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			For everyone who serves, and their families

		

	
		
			SEMPER FI COWBOY

			A leatherneck by any other name can still kick ass . . . 

			Subject: Captain Tanner Wilks, U.S. Marine Corps

			Current Status: Honorable discharge, returning home

			Mission: Save the family ranch, replacing his father, retired Marine Colonel Jasper Wilks, before his next heart attack kills him

			Obstacle: Julia Heller. He shared a hot night with the sexy new girl in town, before discovering she’s the ranch’s veterinarian. She’s made a home for herself at the ranch and doesn’t appreciate his return. What began as a passionate interlude rapidly proves vital to his sanity. Can he persuade the woman he’s falling for and the father he barely knows that they need him too?
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			ACCELERATION ALONG AN open, smooth road of the refinished highway didn’t ease the knot of tension cramping his gut. Captain Tanner Wilks—retired, he hated the mental reminder—kept the speedometer pegged just under the eighty-mile-an-hour mark. The honorable discharge freed him from his contract, his service, and left him with the label of retired. They might as well have stamped done on his forehead and turned him out to pasture. At thirty-five, he was hardly ready to be put out to pasture, yet here he was heading west to Round Top, the family ranch with multiple pastures to work.

			He’d put a down payment on his Ford F-250 more than a decade before and paid it off while on assignment in Okinawa or maybe Iraq. Duty stations around the globe kept him on the move until three months ago, when Doc Clayton tracked him down while he’d been enjoying leave in Germany. The Colonel had another cardiac episode, he said: a polite way of saying the old man’s ticker had finally clocked in his heartlessness. While the Colonel refused to take it easy, he didn’t decline the doc’s insistence on reaching out to family.

			Emily and Peter Wilks, Tanner’s younger siblings, were unable to leave their positions to return to Durango Point, Texas, and the Round Top. Sure, Peter focusing on his musical career and busking in the subways of New York definitely took priority over family. And Emily, promoted recently to assistant associate counsel of Dirty Dealing Corporate Greed Incorporated, couldn’t put in her eighty hours a week in Chicago if she followed the same twisting road Tanner found himself on.

			Who am I kidding? He’d served his country, accepting assignment after assignment and getting the damn job done. Taking care of the Colonel was just another assignment, and familial duty at best. A part of him wrestled with his retirement, but in his soul, he’d known what his duty was. The Colonel hadn’t had five minutes to rub together for any of his kids when they were children, even less when they were teenagers. He hadn’t bothered to appear at any of their graduations, or see them off during their subsequent exoduses from Round Top. Tanner had been the first one out the door, so it was appropriate that he was the first to return.

			Guilt stabbed him for the uncharitable thoughts. Grandpa would tear a strip off his hide if he could hear the disrespect. Grandpa served in two wars. The Colonel in three. Tanner had fought more than his share, but they were all Marines. He owed them both for blazing the trail he’d followed.

			A Marine did what had to be done, and he didn’t complain.

			The sun setting ahead of him painted the sky in vibrant, bold colors while softening the harshness of the empty land. Home was the Hill Country, and he could almost see it waiting for him over the next rise. Nearly twenty years since he’d set foot in Durango Point. He’d stop for the night in town: get a beer; see the nightlife. And then he’d get some rack time before he headed out to Round Top.

			One more day wouldn’t hurt anyone.

			Ten minutes later, he parked outside the Silver Dollar. The glorified honky-tonk dominated the corner of Main Street and Oak. Open daily, it’d offered live music on the weekends when he was growing up. According to their weather-beaten marquee, they’d added Wednesday nights to that list. The menu consisted of wings, burgers, fries, and nachos. The bar served only beer and wine. None of the locals complained—or they hadn’t started to, anyway.

			Staring at the wood-and-brick structure, Tanner couldn’t get over the odd sense of déjà vu invading his limbs. Sure, he’d flown into San Antonio, taken a taxi to the storage facility where he’d kept his truck, then driven home. Intellectually, the facts remained the same, but sitting in his truck outside the bar, he could almost imagine it was twenty years earlier and he’d finished his homework with enough time to slide down to the dance hall. They didn’t card at the door.

			Hell, they didn’t card at the bar. No one needed to. Everyone in Durango Point knew everyone else. Back then, if he’d tried to order a beer, old Sully behind the bar would have knocked him into the next week and then waited for him to do it again.

			No, Tanner’d gone to the Silver Dollar to dance, listen to the musicians, and pick up girls. Mostly the last, though he’d done his fair share of the first two.

			Shutting off his vehicle’s engine, he glanced at the bag on the floor of the truck. He’d traveled light. If he wanted to kick back and have a beer, he could grab a room at the Triple B—Belle’s Brake and Bed. The hotel boasted ten rooms, all clean, and always inexpensive for locals, especially if they needed to sleep one off.

			I can drive out and see the Colonel in the morning.

			He’d signed his papers, finished his exit interviews, and spent weeks getting his affairs in order before flying home to another set of interviews and civilian life. Parched from the drive, he deserved one evening of rest before he tackled the issue of the Colonel. Decided, he locked up his truck and headed inside, a cowboy hat serving as his cover. His head felt too damn naked outdoors otherwise.

			Inside the bar, he paused to draw in a deep breath of sawdust, beer, grilling meat, traces of perfume, and a hint of sweat. A handful of dancers stomped, twisted, and turned to the country music blaring from the old-world jukebox in the corner. The tinny strokes of a needle on a record playing offered a welcome no MP3 could ever replicate. About half the tables in the bar were filled with couples, families, and friends, while the bar itself only had one other occupant. A glance at his watch said it was just after six—it was still early. Nostalgia twined with whimsy, and after years in foreign countries, firefights, and following orders, he was home.

			Just another evening in Texas. Grinning, he tugged off his hat before crossing the hardwood floor to the bar. If he’d thought the exterior was familiar, the interior seemed to have been frozen in time. The years washed away with every step until he set his hat on the bar top.

			Sully glanced in his direction. Tall, broad-shouldered, and beer-bellied, the grizzly bear of a man boasted more gray hair than brown. His craggy face split into a grin as he reached into the refrigerator below. “You still drink American, right, boyo?”

			“Well, Mexican.” He answered the older man’s joviality and tapped the bar. “Corona, two limes.” Why not live large? A wide, open grin was akin to a backslapping hug on Sully’s part. Time and distance shrank in the time it took Sully to pull the drink from the refrigerator case.

			The bottle slid into place on the old weathered bar top, the wood stained and well oiled over the years. The stories it could tell. Limes slid into the bottle’s neck, the icy beer foamed at the top when the citrus hit it. A basket of hot peanuts joined the beer.

			“How long has it been, Tanner?” Sully knew him. Hell, Sully knew everyone in Durango Point. Sully’s grandfather had opened the Silver Dollar after World War I. Sully’s father grew up, left to fight in World War II, and then later, Korea. Sully did his share in Vietnam and lost a son in Beirut. Like the Wilks, the Johnson family served their country, and most of the time, they returned to the Silver Dollar.

			“Too long, sir.” He slid onto the cracked vinyl barstool and raised his bottle to him before taking a drink. “Good to be home.”

			The man thumped the bar, then hit the bell behind him. “Welcome home to our boy—one round of drinks for everyone on the house!”

			A roar rose from the still-thin crowd, laughter, and an echo of welcome. He didn’t know everyone anymore, but he didn’t have to. In Durango Point, no one was a stranger.

			

			By the time he’d ordered a burger and some fries, he’d caught up on a lot of town gossip. Not that Sully spread rumors, but he did know just about everything that happened, including the Colonel’s refusal to follow Doc’s orders.

			“We’re all doing what we can, Tanner. But you know the Colonel.” Sully had never risen above the rank of sergeant. Even before Tanner enlisted, he understood that Sully never questioned the Colonel, at least not to his face, and he sure as hell didn’t countermand him.

			The men may have left the military, but the military didn’t leave them.

			“I appreciate it, Sully. I’ll take care of things now.” He took a bite from the burger, all hot juice and cooked to perfection. Layers of cheese melted over the bacon, tomatoes and onions the icing on the welcome-home cake.

			“You’re a good boy.” He left Tanner to tend to some new arrivals. In addition to the bartender, the Silver Dollar had added a waitress. Her T-shirt clung to her curves, and her jeans looked spray-painted on. Red cowboy boots finished the look, everything about the body calling for sin—but she was fresh-faced, with a blush still in her cheeks and a long blond ponytail that bobbed when she walked.

			On Sully’s next pass, Tanner lifted a finger to get his attention. “Who’s the babe?”

			“My granddaughter.” The bartender set a fresh beer in front of him and wiped away the empty.

			The little girl had been in kindergarten when Tanner enlisted. “Maggie’s daughter?” Sully’s daughter was two years younger than Tanner, and she’d gotten pregnant in her sophomore year, and set every tongue in town wagging when she not only refused to get married but also refused to give up on her education. Her dad backed her, and she missed a week to give birth, then showed up right back at school.

			With a knowing grin, Sully nodded. “The same. Her mom’s an assistant district attorney in San Antonio. Gave me three more grandbabies. Tina’s only working here while she’s on summer break. She’ll be a senior this year.”

			“College?” Please tell me I’m not a lech.

			Smirking, Sully wiped off the bar and said, “High school.”

			Nope. Roasting in hell is where I’ll be. “Good to know.”

			“Thought you might like it.” Sully wasn’t looking at Tanner anymore but glaring at one of the guys on the far side who’d caught Tina’s arm. The man in question seemed to feel the assault because he released her and held his hands up, palms forward. Sully nodded once, and Tina laughed before breezing on to her next table. “She’s too nice. Most folks know when they need to keep their hands to themselves.”

			“Some need to have their heads cracked so they remember next time.”

			“Exactly. You’re the former, right, son?”

			“Yes, sir.” Absolutely. No jailbait for him. Hell, looking at her reminded him he wasn’t some pimply-faced hormonal teen. Sweet kid—emphasis on the kid.

			Chuckling, Sully moved on, and Tanner focused on eating his meal. No need to speculate on age, or, as his lieutenant always said, If you have to ask, they aren’t old enough.

			The second beer meant he’d already decided to stay in town. He didn’t drink often, but the second one tasted even better than the first. He might as well have a third. The crowd thickened and the volume on the music rose as the group on the floor slid, stomped, and danced to a two-step. Merriment reigned, shells crunched, sawdust kicked up, and the fans overhead went to work clearing the air. In the corner, a band set up their gear, and after the two-step ended, the musicians kicked it up a notch.

			Whoever the group was they had talent, and as Tanner studied the newcomers, he focused on a woman who slid over to the bar and drained a glass of water while the musicians found their rhythm. A minute later, she glided back onto the dance floor.

			For the next three songs, she traded partners. The woman could move. Tall, long-legged, and beautifully curved, she also had a gorgeous face, from her generous mouth—which pulled into an easy smile—to her sweet, dark eyes. Dark hair clung to her cheeks, and her sleeveless white top gave Tanner a good look at her toned arms.

			He didn’t know her. She didn’t even ring a familiar bell, but she sure as hell looked fun. When she waved off a fourth man swooping in for a dance and headed to the bar, Tanner enjoyed the light, strutting cadence to her walk. Someone had taken her spot, so she sidled up to the bar next to him.

			Fanning her face with one hand, she gave him a cool, quick grin, then waved at Sully. The bartender slid a glass of water over to her. “You ready for a glass of wine yet, darlin’?”

			“In a bit.” She took a long drink of the water. The slender column of her throat convulsed with each swallow, and a fresh wave of lust crashed through Tanner. Damn, what he wouldn’t give to trade places with the glass.

			“Put her wine on my tab, Sully,” Tanner called. The number of dance partners and lack of a ring gave him hope she was free. Nothing ventured, nothing gained.

			“No, thank you,” the country goddess declined in a smooth, polite tone. “I’ll take care of my own drinks.”

			Sully hid a smirk, but he had other customers.

			“No need to be testy, ma’am.” He lifted his beer. “Just offering to buy you a drink.”

			“Not being testy at all.” She turned sideways and gave him a once-over. “And you didn’t offer—you just decided to do it, sir.” The cool dismissal didn’t possess an ounce of malice or disrespect. “I simply like to pay my own way, and I never accept offers from strangers.”

			“Hard to make an acquaintance if you don’t.” Though he couldn’t fault her. Even the women in his unit or those he’d met on assignment at various bases around the world maintained a sense of control over their environment, both in what they would tolerate from others and what they would accept. “My apologies for overstepping. I’m Tanner, by the way.”

			Offering his hand, he waited as she took a beat before wiping her palm against her jeans and then accepting the handshake. “My friends call me Jules.”

			“Jules.” Was it short for Julianna? Or Julie? Something else entirely? He liked the sound of it. Maybe it was the beer mellowing him out. Maybe it was being home. Or maybe it was simply watching her, but he wanted to spend some time with Miss Jules.

			“Is it all right if I call you Jules?”

			“I said my friends call me Jules; you can call me ma’am.” She chuckled, then drained her glass of water and started watching the band. They’d switched to a slow song. Shaking her head, she lifted the hair from the back of her neck. From her flushed cheeks to the gleam in her dark eyes, she was stunning.

			“I’d be happy to call you ma’am.” The sentence worked, and Jules returned her attention to him and her eyebrows raised. “Tell me, ma’am, may I have the next dance?”
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			THE WAY TANNER’S deep green-eyed gaze stroked over Jules sent her pulse rabbiting. “That’s a cliché, isn’t it?”

			“Dancing?” Surprise crossed the man’s expression. She’d noticed him from the first moment she walked into the bar. Durango Point wasn’t exactly a hot spot for the unfamiliar. She’d been in town for ten months, and they still called her the new girl.

			The Lang Brothers segued from one slow song to another. They knew their audience, and they’d take it up a notch with the next one. “The stranger at the bar asking me to dance after I turned down his offer of a drink? It’s a cliché.”

			A sinfully attractive cliché too, and one which left her hard-pressed to say no even if most of the attention in the bar rested on her and Tanner—speculation spread like wildfire in Durango Point. She came there to work, and to take over her great-uncle’s veterinary practice. A second start, in the small town, appealed to her after working in corporate veterinarian offices where they measured success by the number of patients seen and products sold—not by care for the individual animals.

			Sully brought her another glass of water and she drank that one slower. Tanner leaned on the bar, mirroring her posture. A cowboy hat sat near his left hand, but his short, sandy-blond hair made him seem more military than good ol’ boy. Maybe he was just passing through.

			“Not sure, how many strangers ask you to dance?” he asked.

			The question threw her for a moment; she’d half forgotten her response. “You’d be surprised,” she said by way of an answer, even if the number was none. Arguably, she’d met most of the guys in Durango Point—at least the eligible ones—and some of the not-so-eligible, yet everyone should have the chance to dance with someone new. Normally, she didn’t turn down such opportunities. Maybe she was taking a teachable moment a little too far. Fortunately, he was a big boy and seemed to be rolling with her teasing. Her reputation and her skill were the only two things she could guarantee, so she guarded both zealously.

			“I doubt that very much, ma’am.” The emphasis on the last syllable earned another reluctant grin from her. She’d been almost rude, but if her manner offended him, he did a damn good job of disguising it. “You forget, I’ve been watching you dance tonight.”

			“Sam? Bill? Bob?” She couldn’t help herself as she ticked off the names of her dance partners. His nostrils flared and his lips compressed at the recitation. “I know all of them. They are definitely not strangers.” No, one ran a feed store, another was a teacher at the local high school, and the last was studying to be a mechanic at night school while he worked for his dad during the day. Like Jules, Bob hadn’t had a night off in several days, and he needed to blow off some steam. “We’re local.”

			The corner of Tanner’s mouth kicked up at the assertion. “Thanks for the geography and population lesson. You’re very good at avoiding answering the question.” The hint of admiration sent a curl of heat to unfold in her belly. As verbal sparring went, their conversation remained tame, but he had no trouble playing with her.

			“You’re kind of a bulldog, stuck on a bone and you won’t let it go.” The comparison might be lost on him, but her old rescue pooch would have appreciated it. Roscoe loved his bones.

			He laughed, a deep, distinctly masculine sound, then motioned to her water. “Do you need a refill?”

			“No, I’m fine.”

			“Yes, ma’am, you are.” He held out his hand even as the band switched to a pulse-pounding beat. More couples were streaming out to the floor. “Shall we?”

			“You don’t give up.”

			Not replying, he merely curled his fingers in invitation. She didn’t know him. But she did need a break, a dance, some release from the long nights delivering horses, tending colicky calves, and mourning the animals that didn’t get up the next day. It was birthing season on a lot of the ranches. Animals had been lying down in fields for generations and giving birth to their young. Most of the time, they didn’t need anything more than to be left alone.

			It was when it went wrong that they needed her. She’d paused only long enough to shower before heading to the Silver Dollar. Dinner, dancing, and one glass of wine let her unwind from the week. After that, she planned to sleep in late the following day and take it as easy as her schedule would let her. Dr. Tierney from Big Falls would cover for her as long as he could. He’d done the same for her great-uncle.

			“Oh, what the hell.” She clasped his hand, not surprised to find his calloused palm both warm and strong. What did shock her was how easily he moved. With a gentle squeeze, Tanner guided her toward the floor. She’d danced with a lot of men, and most of them preferred the stomping songs where they only had to complete an eight count to nail their movements.

			Tanner? He flowed from walking toward the floor to dancing. He caught her free hand and twisted her around. Although the action made her spin, she hadn’t expected the twirl. Thankfully, she had the grace to pull it off. The pounding rhythm invaded her blood, and she let herself forget about the week, the foal she couldn’t save, and the long hours she spent in the attempt. Instead, she let Tanner twirl, spin, and dip her as they rocked together. He didn’t crowd her or try to fake a dirty dancing move. When she pulled away to dance back to his front, he rested his hands on her hips and kept a respectable distance. The naughty part of her wanted to test him, but the rest of her relaxed.

			A good dance partner should never be wasted. By the time they finished the second song, she paused along with everyone else to give the band a round of applause. A fresh layer of perspiration dampened her arms. Tanner had opened the top buttons on his shirt, giving her a brief glimpse of crisp golden hair that matched the short cut on his head. Sweat gleamed on his brow, and he blew out a breath as he nodded to the bar.

			“You ready for a break, sweetheart?”

			The band fired up a familiar tune and she roared along with the rest of the dancers on the floor. More people poured out of their booths. “Oh hell no.” No one sat down when the band switched to cover a very familiar song. “Not when the devil’s going down to Georgia.”

			He laughed, caught her arm, and then they were dancing again. The crowded floor pushed them closer together, but he matched her step for step. By the time the last of the fiddle music played, Jules could barely catch her breath. This time when he tugged her off the dance floor, she didn’t resist. Panting, she followed him back to the bar, her hand in his.

			The Wednesday crowd loved the band, almost as much as they loved to dance. Thankfully, despite all the new people, no one had taken Tanner’s place at the bar. His stool sat empty in front of his hat. Sully brought Jules a fresh glass of cold water, and another for Tanner, as well as a fresh beer.

			Tanner eyed the bottle as he took a long drink of his water. Despite Jules’s best intentions, she couldn’t not stare at him as he drained his drink in one long, continuous swallow. Sipping her own, she tried to keep her mind on the relaxing portion of her evening rather than the ogling. “Problem with the beer?”

			“It’s the fifth one. I’m good.” Shrugging, he set the water down, then reached for the bottle. Covering his hand with hers, she halted the action.

			“You sure?” It was none of her damn business, except . . . “No one is going to think any less of you if you’d rather switch to water or soda.”

			“You are new to this town, aren’t you?”

			The teasing remark didn’t alleviate the urge she had to comfort him. She’d seen enough loners settling in to drink, and it was only Wednesday. Maybe she didn’t know him, but she was a doctor. And more than that, she was human, looking after neighbors and newcomers alike. Releasing her grip on his hand, she would have pulled away entirely, but he threaded his fingers with hers and kept her captive.

			“I’ve eaten. Been here a couple of hours, and a fifth beer isn’t going to kill me, sweetheart. It’s just unusual because I can have it, not because I shouldn’t.”

			Something in the turn of phrase captivated her. “Been on a dry spell for a while?”

			“Drinking wasn’t good for business.”

			No kidding. “Drinking is never good for business.” Small towns had a lot of perks, but they also had their town drunks. Her dad had been one of those. Maybe if someone had given him a second look, an offer of friendship—maybe it would have turned out differently. “What do you do?”

			“Do you want to get personal?”

			Jules hesitated. Did she? He was passing through, she was hanging out. “Maybe not.”

			The corner of his mouth kicked a little higher, then he raised her hand to his lips. When he brushed a kiss across her knuckles, her heart did a little donkey kick. The sweetness sprinkled with passion sent a wave of heat to scald her cheeks that had nothing to do with their dancing. “Not an alcoholic, so you don’t have to dance around the subject. Thank you for trying to be a friend,” he said, pausing a beat before he narrowed the distance between them. “Jules.”

			When he leaned away to reclaim his beer, and take a long sip, he seemed mighty pleased with himself. Who was she kidding? Chuckling, she spread her hands wide. “Touché, Tanner. Touché.” The boys in the band announced another two-step reel and she glanced at him. “If you can keep up with me on this one, maybe I’ll even let you order the glass of wine I’ll pay for.”

			“Well now, Miss Jules, that sounds like a challenge.” He set the beer aside and swept her toward the dance floor.

			And damn, if the man didn’t know how to two-step.

			By the time the band took a break and the jukebox blared to life, Jules was more than ready for a breather. The room was hot, the crowd noisy, and as promised, she let Tanner order her a glass of wine—he grumbled, but let her pay for it. Admiring a man who could accept her terms with some grace, she motioned to the door, wine in hand. “Shall we step outside?”

			He grabbed his hat and his beer before following her out onto the back patio. They weren’t the only ones escaping into the cooler evening air. The smokers were settled in around their barrel, the scent of burning tobacco accompanying the blue cloud surrounding them. A light breeze helped cool Jules off as she made her way to the railing.

			Despite wearing an off-the-shoulder tank top, jeans, and her comfiest pair of low-heeled boots, she half wanted to strip it all off and let the evening air do its work. That or jump in a cold shower. The icy sensation of a bottle against her shoulder made her hiss, then sigh.

			“Thank you.” She exhaled a long breath, then took a small sip of the wine. Unlike her companion, she hadn’t eaten more than, what, a stale Pop-Tart at lunch? It had been in her bag, and she’d forgotten it was there. Crumbling and broken from being jostled, it had still tasted good.

			“You’re welcome.” He set the beer, then his hat on the railing before he rolled up the sleeves on his shirt. “Thanks for the dance.”

			“—s.” She tacked on the multiplier. “Dances.”

			“Dances.” Another grin, and her tummy did a little flip-flop. Someone, somewhere, did the world a favor when they’d made him. Wide shoulders, well-defined arms, and even in the low light from the lanterns hung at the four corners of the porch, she could see his arms were as deeply tanned as his face. He could dance, a gift in and of itself, and when his full, firm lips spread into a smile—he was perfect.

			“I should be thanking you.” The wine spread a pleasant, relaxed sensation through her—or maybe it was the company. “I also have to be careful.”

			“Why’s that?”

			“Well, I gave you four dances. The guys might be jealous.”

			His eyes narrowed a fraction. “Pity for them.”

			If she read him right, she was playing with fire. Still, she had a method to her madness. “In all fairness, I should go dance a few more times with them.” It was how she maintained her dating neutrality in a town where she had to be ready to help anyone. As the local big-animal vet, they all called her; she worked for them, and they had to be able to trust her. An active social life could lead to rumors of favoritism, which could then lead to hard feelings and more. Her great-uncle hadn’t given her a lot of advice before he handed over his practice, but he had told her one thing. No matter what you do, little bit, don’t let them think you value one of them more than the other. The folks in this town value their animals, more than they do each other sometimes, and if there are hard feelings between two ranchers, they’re always looking for someone to get in the middle. Don’t be that person.

			“Well, by that logic, I need to go find three other women to dance with.” The reply caught her off guard, and she hesitated.

			Fumbling for her recovery, she took a sip of wine to cover before asking, “At least four times each?”

			“Or once each, since that’s all you did—if we’re being fair.” The tease amused her. Better, their complete lack of acting on their ideas proved funnier. Neither of them moved away from the railing they leaned against.

			“You know, last time I checked, life isn’t fair.”

			“Amen to that.” He tilted his bottle toward her and clinked it with her glass. Cicadas chirped in the distance, and the occasional hum of a truck passed by on Main Street. Now and then, conversation from the group around the smokers’ barrel drifted toward them, or the doors opened and music spilled out into the night.

			She and Tanner settled in, she with her wine and he with his beer. It was—comfortable. When she’d nearly finished her glass and hesitated over the last swallow, he murmured, “Is it time to turn into a pumpkin?”

			“Maybe.” Still, she didn’t take the last swallow of the wine. She was curiously reluctant to end the evening. “It’s been a long day. Hell, it’s been a long week.”

			“Yes, it has.” He didn’t add anything more to his statement. “I can walk you home when you’re ready.”

			“Walk?” She’d driven her Jeep, and the drive out to her current place would take a while. Though her great-uncle left her his practice, he hadn’t left her his place to live. For as long as she could remember, he’d always rented from one of the ranchers. So she did the same. “It’s a bit of a hike to be walking to my place.”

			“I meant my hotel room.” The quiet invitation curled along her spine, and she dared a glance at him. He studied her with a quiet intensity.

			“That’s a really tempting offer.” She didn’t lie.

			“Then accept.”

			“But.” She licked her lips, because the wine must have gone straight to her head. Contemplating a hookup at the bar where she blew off steam, not to mention Durango Point’s only real nightspot where everyone would know within five minutes that she left with a stranger?

			“But?” Tanner prompted, a hint of his drawl sliding beneath the word.

			“But I’m still the new girl here, and far as I can tell, the people in this town have really long memories.” Hating the way she sounded, she ran a hand through her damp hair and pushed it away from her face. What she didn’t say was not only was she the new girl still, she was the little girl. She was Uncle Walt’s little great-niece. Folks meant well, but they always gave her the side eye, uncertain of whether she had what it took. That meant she had to work twice as hard, and be twice as good. If she was lucky, they’d tell her she had her great-uncle’s talent and might actually make something of herself. If she was really lucky, they’d call her to help their animals again.

			She was persuading them, one rancher at a time. So far, her landlord at Round Top was the only one who seemed to really believe in her skills. Or maybe he just didn’t care as long as she did her work. The first couple of months she’d been there, he’d been all over her, but lately? He’d been distracted.

			“I get it,” Tanner said, then ran a finger along her cheek to her jaw. Her body seemed to electrify at the single point of contact. “I promise, I won’t think any less of you no matter your answer. Just know I’d love the pleasure of your company.”

			“You just met me.” I just met you and I want to say yes, so what does that say about me? She should just swallow her last sip of wine, give him a kiss on the cheek, and say good night.

			“I know, and I like what I see, more—I like how you think.” Still lightly caressing her cheek, he studied her. Despite the dimness, she was almost certain he could read the riot act going on inside of her.

			Gaze fixated on his beautiful mouth, she considered all the answers she wanted to say. “You know, I may dance on the edge, but I always know what’s waiting for me on the other side. I’m not one of those people who leaps without looking.” Tanner had the slightest dent in his nose, as though it had been broken and set at some point. The corners of his eyes crinkled. The slow smile curving his mouth could devastate a woman.

			She should know—it was detonating all her reservations. Fighting to get her respiration and rebellious heart under control, she met his gaze.

			“Are you done looking?”

			Oh, why not? You only live once. “Oh yeah I am.” As though they’d choreographed the moment, she stepped into the circle of his arms and raised her face to meet his. When his lips collided with hers, she fisted his shirt. Throwing caution to the wind had never tasted so sweet.
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