling told him he shouldn’t avoid it.

         “Mom didn’t like the word stupid.”

         “I’ll try not to say it so much then.”

         Henry’s little eyebrows turned down for a frown. “I wonder when my dad’s gonna come get me.”

         Henry couldn’t have many memories of Scott. He’d seen him only a handful of times, and Henry had been awfully young. “Remember what we talked about? Your dad can’t come to Big Verde right now.”

         Henry’s lower lip began to tremble. “He don’t want me.”

         “He doesn’t want—” Travis shut his mouth. “You know what, big guy? I think you’re right. I need a costume. Let’s see that mask.”

         Just like that, Henry snapped out of it. “I’ve got three little piggies and this.”

         Two yellow eyes and a pair of wicked fangs.

         Who’s afraid of the Big Bad Wolf?

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Maggie watched through the windshield as Claire picked her way across the Village Chateau’s parking lot on stiletto heels. The full October moon lit up the witchy silhouette, complete with broom and pointy hat.

         Maggie flashed the Jeep’s lights to get Claire’s attention, and then got out and leaned against the door. She ran her hands over the corset, barely recognizing her own shape. It was as snug as she and Claire could get it, and came just below her breasts, which were probably supposed to be pushed up and out, but Maggie owned no contraption capable of achieving such a feat. Instead, she wore a stretchy bandeau bra beneath the white off-the-shoulder blouse because it was the only strapless bra she owned. The boots were above the knee, and the red fishnet thigh-high stockings stopped about four inches from the bottom of her skirt.

         She felt both sexy and silly.

         A truck pulled into the parking lot, shining its headlights in Maggie’s face. She squinted as it swung around before backing into the space in front of her. She rolled her eyes at the bright blue “bull balls” hanging from its hitch, swinging obscenely to the bass beat of a Rascal Flatts song. Why did guys hang scrotum sacks on their trucks?

         The music stopped abruptly as Bubba Larson opened his truck door and climbed out. “Howdy, Mighty Mack.”

         When would guys stop referring to her as Mighty Mack? It had been cute in high school, when she’d earned the nickname by being the only kid in FFA who could get Mini-Might, a two-thousand-pound Brahman bull, into the chute. But now it was just childish and unwomanly and didn’t go with her new corset.

         The lighting was too dim for details, but it seemed Bubba had poured his portly self into something tight. In fact, it looked like he might be wearing tights.

         A light breeze blew Maggie’s cape open.

         “Goddamn, girl,” Bubba said. “I’m Superman, but what are you supposed to be?”

         “She’s Little Red Riding Hood,” Claire said, arriving just in time to give Maggie backup. “Isn’t she cute?”

         Bubba raised his eyebrows. “I don’t know that cute is the word I’d use.”

         Humiliation crept in, and warmth spread across Maggie’s cheeks. They were probably the same color as her cape, which she quickly yanked closed. Why had she let Claire talk her into wearing this outfit? She felt like a little girl who’d been caught in her mother’s lingerie. She must look laughable! Since feeling humiliated was not something she enjoyed, she became pissed off instead. “Listen here, Bubba. You’re one to talk. I mean, if anybody looks more ridiculous than me—”

         “Who said you look ridiculous?” Bubba asked. “You look smokin’ hot, Mighty Mack.” He nodded at Claire and added, “You, too.”

         Claire curtsied with her broom, but Maggie shifted nervously from foot to foot. Bubba looked as serious as a large man with a muffin top over his tights could look, so she let go of the cape.

         “Come on,” Bubba said, offering an arm to each of them. “Let’s light this place up.”

         “Isn’t Trista coming?” Claire asked.

         “She’s already here,” Bubba said. “Came early to help out.”

         “Is she a superhero, too?” Maggie asked, taking Bubba’s arm.

         “Nah. She’s dressed as a nun.”

         Claire laughed. “She must be at least eight months along by now.”

         “Seven,” Bubba said. “Baby is due around Christmas. She just looks like she’s about to pop. Don’t tell her I said that.”

         “Do you know whether it’s a boy or girl?” Maggie asked.

         “We’ll find out when it gets here. I figure it’s another girl.”

         Bubba and Trista had three daughters. As Bubba liked to say, his swimmers wore skirts. He worshipped those baby girls, though. He and Trista had been together since high school.

         Maggie’s heel hit a pebble and she wobbled. “Don’t let go of me.” She might look smokin’ hot leaning against her Jeep, but walking turned her into a spindly-legged newborn calf.

         “You’ll get the hang of it,” Claire said. “Just try to walk normally.”

         “Which one of you is going to cut a rug with me?” Bubba asked. “Trista can’t do it. Not unless we want this party to get a lot more exciting than it should.”

         Maggie loved to dance. But she’d break her neck doing it in these boots. “I’m just learning to walk in these,” she said. “No way I could keep up with you on the dance floor.”

         Bubba was a lumbering alligator on dry land, but set him on some sawdust and he turned into a sleek and nimble creature. He could drop into the splits and pop right back up. A crowd always gathered once he got going, and Maggie didn’t need an audience watching as she stumbled around in her red porn star boots.

         “You’ve got to dance tonight,” Claire said. “Those boots were made for it.”

         Short of snowshoes, Maggie couldn’t think of anything made less for it.

         They passed the final row of parked cars. “There’s the white horse,” Claire said, pointing to a gigantic white King Ranch Special Edition Ford F350 pickup. “JD is here.”

         Maggie tripped, almost impaling herself on the iron railing of the Gothic fence surrounding the Chateau. Her heart hammered in her chest. “I wonder who he’s with.”

         “It doesn’t matter. You’re dressed better. If JD keeps you in the friend zone after seeing you like this, then he just doesn’t like girls.”

         Bubba snorted, and so did Maggie. JD liked girls all right. And they liked him. He’d probably dated every single woman in Big Verde, with one obvious exception.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The lobby of the hotel was covered in cobwebs, flickering lights, and ghoulish displays. Maggie had to give Annabelle credit for throwing a different kind of Halloween party. Instead of renting the VFW Hall, she had transformed the Village Chateau into a proper haunted castle for a party nobody would soon forget.

         Maggie rolled her shoulders. Time to focus. She was here for one reason and one reason only. Well, two, really. But the first order of business was to show off her cinched-in waist and nice round ass (optical illusion) to JD Mayes. “You go kiss up to Anna,” she said to Claire. “I’m going to find a certain cowboy.”

         “Both of us need a drink before our missions,” Claire said. “Let’s get some witch’s brew.”

         A waiter whisked past with a tray of smoking goblets, and they each snatched one. Witch’s brew was basically trashcan punch, and it went down easy. Maggie wiped her mouth on the hem of her cape. Then she looked around for JD.

         Something shiny caught her eye, and since every cell in her body gravitated toward it, she knew it was JD. His boisterous laugh rose above the din, and Maggie’s feet automatically headed toward the source. The crowd parted, and there he stood, dressed as a knight in shining armor.

         “Go get him,” Claire said. “I’ll go compliment Anna on the party, and her hair, and her costume…”

         Maggie kept her eyes on the prize—gosh, he was cute—but her mind went to business. “Remind Anna that I’m the only landscape architect within a hundred miles and that Travis Blake is a guy with a lawn mower.”

         Claire sauntered off and Maggie inhaled deeply, squared her shoulders, and strutted toward JD like America’s Next Top Model if America’s Next Top Model were wearing heels for the first time and was slightly buzzed on trashcan punch. JD stood with Alice, the town’s librarian, who wore the familiar yellow ball gown from Beauty and the Beast.

         “Hi, Alice.”

         “Oh my!” Alice squealed. “Look at you.” She turned to JD and poked him in the ribs with her finger. “JD, look at Maggie.”

         JD took a long, hard look that turned Maggie’s legs to jelly. Then he flashed his two-million-dollar smile. “I don’t know who you’re supposed to be,” he said, “but red agrees with you.”

         “I’m Little Red Riding Hood.”

         JD wore a breastplate over his starched white shirt, and metal plates were strapped over his Wranglers to his thighs and shins. There was even a gilded faceplate attached to the brim of his white Stetson. He gave a deep, squeaky bow. “M’lady.”

         “Isn’t he just precious?” Alice asked. She winked at Maggie from behind an open book.

         “Oh yeah. He’s just precious.” Alice had pulled off coquettish, but Maggie sounded like she was having an asthma attack.

         JD pulled a fake sword out of a scabbard hanging from his belt. “Check this out.”

         Why wasn’t he drooling over her newly corseted curves? Maybe some pleasant conversation about his outfit would lead to some more comments about hers. She nodded at his boots. “You’re wearing the white tops.”

         JD could afford hand-tooled Tony Lamas, but he always wore Justin Boots because that’s what George Strait wore. What’s good enough for King George is good enough for me.

         “Of course,” he said with a wink. “The prettiest girl in Big Verde helped me pick them out.”

         She grinned and fluttered her eyelashes. “Maybe we can do that again sometime. I love hanging out with you, you know.” They’d gone to San Antonio to shop for boots, eaten dinner downtown, and then watched the Spurs game at a sports bar. Unfortunately, the evening had ended with a friendly pat on the back.

         JD shrugged. “I don’t really need any boots right now.”

         Alice patted Maggie’s arm sympathetically. “Is Claire here?” she asked. “I need to see if she’s coming to book club this month.”

         Maybe the conversation could move beyond swords and boots if it was just the two of them. “She was headed to the ballroom.”

         Alice nodded and swooshed off, popping open a book and nearly taking out a waiter. Dimples appeared in JD’s cheeks, and Maggie made sure her cape was open and pushed her chest out. Look! Boobs!

         “You want to hit the bar for a drink?” JD asked, taking her empty goblet and ignoring her boobs entirely.

         “Um, sure.” Feeling deflated, she renewed her effort at puffing out her chest and damn near threw her back out.

         “You okay?” JD asked.

         “Yeah, just stretching.”

         JD cocked a brow and shook his head. “There’s a portable bar set up in the corner. We don’t have to go into the ballroom yet if you don’t want to.” He knew Maggie always needed a few moments to warm up before jumping into the fray. He was thoughtful and observant like that.

         “Do you want another one of those misty things? Or your usual Dos Equis?”

         A nice Mexican beer sounded delicious, but she didn’t want to be predictable tonight. “Another misty thing, please.”

         While they waited for their drinks, JD folded his arms across his breastplate and gave her another good once-over. “So,” he said. “What happened to the stormtrooper costume?”

         “Claire picked this out for me instead. Do you like it?” Her heart pounded while she tried not to blurt out that she’d worn it just for him.

         “Like I said before, red looks good on you. You should wear it more often.”

         The bartender set her drink down and JD doled out some money before picking up his beer. Was that all he was going to say? That she looked good in red?

         “Bottoms up, Mighty Mack.”

         She grabbed her trashcan punch and guzzled it down. Maybe JD was just dense. Maybe he was so used to the two of them being buddies that he couldn’t see what was right in front of him. A warm, tingly sensation spread throughout her body. Time to show him.

         A graveyard had been set up in the courtyard. She’d seen it when they’d parked. “Let’s get some air.”

         They started for the courtyard with JD squeaking at every step and Maggie hobbling along beside him. “You’d better pace yourself with the drinking or you’re going to regret it in the morning.”

         He offered his arm, but on a whim, Maggie grabbed his hand instead. He hesitated a moment, but then resumed his squeaky gait. Was he surprised? Maggie stared straight ahead, not daring to glance at his face. He didn’t let go and scream girl cooties, but he didn’t give it a sexy little squeeze either.

         The courtyard was unreal. Tombstones leaned this way and that, casting long, sideways shadows across the ground. Every now and then a dismembered hand clawed its way out of the dirt.

         “Hey, look,” JD said, pointing at a tombstone. “They have names of people we know on them.” He let go of her hand and started wandering around. “Listen to this one. ‘Here lies Dr. Martin—finally got something in the hole.’”

         “I sincerely hope that’s referring to his horrible golf game and not his dating life,” Maggie said.

         JD laughed. “Knowing him, it could go either way.”

         There were more amusing tombstones, but Maggie wasn’t interested. “Isn’t that the most gorgeous harvest moon you’ve ever seen?” she asked, sliding next to JD and slipping her arm through his. “It’s very romantic.”

         JD looked at her. At least she thought he did. It was hard to tell because his Stetson cast the upper part of his face in shadow. But she could see the lower half, and his mouth was set in a stern, straight line. Either he was about to grab her and take her right here on the fake tombstones, romance novel–style, or he was not in the mood at all—at least where she was concerned.

         She decided to press the issue by mashing her breast into his arm. Actually, it was probably the trashcan punch making that decision, but whatever. It seemed like a good one. JD’s biceps flexed against her breast, and then she felt it—a small shiver. It passed through JD’s body and into hers. She was getting to him.

         “It’s a little chilly out here, isn’t it?” she asked, giving him an opportunity to deny it was the cool night air giving him the shivers.

         JD cleared his throat and stared at his boots. Then he slowly lifted his gaze to hers. Maybe it was just the neon glow from the Pump ’n’ Go sign across the street, but his hazel eyes gleamed like they’d been struck by moonbeams. Maggie held her breath. This was it. She reached up and softly traced the outline of his jaw with her finger. And he…flinched.

         It was just a flash of a flinch. If she hadn’t known him so well, she might have missed it or been able to talk herself out of having seen it. But there was no doubt in her mind about what had just happened. JD Mayes had flinched at her touch.

         It felt like a slap piercing the alcohol buzz as easily as a cartoon cannon ball shot through a cloud. Her mouth dried up. Her skin broke out in a light sweat followed by a chill. She wrapped herself in her cape.

         “Maggie—”

         “No.” She held her hand in front of JD’s face like a shield. She needed to block the words before they ripped her apart like bullets from a machine gun.

         I don’t like you in that way.

         Let’s just be friends.

         You’re not my type.

         She’d known it. So why had she made such a fool of herself?

         It was the stupid corset, the ridiculous boots, and Claire’s infuriating optimism. Claire had never known rejection. She hadn’t been stood up by Scott Flores for the eighth grade Sadie Hawkins dance, nor had she sat home the night of the senior prom, pretending she hadn’t wanted to go anyway. Women like Claire were never tucked away into friend zones, forced to watch the objects of their affection cry into their beers over other women. They never stood in front of JD Mayes while dressed like the world’s least shapely porn star, watching him flinch and shiver at their touch.

         JD moved her hand away from his face. The contact was electric. Not the sexy shock of fireworks, more like sticking your wet finger into an electrical outlet.

         “I need to tell you something, Maggie.”

         Her eyes stung. She hadn’t cried since Honey died. She couldn’t blink. If she did, a tear might escape. Hold it in, Mackey.

         “No. You really don’t need to say anything,” she said.

         Blink.

         Dammit. A tear slipped out. JD wiped it away with his finger. How dare he touch her tenderly on the face?

         “You need to know—”

         “I got the message, okay? Loud and clear.”

         JD dropped his hand to his side. “Let me talk, Maggie. You’re my best friend—”

         “Not anymore,” she said. “It’s too cruel.”

         She couldn’t look at JD’s face for one second longer. She turned and walked steadily—how, she didn’t know—in the direction of the bar. She needed to find Claire and tell her she was leaving. Corsets, red porn star boots, and smoky eyes weren’t meant for women like her. She could only imagine what people were thinking.

         Look at little Mighty Mack trying to be sexy.

         “Maggie, wait!”

         She walked faster. A blur of unrecognizable faces rushed past as she stormed into the hotel, pushing her way through throngs of people, ignoring the few who called out greetings. She held the cape tightly closed.

         Through her watery eyes she saw the tip of a pointy hat. Claire! She sped up, zigzagging through people toward the circular bar. But just as she got there, the hat disappeared. She headed for the one empty seat at the bar. She’d sit there and wait for Claire. Just like always.

         She started to hoist herself onto the stool—they were tricky things for short people in tight miniskirts—and her heel missed the rung. She lurched forward and landed in a pair of strong arms.

         “Are you okay?”

         The voice was deep and held a hint of humor. She looked up to see vicious fangs, a tapered snout, and pointed ears. She gasped, even though it was a mask.

         “I’m fine,” she finally said. “But my, what big teeth you have.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         The entire night had been so surreal that Travis didn’t know why he was surprised when a pretty woman in red—almost elfin with large eyes set in a small heart-shaped face—fell into his arms with a sarcastic comment about the size of his teeth. He couldn’t help it; he ran his tongue over them. They felt perfectly normal.

         “Thanks a lot,” he mumbled, helping to get the little blonde upright again.

         He assisted her onto the barstool, getting a good look at the red boots she wore. They were probably the reason she’d flopped into his arms, but damn, they looked good on her legs.

         Her eyes crinkled in amusement. “Your mask,” she said. “It has fangs. I wasn’t referring to your actual teeth.”

         He smiled with a dumb sense of relief. The child’s mask only covered the upper part of his fully adult-sized face, and his mouth was framed by long, sharp, and appropriately named plastic canine teeth. “I’m not used to having fangs.”

         “Admit it. You thought I had a tooth fetish.”

         Travis leaned over and whispered, “Do you?”

         She grinned, but her eyes were shiny, as if maybe she’d been crying or trying not to cry. And her makeup was smudged. “Wouldn’t you like to know? Maybe I have a mask fetish. I think that’s an actual thing.”

         Her voice was smoky and sultry, like a jazz singer’s, and surprisingly low for such a small woman. And yes, he would definitely like to know if she had a fetish of any kind whatsoever. “Wolf masks, in particular, seem to turn women on,” he offered.

         He wasn’t even kidding. He’d initially left the mask in the truck, but even though he did his best to avoid socializing, he’d been forced into a couple of awkward conversations with people he didn’t know but who seemed to know him. He’d retrieved the mask and quickly found Anna to give her the bid. She’d seemed pleased and insisted he stay long enough for one drink. Since then he’d been growled at, petted, and a woman who might have been his freshman English teacher had called him a good puppy.

         His new blond friend seemed fascinated by the dance floor, staring at it intently. “My, what big eyes you have,” he said.

         He cringed as the eyes in question turned their gaze back to him. He couldn’t seem to stop the stupid from pouring out of his mouth.

         “That’s my line,” she replied.

         He swallowed. Her voice was such a turn-on. She practically channeled Kathleen Turner with a little Emma Stone around the edges. It made it hard to follow a conversation. “Pardon?”

         “You said, My, what big eyes you have. I’m Little Red Riding Hood. That’s my line.”

         She didn’t look anything like the Little Red Riding Hood in Henry’s bedtime storybook. “I’m the—”

         “Big Bad Wolf. Yeah, I get it,” she said, waving a hand dismissively. “Fancy meeting you here.”

         She called the bartender over with just a nod of her head. “Dos Equis,” she said. “With lime.”

         Travis pulled out his wallet. “Let me get that for you.”

         “No, thanks. I’ve got it.”

         Was that a rejection? And if so, a rejection of what? He wasn’t exactly looking for a romantic relationship, and even a hookup seemed complicated now that he had a kid at home. It wasn’t like he could stay out all night, or even real late, for that matter. And he certainly couldn’t show up at the ranch with Little Red Riding Hood in tow. What would Mrs. Garza think?

         Little Red Riding Hood dug around in her purse while the bartender looked on. In only a few seconds there was an impressive pile of crap on the counter, but she hadn’t scrounged up any money. She sighed in resignation. “Just water, I guess.”

         “I’ve already opened the bottle,” the bartender said.

         She turned her big brown eyes on Travis. “Do you mind?”

         Heck, no, he didn’t mind. It was why he’d offered. He handed some cash to the bartender as the blonde took a big swig of beer. And then another.

         “Argument with a boyfriend?” he asked.

         Her big eyes grew even larger. He probably shouldn’t have said anything. “You just look a bit…out of sorts.”

         “Great. I look out of sorts.”

         He couldn’t say the right thing to save his soul. “I didn’t mean anything by it. Just wondering why your makeup is smudged.”

         “My makeup is smudged?” She dug through the pile of crap still on the counter and pulled out a small mirror.

         “You look fine.”

         “Fine? Aren’t you a sweet talker. And oh wow”—she stared in the mirror—“in what universe do I look fine?” She licked her finger and rubbed it beneath her eye. “And there is no boyfriend,” she added. “Zero, zilch, nada.”

         A flicker of hope popped up and settled inconveniently in Travis’s crotch. He had no intention of fanning it into a flame, so he took a sip of beer and tried to ignore it.

         “I guess I do technically have a boyfriend.”

         Good. The flicker of hope fizzled out.

         Little Red Riding Hood rubbed a cocktail napkin across the condensation on her beer bottle and smeared it under her eyes in earnest. “Lots of them, actually. That’s the problem.”

         She was a player. The flicker flared back up. “Oh, I see.”

         “Oh, stop. You don’t see a thing. I mean there are lots of men and they’re all friends. Friends, friends, friends…” She wadded up the napkin and took another sip of beer.

         Her makeup was more smeared than ever, and it was kind of sexy, just like the rest of her. “Would you like to dance?” he blurted. His hands immediately became damp with perspiration. Why had he done that? He hated to dance. It must be the mask. He felt like a different man with it on. He hoped the motherfucking wolf knew how to dance.

         Little Red Riding Hood stared at him as if he’d just told her where he’d last seen Elvis.

         “You want to dance with me?”

         Had he been too pushy? “Only if you feel like it.” He tried to make it sound like he didn’t care one way or another.

         Little Red Riding Hood’s adorable mouth curved up into a slight smile, and she fluffed her hair. She wasn’t pissed. She was pleased. And the little flicker of a flame that had started in his crotch moved higher, warming his insides and making him grin like a jack-o’-lantern.
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