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    It takes a lot to impress a Dalton girl. 
 
      
 
    And Gracie Dalton is not impressed at all with the fact she’s got to prove her ability as a cowpoke on one of the best ranches in Texas this summer. After all, she’s got the chops from years of working with her brothers and cousins on their well-known ranch. Now she’s pitted against a cocky man with a rodeo belt buckle for each day of the week—not that she’s noticin’. 
 
      
 
    Hands down, Noble Watkins’s going to win a permanent position on the Blackburn Ranch. No way will he be bested by a woman, let alone one with too much sway in her hips and tempting lips—along with the sharpest tongue he’s ever heard. 
 
      
 
    Gracie can’t seem to get one step ahead of Noble for long, but she won’t back down from a good challenge. When things go haywire on the ranch, she and Noble have no choice but to band together and make things work. Seems to Noble, Gracie was right—she IS good at everything—especially kissin’. 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, lookie who we have here! Miss Gracie Dalton. Two times winner of Miss West Texas High Sweetheart and recent graduate of West Texas Community College—top of her class.” 
 
    Gracie groaned at her friend’s announcement as she backed through the door hauling a cooler on wheels and laden down with a big bakery box of cupcakes for the party. “You forgot to say pack horse. Come take these cupcakes from me, will ya, Andi?” 
 
    Her girlfriend rushed forward to relieve her of the box she had almost dropped twice on the way from her car. But her motto was never take two trips, and she had managed to get everything out of the car and into her friend’s new house in one go. 
 
    Gracie set the cooler down and turned to her oldest friend with a grin. They took one look at each other and were in each other’s arms. 
 
    “Oh, it’s been so long,” Andi exclaimed, squeezing her hard. 
 
    Gracie hugged her back. “I’m not the one who ran off to California with a guy for two years and didn’t come home till after I eloped!” 
 
    Andi pushed away to shoot her a grin. “He was worth it.” 
 
    “Let me see the ring.” Gracie held out a hand, and Andi extended hers to show off the new diamond and wedding band on her fourth finger. If the gold was shiny, it was nothing compared to the happiness gleaming in her friend’s eyes. 
 
    Gracie embraced her once more. “I’m so happy for you. When do I get to meet him?” 
 
    “He’s out on a beer run and will be back in a few.” 
 
    “How many people do you have comin’ to this shindig?” Gracie glanced around at the tiny house the couple had just purchased and settled into. The party was part housewarming, part wedding reception, and Gracie had been given short notice that she was to present herself with her county fair famous lemonade. 
 
    “At least seventy-five.” 
 
    Gracie looked around. “Where are you putting seventy-five people in this house? Does it have a wing I don’t know about?” 
 
    Andi smacked at Gracie’s arm. “We’ll put them out in the back yard. Come see it.” 
 
    Gracie was swept up in the whirlwind that was her childhood friend. Whether urging her to climb a tree higher or run faster so they’d get home before curfew, Andi had always given her a fun time. 
 
    The rooms decorated in a simple farmhouse fashion whizzed by Gracie as she followed her friend to the cozy eat-in kitchen and out the back door. It opened upon a plot of grass that was flat and bordered by gardens that just didn’t exist in Texas. Due to the heat and humidity, you were lucky to keep your landscaping under control, and certainly nobody spent time outdoors tending to flowers as beautiful as this. 
 
    “Wow.” Gracie stared at the feature that was the blue ribbon prize to the entire property. “You do this all yourself?” she teased. 
 
    “Oh you. Some old grannie loved her flower gardens and we’ve inherited them. Aren’t they gorgeous?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Andi went on, “It’s the reason we bought the house. I mean, the house is nice and all, but this.” She swiped a hand through the air at the lush back yard that was set up with tables, a shade canopy and a small deck for dancing. 
 
    “You’ve gone all out, and it looks like you’ll be throwing the party of the season.” 
 
    “Better than your graduation party? I’m sorry I missed it.” Andi turned her somewhat faded smile on Gracie. 
 
    “You’re only sorry Luke snagged you up and not one of my brothers you always thought were so hot.” 
 
    “Shhh! Don’t say that loud enough for anyone to hear. Luke can’t know I spent my entire life crushin’ on those brothers of yours. How are they all?” 
 
    “Fantastic, livin’ the high life on the family ranch.” 
 
    “That’s where your party was held, isn’t it?” 
 
    Gracie nodded. The entire family had surprised her after graduation with a huge bash on the Daltons’ Ranch in Paradise Valley. She smiled even now thinking of the lengths everyone had gone to just to celebrate her happy day. They said it wasn’t every day that a family member graduated at the top of her class in business management, and she didn’t want to tell them why she’d worked so hard and gone after the degree in the first place, hoping they’d see her worth for themselves. 
 
    She wanted more than anything to be part of that ranch. The operation had gone from successful family business to huge operation with all her cousins and brothers installed on the land, sharing the workload. Surely, they must need someone to manage the back end of the business. But so far, nobody had asked, and she wasn’t ready to present her argument for the position they didn’t know they needed yet. 
 
    For now, she was going to enjoy not studying or writing papers while working a part-time job and still trying to maintain some semblance of a personal life. 
 
    “Tell me all about the party,” Andi urged. 
 
    Gracie waved her hand. “It was a Dalton party. Enough said, right? Right now, I’m going to throw myself into celebrating my dearest friend finally becoming the adult I never thought she would. Starting with mixing the lemonade.” 
 
    Andy gave her a hard pinch on the arm for her teasing, and they shared a laugh. She turned to go back inside, and Andi followed. She sank to a stool covered in black and white plaid fabric watching Gracie unpack ingredients from the cooler she’d lugged in with her. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you haven’t figured out a better way to premix your secret recipe,” Andi said. 
 
    “Nope. The secret is everything is fresher than fresh.” She took out four big bags of lemons and plunked a bag of sugar on the countertop. “You talk, I’ll mix. Tell me everything.” 
 
    “It’s too much to tell, and besides, I thought I caught you up on the phone earlier. Why don’t you tell me about your plans for the future.” Andi dropped her elbows to the counter and cradled her chin in her hands. Gracie took one look at her and smiled—Andi looked like the teen girl she had known to love gossip. 
 
    Chuckling, Gracie pulled a knife out of the knife block. “Cutting board?” 
 
    “By the toaster.” 
 
    She bustled across the kitchen to retrieve the board and began to slice lemons. “There isn’t much to say. I don’t have a job lined up.” 
 
    “But you will. People will be vying for the smartest in the class.” 
 
    “I guess so,” she said without much commitment. 
 
    “Have you been searching for jobs?” 
 
    “I’ve glanced at some sites online but made no major progress. I guess I’m just thinking on things for now.” 
 
    Andi was staring at her. “Oh no. I don’t like the sound of that.” 
 
    Gracie arched a brow. “You don’t need to worry. I’ll get a job.” 
 
    “Well, let’s look here in the paper, shall we?” She leaned across the counter and snagged the newspaper from a pile of mail in a wicker basket. Unfolding it, she scanned the columns while Gracie sliced lemons and wondered how to keep from sounding whiny that she wasn’t already settled on the Daltons’ Ranch, running their empire. 
 
    She glanced up at her friend to see her tongue stuck between her teeth, as she always did when doing homework or studying for tests in high school together. “Oh, here’s one. Computer graphics designer needed.” 
 
    “You know I don’t have a creative bone in my body. I’m the only person to have ever flunked grade school art class for not even being able to use crayons.” 
 
    “Because you were never inside to color. You were always riding horses and running around the countryside with your brothers.” Andi didn’t take her eyes off the paper as she gave her speech, which Gracie nodded agreement to. It was true she was never inside as a child or teen, and even now as an adult, she didn’t much care to be inside. 
 
    So why did she have a degree based on being chained to a desk? 
 
    She pushed out a sigh. She’d been wondering that herself for a while. Problem was, by the time she realized her error in selecting the business degree as her course in life, she was in too deep to back out. She wasn’t about to waste the money she’d spent on college or disappoint her parents. 
 
    Then the epiphany had come to her that she could use her knowledge and skills toward the family business. Now she just had to help them see where she fit into the equation. 
 
    Andi rattled the newspaper as she turned the page. She sucked her tongue back in and sat up straighter. “Oh, here’s one. On the Blackburn Ranch.” 
 
    Gracie snapped her head up. “The Blackburn’s advertising for help? I figured every guy in the county would be beating down those gates. Those guys were all on the rodeo team, on every plaque in the trophy case, and we were only allowed to be flag bearers.” 
 
    “Don’t forget about Miss West Texas High Sweetheart,” Andi added. 
 
    Gracie rolled her eyes. “Sure, I got the crown twice, but it didn’t mean much to me, not when what I really wanted—and deserved—was to be out there competing in the men’s events.” 
 
    “Damn straight, girl. You were the best at ropin’, ridin’ and everything in between, while I could barely manage to ride and hold up that flag at the same time.” 
 
    Smiling, Gracie reached for another lemon. “Give yourself some credit, Andi. You can ride as well as any guy.” 
 
    “Thanks to all your help in that department.” 
 
    “Does Luke ride?” 
 
    “No, but he will, soon as I can get him in the saddle.” 
 
    She giggled, thinking of the poor city slicker trying to prove himself to his new wife. She gestured to the paper. “So what position is the Blackburn advertising for?” 
 
    “Cook for ranch hands.” 
 
    Gracie snorted. “Screw that.” 
 
    “Wait…” Her tongue was caught between her teeth again. She sucked it back in. “Listen to this. There’s an opening for cowpokes. Four of ’em.” 
 
    “Four?” That was a lot of guys to just up and quit from the Blackburn. “The huge ranching outfit is known to be one that if you get in, you’re a lifer. What would make so many quit?” 
 
    “Dunno. Doesn’t say what, just that they need four people.” 
 
    “Four men,” Gracie corrected. 
 
    Andi looked up at her over the paper. “It doesn’t specify.” 
 
    She scoffed at the declaration. “But we all know they wouldn’t take a woman on.” 
 
    “They would if the woman proves herself. Which you could.” 
 
    “Are you saying I should forget about my degree and take a job as a cowpoke? Let’s be serious.” She reached out and pulled the paper out of her friend’s hands. “Is there work for a lemonade mixologist?” 
 
    They shared a laugh. 
 
    Gracie tilted her head in thought. “I could use some money sooner rather than later, and I hate to go back to my part-time job waitressing.” 
 
    “Well, you could stride in there and show those guys who’s boss. Or you can always do the books for ’em.” Her eyes glittered with her teasing, and Gracie lobbed a lemon at her. It bounced off Andi’s arm and fell to the countertop. 
 
    The moment passed as talk turned to the guest list and when Luke would finally show up with the beer. Gracie listened and added to the discussion, but her mind was far away, on a beautiful ranch that was searching for good cowpokes. 
 
    With the seed planted, she couldn’t shake it. Tomorrow she would head up to the Blackburn and see about a job. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    “Son. A word.” 
 
    Noble turned at his father’s stiff tone. He hadn’t heard it in a while, not since he was sixteen, either about to catch hell for some chore he hadn’t completed or one of his girlfriends hadn’t climbed out the window fast enough and his father had seen her. 
 
    With a wrench still in hand, Noble looked at his father over the old truck engine he’d spent all morning working on. Sweat dripped down his neck and inside the collar of his T-shirt. 
 
    “Did you see the morning’s paper?” Joe Watkins was still the toughest bastard in all of three counties, even if he was in his sixties. With broad shoulders and hands that looked as though they’d never been given a day of rest in his life, he was formidable to say the least. Especially when he was giving Noble the eye. 
 
    “Nah, I didn’t read it today. I came out and got to work on the engine first thing,” he responded. 
 
    “Look.” His dad spread the paper atop the engine and planted a squared-off finger in the middle of some text. 
 
    Noble leaned in, skimmed the text and then grunted as reply. 
 
    “Son, you make that noise so often, I’m beginning to wonder if you’re a wild boar or a man. Did you read what it says?” 
 
    Pushing out a sigh, Noble straightened. “Blackburn’s lookin’ for cowpokes.” 
 
    “Yeah, and you’re here instead of standing on that ranch askin’ for a chance.” 
 
    Noble stared at him. “I understand, sir. But I thought fixin’ your engine so you can haul water to the area ranchers was pretty essential, Dad.” 
 
    “It is. Don’t get me wrong, I need ya here. But I can fix an engine too. What I can’t do is go back and work on the Blackburn, and those were the best days of my life.” 
 
    Noble had heard it all his life. He’d also been waiting for a chance to work the Blackburn as his father had and his father before him. They both claimed it trained them for the rigors of life, and there was no place better than the Blackburn to make a man out of you. That no Watkins man would ever reach his full potential without bustin’ his butt on the Blackburn. 
 
    “Don’t you want it, Son? You’ve been waitin’ a while now.” 
 
    “That’s true,” he said slowly, aware that if he just grunted another reply, his father would lay into him. He wasn’t the best at communicating, and that wasn’t likely to change anytime soon. 
 
    His father stepped back and tugged his hat down, hiding his eyes. “Well, go get it, then.” 
 
    “Just up and leave you in the lurch? What are you going to do around here without me?” His father had a good hauling business with not only water but stone and topsoil, but he was getting up there in years too. Noble wasn’t only here fixing the engines of his father’s old vehicles—he often did the hauling to give his dad a break. 
 
    His dad grunted this time. “I got friends and two hands o’ my own. Leave the tools out and I’ll work on the engine right after I see you off.” 
 
    Noble stared at him. Was he really in a position to go chasing an old dream of his? 
 
    When he thought of being out on the range with the reins in his hands, he couldn’t deny the excitement stirring inside him. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ll get cleaned up and pack.” 
 
    His father gave a nod. 
 
    Noble watched him walk out of the garage, too stunned to move. Had he just made the choice to leave this land, that he would one day inherit, to go and work as a cowpoke for a big outfit? 
 
    Yes, he had. 
 
    Fact was, he had been waiting for his chance since he’d been old enough to saddle a horse. It wasn’t only a rite of passage to the Watkins men—it was a way of life. This was the equivalent of a college degree he’d never gotten. 
 
    Damn, he was really doing this, wasn’t he? 
 
    He set aside the wrench and picked up the paper again. The ad said they were looking for four cowpokes. Seemed a lot to quit at once, but it meant more chances for him. Of course, his name alone would get him in. At age thirteen, when he’d gone to the Blackburn asking about work, he’d been told to grow up a bit and come back. Since then, no other opportunities had presented themselves—workers stayed on at the ranch for years, and they weren’t often looking for help let alone advertising for it. 
 
    They must really be hurting at four workers down. With the herds they ran, they needed three to four men on deck just to move a small herd to the feed troughs and a dozen or more to get them to the next pasture. 
 
    Not counting all the grunt work that filled a cowpoke’s day—hayin’, building or repairing fence, distributing supplemental feeds and checking the health of each and every animal on the huge ranch—he imagined they must be desperate, and the sooner he could get there, the better. 
 
    He looked around the garage and at the engine he had opened up with wires and tubes loose. It looked like a surgery patient left to wait for the next surgeon. 
 
    But if this was his chance, he had to take it. His father could deal with the engine and more. 
 
    Though he hoped the old man saw how much Noble did around the place to help out—he wasn’t only a pair of boots tucked under the supper table. 
 
    Moving to the garage door, he looked out over the land. The Blackburn was only twenty miles down the road, and he could still come back if he ever got time off and give his dad a hand around the place. 
 
    If he didn’t go, he’d regret it the rest of his life. 
 
    And his father would give him a boot up the backside. 
 
    They’d both been dreaming of this moment. 
 
    Noble walked out of the garage without a backward glance. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dalton.” 
 
    Gracie turned at her name and hitched the strap of her duffle bag higher on her shoulder. Her gaze settled on the rough and rugged foreman standing there in dusty chaps and boots, his Stetson pulled low. 
 
    He gave her a slow once-over, but there was no sexual tension in that look—he was assessing her grit, pure and simple. Well, she was here on the Blackburn to prove she had enough of that trait to win her spot here and keep it too. 
 
    The foreman flicked his fingers at her to follow, and she did, ignoring the looks from the other guys gathered outside the door waiting their turn in line. They’d all given her a healthy share of smirks, and she’d even received a wink or two. But she wasn’t here for a boyfriend or to be treated like anything but one of the guys. 
 
    Her boot heels clunked on the floor with her long strides as she followed the foreman into an office. 
 
    “Close the door,” he said. 
 
    She did and dropped her bag at once. Might as well make herself at home. 
 
    The way his gaze tracked her action had her lifting her jaw a bit more. 
 
    “I’m here to apply for the position.” 
 
    “Ranch cook?” Under his hat brim, his skin was leathered by the elements, baked to a brown leather with creases from squinting into the sun. 
 
    She couldn’t help the quirk of her lips at his question. “I’m not really the cookin’ type, sir. I’m here for the cowpoke position you advertised.” 
 
    He didn’t bother sitting at his desk but leaned against it, folding his arms over his denim western shirt. “Do I look like a busy man to you?” 
 
    “Judging by the layer of dust you’re wearin’, I’d say you were up before dawn driving out to where you’ve got the herd in the spring pasture. Then you were out delivering the supplement to the steers. Gotta get their weight up before market.” 
 
    He cocked a brow at her. 
 
    She went on, “You probably took inventory and made a list so you can go to the feed store later on, and you most likely need some parts for some ranch equipment too, but you’ll check on that another time. You’ll wanna rotate the herd to another field so the land can be fertilized and the cattle have fresh forage, so you gave orders to the cowpokes you’ve got left here on the ranch, but since you’re short-handed, you had to jump in the saddle and do some of the heavy pushin’ yourself. Which, sir, is why you’re wearing so much dust.” 
 
    He was very still for a moment, and then he reached up and pushed the brim of his hat up with the tip of a bent finger that looked to have been broken more than once. From under it, his sharp blue gaze met hers. 
 
    Gracie had obviously convinced him she knew more about ranchin’ than she did cookin’. 
 
    “Sir, I’m sure you’ve got a sight more to do, and that’s why you should just give me the nod and tell me which cot’s mine, so we don’t waste any more of your time.” 
 
    For a long moment, he contemplated her, head tipped to the side. As she looked on, he pulled a toothpick from his breast pocket and stuck it in the corner of his mouth to chew on. 
 
    “You wouldn’t be part of those Daltons from Paradise Valley, would you?” 
 
    “Yes, I am.” 
 
    He didn’t move a muscle or even blink. She stood her ground, allowing herself to be sized up like cattle at auction. Finally, he flicked his jaw toward the door. “Bunkhouse is behind the barn. Find yourself a free bunk. But no funny business goes on with the guys, got it?” 
 
    “If they try anything, I know how to put a stop to it.” She held out a hand, palm up, and then clenched her fingers as if closing around a set of balls. 
 
    His mouth tipped up around the toothpick. “I go by Langtry. You might hear some of the guys call me Papa John.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that.” 
 
    She gave him a crooked smile. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Get settled and then find the other guys and see where you can lend a hand. I’ve got more interviews to give, and then I’ll get y’all into the field.” 
 
    She scooped up her bag and slung the strap over her shoulder. At the door, she paused with her hand on the knob to shoot him a look over her shoulder. “Was that even an interview, Langtry?” 
 
    “You told me all I needed to know. Don’t make me kick you out of my office on the first day, Dalton.” 
 
    “It’s Gracie, in case you need that for the paycheck. But you can call me Dalton.” She sent him a grin and walked out, past the guys standing there with mouths agape and out to the bunkhouse. 
 
    Her heart was doing a happy country line dance, and she sucked in the scents of things she loved—sweet grasses, leather and cattle. As she made her way around the barn, she stopped to look in at the setup and found it as impressive as what her family had. One of her brothers had started raising and training horses as well, and they had a pristine and state-of-the-art operation. 
 
    The bunkhouse was a long building sided in logs, well-maintained and clean, unlike some she’d seen. This one had plenty of windows on the front, offering light, and above the door was the Blackburn brand scorched into the wood. The large B stamped over a circle gave her a sense of pride, and she’d been an employee all of two minutes. 
 
    Inside, the space was empty. A long dining table and chairs in the center was cleared off. At least she wouldn’t be sleeping with slobs. Against the walls were rows of bunks. She chose one that didn’t yet have a pillow and blanket on it and swung her bag onto it. Then she sat on the edge a moment. 
 
    Not the epitome of comfort but she’d slept rough outdoors plenty of times with her brothers, and whenever they visited their cousins, they ended up spread across the living room floor. She remembered those times with a happy kernel of warmth in her heart—she could only hope staying here on the Blackburn would give her a similar feeling. 
 
    The door opened again, and Gracie leaped to her feet, pushing her long dark braid over her shoulder as she watched another man enter. He was taller than her—and she was tall for a woman. He wore Wranglers and a denim shirt, a brown pinch-top hat that had seen a few things and worn boots to match. 
 
    As he pierced her in his gaze, she gave a nod. “I’m Dalton.” 
 
    “They’re lettin’ a girl on the ranch?” 
 
    “They’re lettin’ a damn good hand on the ranch,” she corrected with a lift of her jaw. 
 
    He nodded. “We’ll see, won’t we, when they pick two to stay.” 
 
    She stared at him. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Didn’t they tell you?” He gave her a private smile at having information she didn’t, and it pissed her off immediately. “They took on four of us but are only keeping two. This summer’s a test.” 
 
    She stepped right up to him, hand out. “May the best man win, then.” 
 
    He arched a brow, and his hazel eyes glittered with amusement as he shook her hand. She squeezed hard, acknowledging his callused fingers and the fact he was gripping her like he would another man. 
 
    Good—it put them on an even playing field. If the other guys sharing the bunkhouse with her gave her the same consideration, she’d be content. 
 
    “What’s your name?” she asked as she let go of his hand. 
 
    “Watkins, Noble.” He stared at her hair and followed the braid down over her shoulder and where it hung across her breast. She resisted the urge to smack him and squared her shoulders. 
 
    “Which is your first name?” 
 
    “Noble.” 
 
    “We’ll see just how much you live up to the meaning of your name.” 
 
    “Pretty damn well. It was my grandfather’s name.” He opened his mouth to say more, but the other two newcomers entered the bunkhouse, and introductions were made. 
 
    She watched as they selected their bunks. When Noble tossed his bag onto the bunk above hers, and then turned and walked out the door, she shook her head. Of all the men she’d met so far, he was the one she’d least want to share a corner of the bunkhouse with. 
 
    Outside, they located the rest of the guys, six others who looked to be hardened into the same wood every building on this ranch was constructed of, each as crusty and work-worn as the last but most bearing welcoming smiles and nods to them. 
 
    Of course, they all eyed up Gracie as if she was Miss Texas standing here in her ball gown and tiara before them. But when Langtry came out and gave her a nod, she saw the men ease their glances away from her. 
 
    She felt a trace of a smile cross her lips. 
 
    Langtry had just made her one of the guys with a single nod of his head, and for that, she couldn’t be more grateful. But she also didn’t want any special treatment just because she didn’t have a set of balls hanging between her legs. 
 
    The rest of the afternoon was spent on a tour of the property, which stretched for miles in all four directions. The land wasn’t only flat grazing lands but some rolling hills and a dry creek bed cutting across one corner. All in all, it felt like home, being so similar to her family’s ranch. 
 
    Right off, they were shown miles of fencing that would need to be replaced in the upcoming weeks. When they circled back to the main ranch, they were given lunch of sandwiches and bags of chips. Sitting around outside in the grass, talk turned to accomplishments. 
 
    “I’m two times champion calf roper,” one of the new guys named Minich said around his sandwich. 
 
    Noble Watkins looked up, and Gracie’s gaze dropped to his waist, where he bore a gleaming gold buckle. He glanced at her, and she looked away. 
 
    “Well, Minich, you’ll be needin’ that skill when we have to castrate in a week or two,” Langtry drawled. 
 
    “I spent some time working on the Marshalls’ place next county over.” Drake Timms, the young guy who couldn’t be old enough to drink, wore a solemn look about him, as if he’d seen a lot in his short life. So far, he’d been courteous to all, and Gracie hadn’t seen anything she didn’t like about him. 
 
    “Heard Marshalls have been having some troubles. Longhorns dead.” 
 
    “Struck by lightning,” Timms responded, uncapping his water bottle and taking a swig. 
 
    “Damn, that’s bad luck.” 
 
    “Yeah, shot straight through their horns and took out half the herd in one strike.” 
 
    “Shit,” one of the veteran cowpokes drawled. 
 
    “What about you? What’s your story?” A man waved a hand at Noble. 
 
    The man grunted in response. “Just here to make my way.” 
 
    “He must be a drifter,” one of the guys said, elbowing his buddy. They struck up a conversation that Gracie quickly lost track of as she polished off her sandwich and crumpled the paper wrapping in her fist. 
 
    When she stood to go in search of a garbage can, someone called out to her. 
 
    “Hey. What’s your story, girlie? You here to offer up temptation?” 
 
    She stopped walking and slowly pivoted on her heels to fix the group in her stare, giving each a solid look in the eyes before moving to the next. She planted her feet wide, and a dozen eyes drank her in. She had an athletic build with curves where other girls wanted them, though Gracie gave them little thought. 
 
    As they watched, she pulled a pair of leather work gloves from her back pocket and drew them on slowly. “I’m here,” she said with even more deliberate slowness, “to kick each and every one of your asses and prove a woman can pull her weight the same as any man.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Noble’s gaze latched onto the Dalton woman’s backside as she strode away from them. Silence followed, and then they started to get up, cleaning up their lunch mess as they did. 
 
    He shot her another look. He liked how direct she was—if she were a man. But he preferred his females softer, and Dalton was too rough around the edges for him. She did look capable of doing the work, but they’d see how tough she really was after a full day on the ranch. 
 
    They piled in the back of Langtry’s truck and bumped across one of the smoother roads to another that led to rugged country. The truck stopped, and they all piled out. When Noble jumped down before the Dalton woman, the manners his parents had taught him made him hold out a hand to her. 
 
    Her blue eyes washed over it, and then she nudged past him, leaping to the ground without even holding onto the side of the truck to steady herself. 
 
    He snatched his hand back, feeling foolish. But that was as much time as he had to think on the matter, because Langtry set them to work with shovels, digging up whatever scrub brush had grown up around the fence line. 
 
    “Gotta get this brush outta here,” their foreman said. “Too many places for cattle to get tangled or calves to get stuck. Get it all out of here, boys.” 
 
    Noble shot a glance at the woman, but she gave no indication she was affected by being lumped into the boys category. 
 
    Being here on the Blackburn was odd, for sure. He’d done plenty of ranch jobs in his area, and he and his dad kept horses. Recently, he’d spent more time acting as a diesel mechanic than anything else, and it felt good to be out here stretching his muscles. 
 
    The heat of the day had sweat trickling down his spine, and he paused in his work to take a handkerchief from his pocket and knot it around his throat. When he took up the shovel again, he found the woman looking at him. 
 
    What did the others say her name was? Grace? No, Gracie. Somehow just adding a single letter to the name gave her more of a feminine quality, though she was plenty girly enough despite her height and physical ability. 
 
    He hadn’t had a woman so tall before. 
 
    Not that he was having one now. 
 
    But standing next to her, he couldn’t help his mind from wandering to how good they’d fit together, her head tucked just beneath his chin. 
 
    And those long legs of hers could wrap around a man real good. 
 
    He jerked his attention from her, but it was brought right back when she took off her hat to swipe the sweat off her forehead with the back of one gloved hand. Whooeee… The pull of her top over her breasts, the damp hairs curling on her nape… 
 
    Damn, she really was a good-looking woman. 
 
    “Take a water break,” Langtry said after another half hour or so. 
 
    Two coolers in the back of the truck held water, and he was first to reach the bed. He grabbed one for himself, and out of the corner of his eye he saw Gracie, so he pulled out one for her too. 
 
    He offered it to her, and just as she had done with his hand up earlier, she ignored him and reached into the cooler. Dang, the girl wasn’t messing around with this whole fair treatment thing, was she? 
 
    He extended the water to Timms, who gave his thanks. Gracie watched the entire exchange over her upraised bottle. Noble was just turning away from the truck, when she  lowered the water and fixed her stare on him. 
 
    “You’re wasting your time, you know,” she said. 
 
    Her ball-buster attitude was already getting on his nerves. 
 
    He grunted and tipped up his own water. He felt the cool liquid fill him up, running through his stomach and feeling as though it quenched his limbs too. Dropping the bottle from his lips, he said, “What’s a waste of my time?” 
 
    He waited for her answer that he wasn’t good enough to be on this ranch. 
 
    “Trying to do nice things for me,” she said instead. “I don’t need all that, so you’re wasting your time.” 
 
    Their gazes met for a long heartbeat. “Fine.” 
 
    For another second, she stood looking at him, a question in the crinkle of her brow as if she couldn’t quite figure him out. 
 
    Good. Let her think he was soft, offering women hands up or bottles of water. When he sneaked up behind and shoved her right out of the running for the permanent position, she’d know he was far from soft. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Gracie was up long before dawn, watching the sky lighten from velvet black to deep navy. When the first glimmer of sunlight touched the horizon, the alarm went off. 
 
    One of the older guys in his fifties named Vin smacked the clock and sat up in one fluid motion. For breaking his back day in and day out on the Blackburn, he sure wasn’t stiff in the mornings. 
 
    Gracie, however, couldn’t say the same. She was fit and had worked on her family’s ranch just weeks before, but all that digging from the previous afternoon had made her shoulders and triceps hurt. 
 
    No way was she going to show it, though. She already felt the other three cowpokes breathing down her neck. That guy Noble thought he could treat her like some pretty doll, probably hoping she’d slack off and get the boot first. 
 
    Well, that was not happening. 
 
    She jumped off the bottom bunk but just then, two bare feet with hairy legs landed right in front of her as Noble jumped from the top. She stifled a groan. Couldn’t the man have found another bunk to claim, rather than irritate her half the night with his heavy breathing while he slept? 
 
    At least it wasn’t heavy breathing from something else, she thought, and reached for her jeans. 
 
    She’d slept in men’s boxer shorts and a tank top, and she’d gotten a few side-eyes as she slipped between the sheets. None from Noble, thank God. If he’d looked her way, she had plenty of smart remarks to pepper him with so he would never dare to glance at her again. 
 
    The scent of fresh, hot coffee filled the bunkhouse, and she realized someone had programmed the machines the night before. 
 
    Noble sniffed the air. “Whoever put on the coffee already, my nose thanks you.” 
 
    “We take turns,” Vin said, slipping on a boot. “Tomorrow’s your turn, Watkins.” 
 
    “I’m on it.” Reaching around Gracie, Noble snaked an arm up to the top bunk and pulled down his shirt. She tried to ignore his close proximity as he dressed in a fresh pair of Wranglers and a T-shirt that molded to his lean, fit body. He topped it with a plaid shirt, which he rolled up to his elbows and tucked into his jeans neatly. 
 
    The same as her daddy, her brothers and all her cousins did. So why was she interested in watching this man do the same things she’d seen a thousand times? 
 
    Her hair was stuffed into a messy bun this morning, and she yanked the elastic band from it, letting the mass fall down her back. When she took up her hairbrush, she found Noble darting glances at her from the corner of his eye as he reached into his footlocker for a neckerchief. 
 
    Turning her back on him, she continued to brush her hair and nimbly braided it. She swore she could feel his eyes boring into her back, though. 
 
    The coffee mugs were hung on wooden wall pegs over the coffeemakers, and she took one down and filled it. 
 
    “Milk in the fridge if ya want,” someone said to her. 
 
    “I’ll take it black.” She sipped it and grabbed a banana from a basket on the counter, standing to enjoy her breakfast while the others sat at the table in various degrees of morning consciousness. Some appeared to still be asleep as they brought mugs to their mouths on autopilot. 
 
    Then there was Noble, wide-eyed and raring to go. 
 
    And the man was wearing a different rodeo belt buckle, from yet another win. 
 
    If any of the three men were her competition, it was him. He knew it too. The others had held their own digging along the fence the previous day, but Noble had torn up the land with his shovel, going at it harder and more efficiently than even some of the veteran cowpokes. 
 
    He slanted a look at her and caught her staring. 
 
    She dropped her gaze to her mug. Damn, the last thing she wanted was for Noble to think she was interested or liked looking at him. 
 
    He was handsome in that rugged bad boy way her girlfriends, or even her little sisters, would be drooling over. The muscles on his forearms snaked with hard tendons and veins were alone enough to give them a week’s worth of conversation. 
 
    Gracie was much more levelheaded when it came to men. She wasn’t one to have her head turned, though she had plenty of guys chasing after her. How many of her brothers’ buddies had she had to beat back? She’d sharpened her tongue on them and learned to hold men off with a single hard look. 
 
    She didn’t have time for getting jerked around by some guy who spouted empty promises. She knew what real men were—she was surrounded by them on a daily basis at home. Most guys couldn’t come close to living up to the Dalton men, so they were a waste of her time. 
 
    That didn’t mean she never dated. She liked to go out and even was known to drag a cowboy onto the dance floor at the local bar. But that was where she drew the line. 
 
    Her sisters, Jessamine and Keziah, or Kizzy for short, often harassed her about her treatment of men and what her future would be. In their eyes, she’d be the strict old spinster aunt all their offspring would steer clear of and be the butt of the family’s jokes. 
 
    Gracie had never been one to dream about wedding dresses or the picket fence and kids playing inside it with the dog. While she wasn’t against having those things in her life, she wasn’t going to search for them either. If it happened, it happened. 
 
    Just like this opportunity. She saw the ad for the position on the Blackburn as a chance to do the things she’d loved all her life while trying to figure out what to do with her degree. 
 
    Or maybe it was to prove she was a solid addition to the Dalton Ranch, a Jill of all trades, when she eventually took over as the financial manager. 
 
    Either way, this was where she was supposed to be, and she was enjoying it so far. 
 
    With her coffee mug empty, her musings were over and she put her mug into the sink. 
 
    “Better wash your dishes, girlie,” Vin said from his seat at the head of the table. 
 
    “I’ll wash my own,” she responded, turning to the sink. She filled it with water and dish soap, washed out her mug and laid it on the draining board to drip. When a hand reached around her and a mug splashed into the water, shooting soap bubbles up over her shirt, she jerked her head around with a glare. 
 
    Noble stood close enough she smelled the mint toothpaste on his breath. From the solemn expression on his face, he wasn’t joking and expected her to wash his mug too. 
 
    “Uh-uh, dude. Wash your own.” She slapped the dishcloth against his chest, leaving a wet, soapy splatter on his shirt that matched hers, and strode away. Chuckles followed her out the door. 
 
    When they all gathered outside a minute or two later, Vin gave them a group frown. “We got our work cut out for us today. If ya can’t keep up, come right on back here and get your stuff and bug out.” 
 
    She was relieved to find he wasn’t looking at her when he said this, but his gaze lingered on Minich a moment. 
 
    They set off, fueled by coffee and the long to-do list they all faced. Today they weren’t on fence duty—yet—and she was glad to enter the barn instead. The newcomers hung back while the others chose their favored horses. Gracie had her eye on one in particular, a spirited mare trying to get out of her stall before the door was even opened. 
 
    As she began to move toward it, she felt someone matching her steps. A glance up revealed Noble beside her, a determined look crossing his rugged features. 
 
    “I hope you don’t plan on taking that horse.” 
 
    “Had my eye on her since yesterday.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean you get her.” Gracie surged forward, reaching the stall before he did. 
 
    He gave a grunt she was starting to recognize as his usual way of communicating and turned to the next horse. Triumph washed over her as she spoke to the mare and then opened the stall and led her out. 
 
    Within minutes, they were friends. The mare’s hide rippled with every stroke of the brush Gracie delivered as she knocked the dust on her coat off in order to saddle her. 
 
    Noble was saddled up first, already riding out. She watched him for a second before grabbing a saddle and strapping it into place with quick, efficient movements. In a minute, she was swinging her leg over the horse and on the tail of the other guys. 
 
    She had to catch up. 
 
    While Vin hadn’t given direction, she caught on quickly that they were driving some of the herd to a feed box. They fanned out, and it was her first test to prove she could work a herd. Vin waved at Minich to close the line tighter and not allow the cows out through the hole between them, and the cowpoke kicked it up to do what was asked. 
 
    Maybe she did have to worry about all three men being her competition. 
 
    The herd was small, maybe fifty in size. She learned from riding up next to Vin that the cattle were new to the ranch and he was still getting them used to the property. The feed box helped acclimate them. 
 
    When the animals reached the box, she looked up to see a white truck already parked at the feed boxes with a blocky man unloading sacks of grain into each one. 
 
    “Put on your prettiest smile now, Dalton,” Noble said as he rode up beside her. “You’re about to meet Blackburn’s firstborn.” 
 
    Her stomach gave a little tremor of excitement, but only at meeting what was basically ranching royalty. Noble’s words irritated her, though. She wouldn’t stand for him telling her what to do or not do. And just where did her smile come into play? 
 
    “I wasn’t aware this was a pageant,” she said, guiding her horse past his so close that his mare danced out of the way. 
 
    She reached the truck first and dismounted. “Let me help,” she said to the rancher’s son. 
 
    He smiled with his whole face, lines reaching up and out like branches of a tree. “’Preciate it.” 
 
    She grabbed a sack from the bed of the truck and slung it over her shoulder to carry to the metal trough. When she upended the grain and emptied the sack, Blackburn dumped another into the same box. 
 
    “Heard we had a filly workin’ with us now. You’re a Dalton girl, Papa John says.” 
 
    “That’s right.” She smiled at him using the name Langtry had particularly demanded nobody use and shook the last of the grains from the sack. “I’m happy to have the opportunity.” 
 
    Over Blackburn’s shoulder, she saw Noble’s face loom up. He mouthed, Kiss up, before dropping another sack of grain on the ground. 
 
    She felt some heat of anger start to kindle, but she squelched it fast. Losing her cool here would send her packing, and she wasn’t about to let the guys rile her. 
 
    Especially Noble. 
 
    After their chore was finished, Blackburn stood with Vin for long minutes talking while the rest of them saddled up to wait for their next move. When Vin mounted his horse, Blackburn looked at Gracie and gave a nod. 
 
    She answered with a dip of her own head. 
 
    “Didn’t take you long to get on his good side.” Noble again. The damn man was determined to throw her off her game and make this a real rivalry. Well, he was in for a fight. 
 
    “May the best woman win.” She wheeled her horse around the herd and moved to the other side of the group in time to hear Vin telling them they were heading back to the paddock because the next call of duty was breaking the new horses. 
 
    Excitement threaded through Gracie. She loved working with the young, feisty ones. Her brothers said she had a way about her. Justus had called her the horse whisperer on more than one occasion, and she couldn’t wait to get in there and start with Blackburn horses. 
 
    Okay, maybe she wanted to show off a little bit too. She doubted the other three guys had the gentle yet demanding touch she had when it came to breaking horses. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Noble had a definite advantage in this game. After spending an entire summer on the neighbor’s ranch helping them break their horses, he was confident he knew exactly what he was doing. 
 
    The guys all leaned against the fence of the circular training ring while Vin broke one of the new geldings off from the rest of the pack and chased it into the ring. A veteran cowpoke hurried to close the gate behind it, and the small black horse took off running the perimeter, looking for a way out. 
 
    “Let’s make Langtry proud when he returns from auction. Which one o’ you guys wants to get in here and show the greenhorns how it’s done?” Vin called out. 
 
    Though he was lumped into the greenhorn category, Noble shimmied up the fence and hooked a leg over the top. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    Laughter followed. Vin eyed him up. “Sure you’re not slipping on boots too big for ya, Watkins?” 
 
    “I’m sure.” He jumped to the ground inside the ring. Vin opened a gate and then stood just inside in case he needed to step in. 
 
    “Wait a minute. There’s still a water trough in here from before training. You guys forgot to get it out,” Vin called. 
 
    Noble turned to look at the trough against one side, out of the way but still posing a danger to the horses being trained if one ran into it. 
 
    “Want me to shoo the horse back out and we’ll move it, Vin?” Noble asked. 
 
    He assessed the situation a moment. “I think it’s far enough out of the way. Let’s see how it goes.” 
 
    Noble gave a nod and then concentrated on his task and not on the people standing at the fence just waiting for him to screw up. He especially refused to look up at Gracie and see the smug expectation on her face. 
 
    He unhooked the coiled rope on his belt and gathered it into his palm. Tossing the lasso came as second nature—like riding a bike. He’d spent so many childhood summers practicing just that on anything stationary or moving. Hell, he’d even roped his dog a time or two before he caught hell from his dad. 
 
    “Look at him—he’s grinnin’ like he knows somethin’ we don’t,” a guy said to the amusement of everyone else. 
 
    “He probably knows he’s in over his head,” another said. 
 
    He made the toss. The rope slipped off the first time and hit the dust. Chuckles filled his ears as he gathered the rope back into his hand. 
 
    So he might be a bit rusty, but he wouldn’t miss a second time. 
 
    When the rope landed square over the horse’s head, Noble hurried to tighten it. He moved to the center of the ring, allowing the animal to get used to feeling the weight of a rope on it. If they were going to bridle it or saddle it, the thing had a lot to learn, but it wouldn’t take long, in his experience. Horses were bright and quickly adapted. 
 
    It took off in a series of bucks that had them all rocking with laughter, but Noble stunned them all silent when he edged closer and extended a hand to the gelding. It eyed him with caution and severe distrust, but after a minute or two, allowed Noble a step closer. 
 
    When he got too near, it went wild again, romping around like a frisky puppy, trying to slip the rope and take off for greener pastures. 
 
    One thing Noble’d learned that summer of breaking horses was they didn’t mind being tamed once they understood what was happening. Before that, everything scared them. 
 
    All he had to do was show it who was boss and what its path was, and everything else would fall into place. 
 
    As the gelding trotted in a circle around him, tethered to him standing in the center of the ring, he slowly shortened the rope until the horse was close enough to reach out and touch. He brushed his fingers over its side, and it rushed away from him the first time. 
 
    But by the tenth, it had grown accustomed to feeling the brush of his fingertips on its coat on its way past. A small cheer went up from the guys on the fence. 
 
    He shot a grin their way and found Gracie’s glare bearing down on him. 
 
    She probably thought she could do better. In his opinion, she was trying too hard. Proving she was worthy of the work was one thing, but somehow, she’d taken up a women’s rights cause as well. 
 
    He didn’t mind some healthy competition, though, and if she wanted to make it men vs. women, then so be it. 
 
    The gelding drew to a stop, tuckered out from its constant running. Seeing his chance, Noble inched up to it, hand out. Now, it was no longer afraid of his hand and when he flattened his palm over its side and gave it a stroke, applause broke out. 
 
    The sound sent the horse running again, but Noble had proven himself. He looked right at Gracie and tipped his hat to her. 
 
    Her pretty mouth twisted in a scowl, and she jumped off the fence into the ring at the same time Timms did. 
 
    “Timms is next,” Vin called out to them. “Dalton, you get the gelding back in his pen and drive another in. Watkins, give her a hand.” 
 
    Her shoulders drew back at Noble’s name, and she wheeled around and strode away from the fence. A moment later, she was on one of the old riding horses, moving to separate a young horse from the others while Noble moved to close the gates so they couldn’t escape. 
 
    She didn’t give him a single glance or word of thanks, only dismounted and returned to the fence again. 
 
    Noble steered clear of her—he was no dummy when it came to a fuming woman and knew enough that a closed mouth was the best kind of mouth there was till she cooled off. 
 
    Trouble was, Dalton didn’t seem to be cooling off anytime soon. She was taking this all too seriously, including herself. 
 
    They all watched Timms for a while, and he didn’t seem to get far with the horse. After Vin called out for him to give the horse a break for the day, Gracie jumped back into the ring. 
 
    She looked at Noble. “I’m ready for my horse.” 
 
    He stared at her for a moment. 
 
    “Will you separate one for me?” 
 
    “I’m waitin’ for the magic word,” he drawled, to the answering laughs of the others. 
 
    “Please.” She batted her lashes in an exaggerated manner, which had the guys laughing harder. 
 
    “She knows how to bust a guy’s balls, doesn’t she?” Minich called out. 
 
    “Since ya asked so nice.” Noble turned for the pens where the young horses were all kept and soon separated one out. As soon as he let it loose, he knew this was a feisty one. It was kicking up its hind legs without anybody even putting a rope to it. 
 
    Biting off a smile, Noble nodded to Minich to open the gate. He did, and the animal blasted into the ring. From horseback, Noble could see everything as it went down. 
 
    Gracie tried to jump out of the way and at the same time gain control. The water trough full to the brim stood not far off. The young horse kicked out, and Gracie attempted to lasso it but lost her footing as she tried to dance clear of its path. 
 
    She fell backward in what felt like slow motion to Noble. His breath caught in his throat as her backside hit the water. Then time seemed to speed up to normal again, and she was submersed. 
 
    Her hat fell off and started to sink. He thought to jump forward and grab it, because a man’s—or woman’s—hat was everything. 
 
    Then he remembered how she glared at him or sassed him anytime he’d tried to help her. Don’t waste your time. 
 
    He folded his arms and looked on as she floundered up from the trough and stumbled to her feet. Snorts of laughter filled his ears as the guys watched her stagger back, dripping wet, for the bunkhouse. 
 
    She shook it out and whirled on them. The sight of her soaking curves, jeans and top molded to her body everywhere, grabbed Noble by the guts and twisted. 
 
    He pushed out a breath. 
 
    Hell, she was gorgeous. There was no mistaking she was all woman, and a damn hot one at that. 
 
    She caught him gawking and sent him a glare. 
 
    “Damn, boy, she just gave you a look to melt your balls,” Minich commented. 
 
    They were all staring, but she was choosing him to direct her anger at. If it made things easier for her, he’d take the blame for all of them finding amusement in her situation. 
 
    She picked up her fallen rope and hooked it back on her belt with much ceremony. Then standing tall, she strolled out of the ring and closed the gate behind her. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gracie’d had plenty of moments where her brothers and cousins had embarrassed her. She’d been humiliated before as well, during a riding competition, when she’d failed to make the first jump and knocked five bars in a row before ending up tangled in the sixth and she and her horse had to be rescued. 
 
    She was not going to let her anger burn on her face. Somehow, she would keep the hot flush from scorching over her cheeks, no matter how much it scalded her veins. 
 
    Crap, that was not how things were supposed to turn out. After watching Watkins take his applause and thumps on the back for working with the gelding, she was supposed to strut in there and show everyone her skill. 
 
    Then things had gone south. It was her own fault for forgetting that ranching didn’t follow any rules. Just when she thought she had the upper hand, she was taught a hard lesson in being humble. 
 
    Still, she was livid, and now, dammit, it was burning on her face in two hot patches plus she was drenched. Her boots hadn’t gotten the drenching, though, sticking out of the trough and probably making her look stupider than she guessed. 
 
    And the worst of the group laughing at her had been Watkins. The man hadn’t done more than fold his arms and wear a crooked smirk on his face, but the look in his eyes told her that inside, he was braying like a donkey. 
 
    She covered the ground to the bunkhouse in seconds. On the surface, she must remain cool and collected, but it was easier to do that wearing dry clothes. 
 
    She didn’t even have a spare hat with her—the brown cattleman was her favorite. It would take some time to dry out, but an afternoon in the sun should do the trick. That just left her head bare to the pounding heat of the day, but she’d survive. 
 
    After finding a dry set of clothes, she hung the sopping jeans and shirt over a hay bale out back of the bunkhouse and placed her hat next to the garments. As she strode back to where the guys were still breaking the horses, she knotted a navy blue hanky around her neck to keep the sweat out of her collar. 
 
    She wasn’t going to let them all see she had been anything but composed, especially Watkins. 
 
    When she approached the fence, he gave her a passing glance before turning his attention back to Minich in the ring. She leaned against the fence next to an older guy named Tank. She hadn’t figured out if it was because he was built like a tank or some nickname he’d gotten. 
 
    Perhaps from falling into a water tank the way she just had. 
 
    She cringed to think of what they might call her now, but no matter. She wasn’t here to make friends, just work and fight for one of those two spots. Come fall, she’d be a full-time cowpoke on the Blackburn Ranch. 
 
    One of the three other guys here would be granted a full-time position too, and then they’d have to deal with each other with some semblance of civility. 
 
    What if that man was Watkins? 
 
    From the corner of her eye, she examined him. Those jeans sure did fit him in all the right ways, slung low on his hips and hugging his backside. 
 
    Minich was struggling in the ring. The horse bucked so he lost hold of the rope he held. When he made a lunge for the end, he dang near ended up in the water trough too. 
 
    “Minich’s about to pull a Dalton right there,” someone called out. 
 
    She ducked her head and fixed her stare on the man and the horse in the ring. 
 
    From her side, Vin nudged her with his elbow. “Hey. Don’t let it get to ya. We’ve all had ourselves in a tricky situation that ended up with people laughin’ at us. Plus, it’s my fault for not stopping to have it pulled out.” 
 
    “I grew up with three brothers and six cousins, so I can handle it,” she responded with a quick smile for the foreman. Other than him being her boss, he seemed like a decent type, who knew when to joke around and when to take things seriously. Not unlike the rest of her family. 
 
    “That’s enough, Minich,” Vin called out. He twitched his head. “Get him outta there. We got more fence callin’ our names.” 
 
    As she pushed away from the fence, she caught Watkin’s gaze on her. A weird rush of heat hit her stomach, which could only be her anger surfacing once more. 
 
    She had to get along with the guy, but that didn’t mean she had to like him. 
 
    If he were one of her brothers, she’d plot her revenge. There must be a way to make him look silly or incompetent too. 
 
    As he brushed past her, he said, “You’re gonna wish you had your hat to keep the sun off your neck.” 
 
    Why did the low rumble of his words slide into her mind and spread like a web that her next thoughts caught on? 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I woulda saved your hat, but you told me not to waste my time helpin’ ya.” 
 
    She issued a groan and hurried away from him. What an annoying man. She hoped he wasn’t the last one standing after the summer. She’d prefer to work with Timms or Minich, even if the guy wasn’t as competent. 
 
    One thing was certain—she’d be here on the ranch when the trial run was over, and that meant focusing on herself and not worrying about know-it-all, wannabe cowboys with a false sense of chivalry. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Noble’s stare fell on Gracie as she walked off. Was it his imagination or did those jeans fit her curves like she’d been poured into them? Maybe it was the fact that now he’d seen her soaking wet, he knew what every curve on her looked like. 
 
    It would only be that much better nekkid… 
 
    He snapped his mind from the thoughts. Last thing he needed was a distraction. Ranch life was perilous enough without taking his mind off what he was doing. Ranch workers got killed all the time, in freak accidents with heavy equipment or even livestock. Taking his mind off his chore for a split second could result in catastrophe. 
 
    Why, look at Gracie, unaware of where she stood in relation to the water trough and getting knocked in. If that had been the ledge of a ravine, a misstep could mean death. 
 
    His insides clamped. He didn’t like to think about someone he knew getting injured or killed. At least she’d only taken a swim. 
 
    And what a pretty swim it had been too. He let his grin come out and play. Those Levis and western shirt clinging to her wet curves had been sexier than any swimwear he’d seen on a girl. 
 
    He let his gaze lock on her long legs, wondering how they looked in a dress. 
 
    Or wearing nothing. 
 
    The rest of the day went as expected, with them resetting fence posts the weather had beaten into disrepair. 
 
    He slanted a look at Gracie every so often, just to see how she was matching up. Seemed like a strong contender for the full-time position, and he wasn’t sure how he felt about it. 
 
    When they knocked off for lunch, they’d already put in a full eight hours of work for the day, but it was far from over. After more sandwiches—he hoped they hired that cook any day now—they were back in the field stringing barbed wire between the new fence posts. They’d barely gotten rolling when Vin called for dinner. 
 
    They piled into the trucks again, and Gracie sat against the side, not speaking to anyone. Nobody did, since they were all bushed. As she was jostled against the bed of the truck, Noble found himself staring at her again. 
 
    Her blue eyes were fixed on the horizon as they bumped over fields to reach the main ranch. The way she narrowed them against the sun had Noble’s gut clenching again. 
 
    Why he’d find such a trait sexy he had no idea. The wet clothes made sense to him, but a fierce expression as she squinted against the glare? He didn’t understand it. 
 
    A guy to her right said something to her, and she nodded. Noble wished he could hear what was said, but the truck engine drowned the words. 
 
    What was her story anyway? She came from Dalton stock, and the family was known throughout Texas. Paradise Valley was put on the map because of them. Before that, it’d been a crossroads, a blip in the road. 
 
    So if she came from a huge ranching family like that, why was she on the Blackburn? His mind worked over scenarios, including her getting kicked out of the family or simply going her own way. 
 
    She couldn’t be more than a few years younger than him, either. Why wasn’t she off getting a degree at some university and riding with the flag at some rodeo opening ceremony? Why did she want to work her ass off for someone else’s outfit? 
 
    All these questions had no answers, so he tried to push them from his mind as they all washed up and trailed into the bunkhouse for dinner. Someone who worked in the house brought platters of pork ribs and roasted potatoes, along with enough corn on the cob to feed an army rather than a group of hungry cowpokes. For dessert, the blueberry cobbler went down nice, along with another cup of coffee to energize him enough to get through evening chores. 
 
    Though he was feeling mighty sleepy with all that good food filling his stomach. When they all moved outside once again, he was surprised to see some of the guys stretch out in the grass rather than mount horses. He slowed to watch a moment before realizing they meant to take naps. 
 
    Even Vin lay back and positioned his hat over his face to keep the sun and flies off it. “After supper’s the best time for a little siesta, greenhorns. If you’re not gonna catch some winks, cop a squat at least while we old-timers do,” Vin said. 
 
    From the corner of his eye, Noble saw Gracie making her way to the barn rather than take her ease as the others were. For a moment, he wondered if he should follow her, see what she was up to. He couldn’t have her getting a leg up, after all. 
 
    Watching her hips sway back and forth with every step sure was giving him thoughts of lying down—only not alone. 
 
    No matter how irritating she was, she was damn hot, and if he met her anywhere besides this ranch, he wouldn’t have walked away without her phone number. 
 
    Then he would have called her five minutes later and asked her out for a drink and dancin’. Or maybe to the rodeo in the next town, buying her fresh-cut potato French fries and lemonade from the vendors and wrapping an arm around her when the sun went down. 
 
    He had to keep his focus on the work and off beautiful brunettes… with blue eyes like laser beams when she was angry. 
 
    Gracie Dalton didn’t scare him, though. 
 
    His dad would be downright annoyed with him if he blew his chances here on the ranch. 
 
    He decided not to follow her to the barn and instead, stretched out on the lawn to stare at the clouds rolling across the sky. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    “Get up, boys—and girl. It’s castration day.” Langtry’s announcement had all the guys groaning and Gracie leaping out of her bunk, raring to go. 
 
    She’d done her share of this type of work. Wrangling ornery young bulls was rough, hard work, but what better way to show off her skill than this? 
 
    She made it into the bathroom first, washing up and brushing her teeth so she could down a full cup of coffee before the others got their boots on. 
 
    The woman from the house was back bearing a basket of steamy hot bacon sandwiches on buttery biscuits, and Gracie wasn’t shy about taking two. With the amount of energy she was using, she needed more calories to stay strong and keep on top of her game. 
 
    While the other guys shuffled around getting themselves into order for the day, she munched her biscuits and sipped her coffee. A couple of the men discussed some road construction near the ranch they hoped wouldn’t disrupt their activities, and Gracie listened. 
 
    “You ever castrated bulls before?” Timms asked her as he poured himself a cup of joe. 
 
    She arched a brow. “A time or two.” Lifting her mug to her lips, she eyed him over the rim. 
 
    He sent her a grin. “At least there won’t be a water trough around to fall into, right?” 
 
    She lowered the mug. “To think I thought of you as the less stupid of the greenhorns.” She gave a sad shake of her head. 
 
    Timms gave her a mistrustful look and moved off to grab a sandwich, which he took outside rather than stick around. 
 
    After that, the day got rolling with them saddling up and checking the herd spread across several pastures. They moved the newer cattle again and were told more were being delivered this afternoon, and they had to get a move on with castrating the bulls so they’d be prepared. 
 
    She didn’t so much as throw a glance toward Watkins, and he steered clear of her as well, riding the opposite side of the herd. 
 
    When they got the chute set up, they drove the young bulls one by one between the metal bars and pinned their heads so they couldn’t get loose. They sure could kick, though, which made the person working on the back end of them earn their supper. 
 
    “Vin, you’re up,” Langtry called out. 
 
    The older guy shook his head. “Give them greenhorns a try first. I’ve been doin’ this forty years. I don’t need the practice, but they do.” 
 
    Langtry gave a nod and jerked his head toward Gracie. 
 
    She didn’t waste time moving into position with the tool to clamp on the bull’s balls and end their friskier times. Standing out of the direct path in what her brothers had taught her was the safety zone, she glanced up. “Ready.” 
 
    Was it her imagination or was everyone holding their breath? She couldn’t imagine why. 
 
    Someone reached over the bars and smacked the bull on the rump. It ran straight into the chute and was trapped by a second man. She grabbed the necessary parts, clamped the tool down hard and stepped back as far as she could to keep out of range of the hooves. 
 
    “Tag it and stab it,” Langtry directed. 
 
    Timms got the tag in the bull’s ear, and Watkins gave it a wellness injection. 
 
    They went on down the line for three more bulls before Langtry called a halt to it. “Dalton girl knows what she’s doing—get her outta there. Watkins, you’re in the chute.” 
 
    She watched the man come toward her. His hazel eyes seemed to glimmer with something as they fell over her. She handed him the tool, and he wrapped his fingers around hers a moment before plucking the item from her grasp. 
 
    “Good job, Dalton. You’re not wet this time.” 
 
    Fury rose up, and she couldn’t even think of a smart comeback, so she just moved out of the way. Silently seething, she watched Watkins handle the next bull with no trouble at all. The second tried to give him the slip, but the man was forceful enough to make it work. 
 
    As soon as the third beast approached the chute, she knew it wouldn’t be so accommodating. 
 
    “We got an angry one!” someone called out. 
 
    When Minich tried to drive it between the bars, it turned at the last minute and got itself wedged, leaving Watkins in the worst possible place. 
 
    Gracie swallowed back a cry, her heart in her throat. As much as she disliked the cowpoke, she didn’t want to see anybody kicked or crushed against the metal bars. 
 
    “Get back!” Langtry was off his mount, where he’d been perched to get the best view, and running for the chute. 
 
    The bull got itself free and slammed one of the walls, making the entire metal structure shake. Everyone backed off, but Watkins had only one way out—and it was up and over. 
 
    Rushing forward, Gracie shimmied up the outer side to get high enough to find him a way out, when the bull slammed his back end into Watkins. The man let out that notorious grunt of his but louder and rougher this time. The guys hollered, but Gracie had the answer. 
 
    “Back up and slip the back bar!” 
 
    Watkins threw a look over his shoulder at the long metal pipe they used to keep the bull contained once he was in the chute. 
 
    It was a dangerous maneuver but better than getting crushed over and over. 
 
    “Do it!” she commanded. 
 
    Watkins crouched and rolled. A loud ripping noise followed, and she didn’t realize where it’d come from until he scrambled to his feet. 
 
    His belt loop had somehow gotten caught on a piece of metal, and he’d ripped the back of his pants clear off. A ragged flap hung beneath his hard ass clad in navy boxer briefs. 
 
    A hoot of laughter sounded. Watkins twisted and grabbed the flap of his jeans. 
 
    “You just made yourself a pair of assless chaps, Watkins.” She grinned at him. “At least I only had a wet hat and didn’t ruin my jeans.” She patted the top of her hat and walked away. 
 
    “Get him outta there.” Langtry chuckled. “Vin, looks like the greenhorns lose for the day. Finish it up for us.” 
 
    Vin heaved a sigh and shouldered his way past the group. 
 
    “Watkins, you can head back and get a change of pants,” Langtry said. 
 
    “Nah, I’m good.” He leaned against the fence to watch. He gripped the metal bars high up, showing off the breadth of his shoulders, and it was impossible not to note how the muscled planes of his back ran down to the belt still holding up the rest of his jeans, and down to his exposed carved ass in boxers. 
 
    Gracie jerked her gaze from him and focused on the rest of the operation. 
 
    But Watkins had come close to true injury. She’d seen her cousin Hank suffer a broken leg from a ranching accident, and she wouldn’t wish that on any man. 
 
    She stood several feet away from Watkins. “You know what you did wrong?” she asked. 
 
    Slowly, he turned his head and pierced her in his stare. “I’m sure you’re eager to tell me. But why don’t you save your breath? I wouldn’t want to waste it.” 
 
    She clenched her jaw, feeling her molars grind. Fine. The man wants to get himself killed next time, he can go right ahead.  
 
    She kept her thoughts to herself and concentrated on observing Vin rip through the bulls like the pro he was. She might know her stuff, but only experience would get a person out of the situation Watkins had gotten himself in. If that ever happened to her, she’d know that the bull couldn’t move backward and it was the only escape. 
 
    The man was too cocky for her liking. Her family would hate him too, except her sisters, who would fawn over his good looks. But Gracie liked more substance in a man. With Dalton men as her standard, she wouldn’t waste her time on a guy like Noble Watkins. 
 
    Several times over the course of the morning’s work, she found herself stifling giggles, because the man hadn’t bothered changing his jeans and finished his morning’s work with his ass hanging out. 
 
    “You sure don’t mind being the ‘butt’ of our jokes, boy,” Vin drawled. 
 
    Gracie ducked her head to hide her smile, but Watkins caught it. 
 
    “Dalton, Watkins, you’re partnered up on fence duty while I take Timms and Minich with us into town for supplies.” Langtry’s order had them looking at each other. 
 
    Gracie wasn’t about to argue, though, no matter how much she didn’t want to spend the afternoon in Noble’s company. 
 
    Watkins sauntered away, giving her a prime view of his backside. 
 
    “At least change your jeans,” she called to him. 
 
    He tossed her a glance over his shoulder. A knowing glance. Like he understood exactly where her eyes went every time he presented her with his back. “You ain’t gotta look, Dalton.” 
 
    A furious flush stole over her cheeks, so she yanked her hat down, hoping to cover it or face the men’s teasing. 
 
    Turning on her heels, she strode for the paddock. There, she urged her favored horse to her with a bite of apple. As she stroked its neck to get the mare accustomed to her scent again, a constant battle waged in her mind. 
 
    Noble’s an ass. 
 
    But he’s got a cute one. 
 
    Stop looking at it. 
 
    How can I help it when it’s out there for everyone to see? Besides, he looked at me pretty hard after I fell into the water tank. 
 
    Ugh. Stop. 
 
    With a click of her tongue, she led the horse to the barn and saddled it. A second later, Noble jogged around the barn. The flap of his ripped jeans was no longer loose, and she thought he might have changed fast, but then she saw he’d simply tucked the top bit into the elastic band of his boxers to hold it in place. 
 
    Only a cowboy would come up with a solution like that. If it had been Ford, Easton or Justus, she would have been falling out of her saddle with laughter. But Noble was not her brother. 
 
    My body doesn’t act like he’s my brother either. 
 
    Dear Lord, where had that come from? Her mind was so far from attraction, it might as well be in another county. But now that it had surfaced… Well, she wasn’t going to think about that. 
 
    She was here to do a job and do it right, starting with the fence. 
 
    She tapped her heels into her mare and guided it around the barn. The field where they were repairing fence was some distance off, and it was a good day for ridin’—a nice breeze on her face and throat, and the scent of hay filled her nose. 
 
    A minute later, Noble caught up to her. He drew his horse abreast. It was impossible for her not to notice how easy he rode, as if he’d been born in the saddle. 
 
    “What’s your family do?” she asked, surprising herself that she had spoken at all. 
 
    He cocked a brow at her. “We’re gettin’ chummy now, exchanging family history?” 
 
    “Just wondered where you learned all this. Is your family in the ranchin’ biz?” 
 
    He grunted, the sound a low rumble in his throat that worked its way under her skin every time he made it. 
 
    “We all know your family’s in the ranchin’ biz.” He shot her a look. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean? Do you think I’m getting some preferential treatment because of it or something? I’m pretty sure I know how to handle myself.” 
 
    He eyed her, rolling in the saddle in a way that had her looking away. “Did I say you don’t know how to handle yourself? You’re awfully defensive. Typical woman.” 
 
    She barked a laugh. “So it’s a female trait now. I wondered how long it’d take to cross that gender line.” 
 
    “Don’t act like you aren’t gunning for Timms, Minich and me just because we’re men and you have to prove yourself.” 
 
    She bit off an angry retort. He was trying to get a rise out of her, and she had to keep her calm first and foremost, show him she didn’t give a damn what he said, because he could not get to her. 
 
    Giving him her sweetest smile she only used to bribe her daddy or one of her uncles, she continued to ride on. 
 
    “What’s that for?” 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “That smile.” 
 
    “Just enjoying the day.” She tipped her face up to the sun. 
 
    The noise he made sounded like the groan of a wild animal. “Don’t act like you aren’t gunning for my job.” 
 
    Her head whipped around at his statement. “Your job? I’m pretty sure I’m gunning for my job, buddy.” 
 
    “Well, buddy, if we do end up working together on a permanent basis, you’re going to be dealing with me every day. You up for that?” 
 
    Instead of answering, she kicked her horse’s sides, sending it shooting across the field. She had to get away from this imbecile before she said or did something she regretted. 
 
    Noble might know his way around the ranch, have a firm bottom and a voice that trickled over a girl’s senses like water kissing over the edges of a shore, but he was also a jerk. 
 
    A jerk she might end up working with permanently, like he said. 
 
    They might be thrust together in a partnership on the fence for today, but in the future, she’d be better off buddying up with Minich. Then at least his failures would make her look good. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    “Bet I can hammer more o’ these posts in than you today.” 
 
    Noble looked up at Gracie. Unsurprised by the challenge in her eyes, he drawled, “Sure you’re up for that bet, Dalton? I’m bigger and stronger than you.” 
 
    She chuckled. “Only a competition would prove it.” 
 
    He faced her and took a step nearer, forcing her back up against the side of the truck where they were getting their supplies from the back. “You’re on,” he said. 
 
    She grabbed everything she needed and took off for the fence line, and he was left a moment to deal with the aftereffects of her hips swaying. Damn, did she have to be so tempting? 
 
    Grabbing a sledgehammer, he strode to his own bit of fence. They each went at the work like men on an old chain gang, driving posts rather than spikes for the railroad. He’d done three to her two, but somehow, he looked up and saw she’d bested him by one more. 
 
    “What the…?” he muttered, dialing up the speed. 
 
    She paused for a drink, and he wanted one too—his throat was parched. But he wasn’t going to allow the woman to show him up. Any other woman, sure, but not Miss Gracie Dalton. The woman was a pure pain in his ass, and he wouldn’t give her the gratification of winning. 
 
    She slammed another post home with several swings of her sledgehammer. The wind kicked some of the dust they were stirring into his eyes, and he had to take a moment to blink until they were clear. By then, she’d bested him again. 
 
    This time Noble went balls to the wall, beating the posts in as fast as his body could go. When he looked up again, they were neck and neck, the same number of posts. 
 
    Don’t tell me we’re matched. We ain’t matched in any way, shape or form. 
 
    But even after another hour of hard labor, with both of them slowing now, neither seemed to be able to get ahead of the other. 
 
    “Guess we call it a truce,” he called over to her. 
 
    She shook her head. “Not on your life, Watkins.” 
 
    He grunted before letting another blow of the sledgehammer fly. “Suit yourself. I can go all day.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes in that way he was coming to find such a turn-on. “So can I.” 
 
    A trickle of warm ran through his groin at the thought of her having the same sort of stamina in bed, but he daren’t say what was on his mind, or he’d find himself buried in this very pasture. 
 
    He smiled to himself. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Noble had been in a bad mood since the damn wake-up alarm went off and he heard Gracie’s feet hit the floor before any others. 
 
    The woman was a try-hard, and nobody liked a kiss-ass suck-up. Especially him. 
 
    He’d known her type in high school and various jobs he’d worked before settling in to help his father with the hauling business. She was so focused on some invisible gold medal—in this case, the permanent ranch position. 
 
    After he stumbled out of the bathroom, first thing he saw was Gracie’s round ass, in Levis so tight she looked about to split them with the slightest movement, as she strode out the door of the bunkhouse to start ahead of the rest of them. 
 
    Noble barely had time to gulp down his coffee, burning his mouth in the process, and stuff a bacon sandwich into his stomach before Langtry was ordering them all out into the yard to get the day’s instructions. 
 
    It wasn’t even light, the horizon just showing a flicker of dark blue that seemed to hold up the blacker sky from the fields below. Noble spread his legs wide and fixed his stare on Langtry, but out of the corner of his eye, he saw Gracie sidling up beside Minich. The cowpoke gave her a crooked grin, and she answered with a nod. 
 
    A small gesture that set Noble off even more. 
 
    She looked up and caught him staring, but he didn’t care—he didn’t move his gaze away. 
 
    He arched a brow, and she arched one right back. His guts shouldn’t clench at such a thing, yet here he stood with his balls aching all of a sudden. 
 
    As Langtry told them their first chore was to take the horses the others had been training for six months or more up to the trail and let them have a real ride that wasn’t around the paddock, Noble studied Gracie openly. 
 
    Her hat was pushed back enough to see her face clearly. Beautiful eyes and strong brows, a feminine, straight nose and lips that would either slice a man to ribbons with the words that came out of them or slay him with an upward quirk of a smile. 
 
    So far, he’d never been on the receiving end of one of those smiles. None of them had. She was as serious as a case of the scours in a newborn calf. 
 
    As Noble stared at her face, he found what he really liked about her was the stubborn tilt of her chin. It bore a small divot perfect for his thumb if he ever had a chance to tip her head back and claim her mouth. 
 
    Dropping his gaze over her tan western shirt and the line of pearl buttons, he landed on her tiny waist that flared into hips he could envision sinking his fingers into all too easy. 
 
    Another tick downward of his eyes and he was staring at what he knew were powerful thighs even hidden away in her jeans. And between them… 
 
    He jerked his gaze up to find hers locked on him. Since she wasn’t scowling, she must not have realized he was examining her so close. He felt his mouth dry out as she cut her gaze over his chest and lower over the rest of his body. 
 
    His cock took notice and started to swell. 
 
    “Mount up, everyone.” Langtry’s voice jerked him from his moment of insanity. Thank God. He didn’t need to let his imagination get carried away with Gracie. She was like the worst tasting cough syrup inside a pretty package. As a kid, he’d drank enough of the stuff to know he didn’t want a taste. 
 
    But the seed was planted—deep. He couldn’t shake the idea of having Gracie… rolling in the grass, under the stars, hard and pounding over a hay bale. All the rest of the morning while they took the cautious newbie horses out on the trail, his mind, and eyes, kept wandering to her. 
 
    She rode up ahead of him, giving him a torturous view of her ass shifting around in the saddle. She handled her horse with expert skill, and if he was honest, she definitely deserved a spot on the ranch. 
 
    He just wanted the other one. 
 
    Minich trotted up next to her and when he said something, she tipped her head back and laughed. 
 
    The sound reached into Noble’s brain and tugged at strings connected to parts he didn’t know he had. The pull on his groin he knew well enough. But his mouth twisted into a scowl he couldn’t reason out until she laughed again at Minich’s words. 
 
    Jealousy. 
 
    He didn’t like her talking to the guy, riding next to him… and especially not finding him amusing. 
 
    In Noble’s book, the guy was a lot weaker than he made himself out to be. He might have enough training to get by so far without mishap, but it was only a matter of time before he tripped up and got himself, an animal or another cowpoke hurt. 
 
    Gracie was holding a conversation with the asshole too. Noble’d never seen the like of that before. She kept to herself mostly, only answering or questioning as needed. Head down, work hard seemed to be her motto. 
 
    It was Noble’s as well. 
 
    The rest of the day, he struggled to keep his focus on his tasks and ignore how friendly Gracie was with Minich. When they partnered up for fence duty, Noble heaved a sigh and headed to the opposite side of the line with Tank, determined not to let it bother him. 
 
    Why was it bothering him, anyway? He didn’t have a damn clue. 
 
    Dinnertime came and went, with everyone taking a nap in the field as usual before evening chores. He tried his best to drift off too, but he was too restless. Instead, he took off walking. There was a spot on the Blackburn his father had mentioned several times, a beautiful lookout and prime place to think. 
 
    He needed that right now. 
 
    The country was beautiful, green and lush. Grasses swished against his boots and calves as he mounted the small crest of the hill. Planting one boot ahead of him, he took a knee and gave a moment of thanks for the life he had. 
 
    Then he sank down to his behind and slung one arm around his knee. Taking a deep breath, he savored the flavors of the air. Five minutes moved to ten. 
 
    To think his dad had once sat here looking out at the same landscape gave him a feeling of homesickness for his father. He wondered if he’d gotten the old engine repaired. 
 
    If Noble earned his spot here, the job would mean not seeing his father much, but the old man would be proud of him. 
 
    He looked up at a grunting noise to see the long legs that had haunted him all day suddenly beside him. 
 
    He peered at Gracie. “Didn’t know I was getting company,” he said. 
 
    “I didn’t know you were up here. I’ll go.” 
 
    “You don’t have to. It’s a free hill.” He waved a hand. 
 
    She hesitated a moment before sitting down several feet away from him. They sat in silence for a long moment. 
 
    “You asked what my reason is for being here,” he said at last. “It’s this.” 
 
    She turned her head to fix him in her gaze. The blue of her eyes burned so intense from beneath her hat that he didn’t know if it was a good idea to be alone with her. 
 
    He went on, “This spot. My dad sat here when he worked the Blackburn and my grandfather before him. Three generations of us.” 
 
    She nodded. “I see.” 
 
    “You did real good with the horses this morning.” 
 
    With a direct look that felt like an arrow shooting through his chest, she lifted a shoulder in a shrug. “Doesn’t much matter to me what you think of my skills, as long as Langtry and Blackburn think I’m worthy.” 
 
    Noble shook his head. “You don’t always need to be a hard ass, you know, Gracie.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means that we’re all in this together.” 
 
    “We’re pitted against each other.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean you can’t make a friend.” He bit off the rest of his sentence about her being pretty chummy with Minich. 
 
    “Noble, we’re always going to have to agree to disagree. We’re too different.” Her use of his name was another punch right to the solar plexus. He pushed out a breath and tried to keep himself from crawling across the grass and hauling her over his lap. 
 
    Trouble was, he didn’t know if he’d spank her round bottom or kiss her senseless. 
 
    “Probably more alike than you think,” he muttered. 
 
    “Look, I’m not in this for the friendship.” She got to her feet and turned to go. 
 
    “Too bad,” he said quietly. “I could use a friend.” 
 
    Her step faltered as she headed back down the hill, but she didn’t look back. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Gracie whacked the sledgehammer into the fence post with all her might, hoping to drive it in deeper and faster than the twenty others before it. This fence would not best her—though it was trying its damnedest. 
 
    She was in need of a cold dunk in the pond and a clean set of clothes. The morning was ninety degrees at least, and she was soaked in sweat and grime. To top things off, her fence partner was Noble. 
 
    She swore Langtry paired them just to torture her. He knew how well she’d been working with Minich over the course of the week, so why the change? 
 
    She swung the sledgehammer to the ground and shot a glare at Noble. He stood not far off, enjoying a cold beverage while she exhausted herself with the fence posts. Though, to be fair, she had insisted she could do the hammering part. 
 
    Seeing her looking at him, he lowered the jug of sweet tea and backhanded his wet lips. “Want me to take over?” 
 
    She did. She just didn’t want to admit it. 
 
    “You’re not doing bad,” he said with a healthy dollop of cheer that set her teeth together in a hard snap. 
 
    “Bad for what? A girl?” She hoisted the heavy sledgehammer and delivered a crushing blow to the fence post that drove it three inches into the dirt. “Don’t go puttin’ an asterisk by my name, Watkins.” 
 
    He waved a hand. “Gracie Dalton is damn good with a sledgehammer—asterisk—for a girl.” 
 
    “Well at least I don’t smell as bad as you,” she bit off, swinging again. 
 
    “No?” He moved up close and took a good sniff of the air surrounding her. 
 
    “No,” she returned. 
 
    She might be a tomboy, a cowpoke and prided herself on being a hard worker, but that didn’t mean she didn’t have enough female sensibility to want to smell good. 
 
    She gave herself a secret sniff as she lifted the sledge once more. Yeah, she smelled. Still, it wasn’t as bad as Noble. 
 
    “I can do this work as well as any man here or better,” she said. 
 
    He leaned against the post she’d just drilled into the ground before it with nothing more than backbreaking muscle, sweat and drive. 
 
    “Stop taking notes on everything I’m doing.” She bit off the words between smacks on the post. 
 
    “That’s not what I was thinking at all.” 
 
    Pausing, she sliced a look at him. 
 
    “I was thinkin’ about that wet shirt molded to your body after you fell into the trough.” 
 
    She almost choked on her own surprised gasp. “Should I just beat you over the head now or wait till you’re asleep?” 
 
    He chuckled, a low sound that felt dirty, hot and irritating all at the same time. Then he pushed up close to her and plucked the sledgehammer right out of her hands. 
 
    She wrinkled her nose at the smell he gave off, but if he cared about her own aroma, he didn’t show it. In fact, he hovered over her. Up close, even the creases of his eyes held a layer of dust and sweat. 
 
    And his beard was sprouting in the heat and humidity, coming in thick and black on his angled jaw. He gave her a crooked smile that cut a path up his tanned cheek and popped a dimple. 
 
    Dear God. Why hadn’t she ever noticed that dimple before? Maybe she’d never looked close enough or seen him smile so big. Either way, the little divot made her want to brush her lips over it. 
 
    She stepped back, relinquishing the tool. 
 
    “I suppose you expect me to watch and learn from the master,” she said. 
 
    “No.” Whack, whack. “I’m just not as tired as you. Yet.” He threw her another grin, this time featuring both lifted corners of his mouth… and two dimples. 
 
    Two. 
 
    Dimples. 
 
    “How does a man as rugged as Noble Watkins have dimples?” She reached for the jug of sweet tea he’d abandoned. The cool brew slipped down her parched throat and made another layer of sweat break out on her, which meant her clothes clung to her more. 
 
    Noble turned his head toward her, smiling to show off the dimples she’d mentioned. “You like ’em?” 
 
    “Only little girls with golden ringlets have dimples.” 
 
    “Plenty o’ women have enjoyed them in the past.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not one of them.” 
 
    “Good. Because I don’t like that divot in your chin either.” 
 
    She almost lifted a hand to slap it over the small genetic trait her father had passed on to her. Instead, she raised her chin a notch to proudly display it. “Plenty o’ men have liked it in the past,” she threw back at him. 
 
    Laughing, he finished the post, kicked a little more dirt around the base and moved on to the next six feet down the line. She took her rest for the next dozen or so, before he dropped the sledgehammer and reached for the tea jug she’d almost drained. 
 
    Somehow, watching him bring the plastic rim to his lips, that had just touched her own, gave her a funny feeling low in her stomach. 
 
    When Langtry called them off the task for the day, she was relieved as hell. Not only to get a break from the labor in the heat but so she didn’t see Noble bend over for the thousandth time and think for the thousandth time how prime his backside was. 
 
    Perfect for grabbing. 
 
    Digging in her nails. 
 
    And pulling him into her. 
 
    Disgust washed over her as they hitched a ride back to the main ranch. The guys all piled out of the pickup and walked straight to the stock tank. Taking turns dipping their hats in the water and setting them back on their heads so cold streams of water ran down their necks and backs was the highlight of her day. 
 
    No, it had not been when Noble mentioned her wet shirt. 
 
    Or gave her a damn good view of his ass, dimples and everything in between. 
 
    With the morning’s work behind them, they took a break for lunch. After that, Langtry separated them into two groups. Some would continue the trail rides with the younger horses while the rest got the small herd of new cattle integrated into the main herd. 
 
    As they called her name to go with the herd and then Noble’s to hit the dusty trails, the man sent her a long look, and then dropped his head. 
 
    Again, that flutter took up in her core, and she firmly shoved it down. She had work to do here, and she should be glad Noble wouldn’t be part of her afternoon. 
 
    She strode to the paddock to saddle up and then forgot her leather gloves in the bunkhouse and headed back for them. When she reached the door, Noble stepped up to the opening. 
 
    But he wasn’t only blocking her way. 
 
    He was staring at her with a burning intensity, two fireworks in his eyes. 
 
    “I forgot—” 
 
    “Your gloves,” he answered for her. 
 
    Why was the air suddenly sucked out of Texas? Her lungs constricted as she struggled to draw a breath. Then, when she did, her senses filled with the musk of the man still barring her way. 
 
    “Excuse me while I get them.” Why was she being so polite? Normally, she’d be giving him enough sass for three cowboys. 
 
    He continued to stare at her as he slowly shuffled aside, allowing her just enough room to slip by him and into the bunkhouse. Heart pounding for some unknown reason, she grabbed her gloves. 
 
    On the return, Noble still stood there, half blocking the doorway. 
 
    She stepped out. 
 
    “Gracie.” His low, deep voice was a rumble over her mind, body and every nerve ending she owned. 
 
    She came to a dead stop, only inches away from him. She stared at his mouth, and she felt his gaze traveling over her face. 
 
    “Be careful out there,” he grated out. 
 
    Without another word, he walked away, leaving her staring at his strong back. What the hell was that? And what was this reaction she was having to him? 
 
    Whatever it was, she couldn’t be late to join her party, so she hurried to saddle a horse and mount up. Riding out and listening to the other guys talk didn’t get her mind off what had just occurred between her and Noble. 
 
    The way he’d stood there, so close, fists clenched at his sides and his stare burning a hole through her… That wasn’t a normal, everyday thing that happened between people. 
 
    She replayed it in her mind three times then four, and each time, she felt that rush of awareness just like the first time. Her insides felt a little fluttery too. 
 
    Never in all her years of being around guys had one made her feel so… so… off balance, was the only word that came to mind. 
 
    Maybe it was Noble’s intent—to throw her off her game so she’d make some huge error and end up out of the running for the position. 
 
    Compressing her lips, she tried to squelch the moment between them but found it impossible to feel anything but that same gravity, like they were rotating around the same sun in sync. 
 
    Ugh—clearly, the sun had gone to her head and scrambled her brains. 
 
    She focused on the talk between Timms and Langtry, who was heading them, leaving Vin to go with the other men. 
 
    “I heard rumors about the Blackburn women,” Timms was saying. 
 
    Her ears perked up, and she guided her horse closer to listen. 
 
    Langtry sliced a look his way. “Rumors are never true. Don’t you know that by now?” 
 
    “If they’re true, why isn’t there a Blackburn woman out here with us right now, pushing the new herd to pasture?” 
 
    A grunt came from Langtry. It was the universal sound of cowboys, though Noble had the market cornered on grunting rather than saying what was on his mind. 
 
    “So it ain’t true that Blackburn’s granddaughter asked to work on the ranch and they sent her off to school back East instead?” Timms pushed. 
 
    Gracie blinked. She didn’t know everything about the Blackburn family, only that there were two sons who were now running most of the operations while the old man got to kick back and relax more. 
 
    But she didn’t know anything about a daughter. 
 
    Langtry’s next words gripped her by the guts and twisted. “That’s true enough. Josie wanted to fill one of the positions, but they asked her to attend school instead.” 
 
    “Because they don’t trust women to do the job right, is what I heard,” Timms went on. 
 
    Everyone tossed a look at Gracie, who kept her gaze on her horse’s ears. But her insides had gone cold. 
 
    When Langtry only grunted again in response, not denying Timm’s claim, she felt the burn of anger and a prickle of tears behind her eyes. She’d never, ever let a single drop fall, but she couldn’t help but think she was out here wasting her time. If what Timms said was true, that they didn’t feel a woman could handle the work, why was she even here? 
 
    Maybe they’d only accepted her as a contender because of her last name. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Noble threw Gracie a look from across the dinner table. So far, she’d only picked at the food on her plate even though they must have gotten a cook, because it was a real meal and not just sandwiches. 
 
    Her mashed potatoes must have gone cold by now, but she forked some up, brought them to her mouth but then lowered her fork to her plate, obviously giving up on pretending to eat. 
 
    Whatever had happened out there today, she was upset by it. She’d come back with her head down and her heels practically dragging the floor, and he knew she wasn’t tired. The woman had the stamina of two men put together. 
 
    He had to get her alone to ask her what was wrong. 
 
    When she pushed back her chair and took care of her dishes, he stood too, hoping to catch her as soon as she went outside, but she was too quick for him. He didn’t see hide nor hair of her in the yard or thereabouts. 
 
    Where would she go? He crisscrossed the property, from barn to outbuildings and back but didn’t see her. 
 
    Then it hit him—the one place she might go to be alone. 
 
    He started up the hill to the lookout where they’d bumped into each other before. The grasses were higher and would need to be cut soon. He imagined hours of baling ahead of them. Even with equipment to do a lot of the heavy work, the cowpokes would still be coated in sweat and hay for days until the task was complete. 
 
    As soon as he crested the hill, he spotted her. Back to him, arms slung around her knees. The set of her shoulders gave him a sharp pang. He felt himself moving forward, the urge to comfort her strong. 
 
    When he took a seat beside her, she didn’t even look his way. Unsure of what to say, he remained silent in hopes she’d spill what was weighing on her. 
 
    “Why am I here?” she suddenly spat. 
 
    Rocked and shaken to his core that Gracie, who was so full of determination and drive, would question herself, his jaw dropped. “You’re here to do a damn good job for the Blackburns.” 
 
    Suddenly, she jerked her head to stare at him, eyes the blue of flames. “You know they sent Blackburn’s daughter away because they don’t want women working the ranch.” 
 
    His brows crinkled. “No, I don’t know that.” 
 
    “Langtry didn’t deny it when Timms asked about the rumor. They drove their daughter off, so how could I ever get this?” 
 
    “Gracie.” 
 
    She flicked her gaze up to his. 
 
    “You are worthy of a chance. Maybe Blackburn’s daughter wasn’t.” 
 
    She pushed out a snort. “A woman born and raised to this?” She spread her hand toward the view of pasture dotted with cattle and fence for miles. “The fact that she asked to do it is enough evidence she believed she could.” 
 
    He couldn’t argue that. 
 
    “Whatever their reasons for not wanting her to do this job, it doesn’t affect you.” 
 
    “Why am I even talking to you about this?” She jumped to her feet, but before she could take a single step, he was standing beside her. He grabbed her by the wrist. 
 
    Under his fingers, her bones felt solid and warm. The contact shouldn’t have him hard as rock, but his jeans were suddenly far too tight. 
 
    She bowed her head, not pulling from his hold, just utterly still. 
 
    He edged a step closer until he felt her body heat wash over him and smelled the sweet fragrance of mint gum and vanilla body wash. He knew that was what she used, because he’d seen it in the shower—and smelled it. He didn’t like to think of the other guys smelling it too, but they probably did. 
 
    “Gracie.” Her name came out as a rough plea, but he didn’t know what the hell he was even asking of her. 
 
    To come closer. 
 
    To let him kiss her. 
 
    To stay and fight for what she wanted and not give up. 
 
    She took a shaky breath. Head bowed, her hat concealed her face from him, and damn, he wished she’d show him her eyes. 
 
    He looked down at where his fingers wrapped around her wrist to see her own fingers extended, and a slight tremble ran through her. 
 
    “Noble, this isn’t a good idea,” she said at last. 
 
    Her breathy words only amped up the tension strung through his body like live wires. 
 
    He stared at the top of her hat, silently urging her to look at him. One glance and he’d know what he wanted. 
 
    Then he’d have her mouth under his in a crushing kiss. 
 
    She pulled away slowly, as if waiting for him to grab her back. Damn, he wanted to, but he let his hand drop instead. Taking a step away from him, she glanced up. The blue of her eyes was more intense. 
 
    She bit into her lower lip before giving a shake of her head and turning. He watched her walk back down the hill. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Down time was scarce around the Blackburn Ranch, but since it was Sunday morning, they were given a bit of leave to attend church services or run home and visit family members who lived close enough. 
 
    Gracie had neither of those on her mind, but she did feel the need to call home. To speak to her parents or one of her sisters might center her again, and she needed that right now. 
 
    Leaning her back against a fence post, she took out her phone and dialed home. Nobody picked up, and she went to voicemail. So she tried her sister Jessamine next, and she answered on the first ring. 
 
    “If it isn’t my long-lost sister,” Jessamine sang out. 
 
    Gracie smiled at hearing her sister’s—and one of her best friends, if she was honest—voice. “How’s everything?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, Momma’s having a cow because Daddy doesn’t want to keep the spring kids that were just born. Says we have enough goats, but you know Momma and how much of a softy she is for those cute little kids.” 
 
    “They are cute,” Gracie admitted, still smiling. 
 
    “I think Daddy’ll give in, don’t you?” Jessamine asked. 
 
    “Yep. He’s a softy for her. What about Kizzy?” 
 
    “She’s raisin’ hell as usual. Got in trouble for running off with Chaz for a weekend in Vegas and not tellin’ anybody. Our parents were convinced she was eloping, but we all know Kizzy won’t settle down for maybe a hundred years.” 
 
    “If that.” Gracie laughed about their youngest sister’s antics. She had a lot of growing up to do, but why bother when she was fresh out of high school with her entire life to get dragged down by the weight of responsibilities? 
 
    “At least tell me she won something at the slot machines,” Gracie said. 
 
    “Two bucks.” 
 
    “At least she was up.” 
 
    “Right! So how are you doing on the Blackburn? Is it everything you dreamed of and more?” Jessamine had a direct way of finding what troubled someone and picking off the scab. 
 
    Ignoring the question, Gracie turned the conversation to their brothers and cousins in Paradise Valley. Then Jessamine mentioned their distant second cousins—or maybe they were third—Gracie never could remember, and don’t get her started on the once or twice removed. 
 
    Either way, more Daltons were spread to the north. They didn’t see that branch of the family tree often, seeing how they were in Colorado, but Gracie had good memories of family picnics and playing with cousins who were around their same age and having lots in common with them, as they were a big, close-knit ranching family too. 
 
    She listened to how one older cousin had gotten married and then filed for divorce almost immediately. The rumors were flying in the family, but nobody knew what had prompted him to do such a thing. 
 
    “You know that bloodline is far more scandalous than we are down here in Texas,” Gracie said. 
 
    Jessamine laughed, and Gracie could picture her sister clearly, which brought about a homesickness she hadn’t expected to feel. “I think Kizzy’s trying to remedy that misconception.” 
 
    “More power to her. She might as well sow her oats till she figures out what she wants in life.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer me, Gracie. What about you and the Blackburn? Are you doing okay?” Her tone gentled, and Gracie had to pinch the bridge of her nose as she thought about her sister’s words. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s all great. Too much work but it’s good work that keeps us busy.” 
 
    “You’ve got a lot of the summer left there. Think you’ll stick it out?” 
 
    Now they were at the crux of the conversation. Gracie was no quitter. But since hearing the Blackburns weren’t going to allow a woman to do the work, she didn’t feel all that motivated either. 
 
    “I’ll stick it out,” she heard herself say, though till that moment she hadn’t been so sure of her answer. “Even if I don’t get a place here, I’ll have more experience under my belt and maybe they’ll need me in Paradise Valley eventually.” 
 
    There—she’d said it. 
 
    “That ranch is overrun with Daltons. I haven’t counted, but I bet there’s fifty of them by now, with the way they’re all reproducing. Like rabbits,” Jessamine said. 
 
    Gracie snorted. “That’s true enough.” 
 
    Her sister sighed over the line. “We all know you hoped to graduate and become the business-minded Dalton down there in the valley, Sis. Don’t feel too bad if there isn’t room there for you too.” 
 
    Damn, did her sister have to dig at every sore spot? 
 
    “I’m good with wherever I end up. Because I’m a believer in you ending up where you need to be when you need to be there.” 
 
    “Right. And at this moment, you’re meant to be on the Blackburn. When you comin’ for a visit? We miss you, and you’ve gotta help me dig up this flower bed Momma asked us to do months ago. You left home before you could finish the job, remember?” 
 
    Gracie grinned at having missed out on completing that awful chore. “I remember. Have fun with that, Jessa! Love you, bye!” 
 
    She ended the call before her sister could respond and giggled at what her sister’s face would look like right now. She lowered the phone, still grinning, and glanced up to see Noble standing a dozen yards away, watching her. 
 
    If the wind was right, he would have heard every word. But since it was blowing in her face, that was unlikely. 
 
    A warm knot tightened in her guts as she acknowledged his eyes on her. One thumb was hitched in the front pocket of his jeans and he wore his shirt untucked this morning, since it was their time off. 
 
    The undone appearance made him look even more rugged. The bad boy couldn’t get away with being so tough once he showed off those dimples, though. 
 
    She stared back without apology, looking her fill as he did her. 
 
    The dinner bell rang, but it wasn’t even dinner yet. Noble’s head jerked toward the sound, and she jumped up, crossing to where he stood in long strides. 
 
    “Trouble?” she said. 
 
    “Gotta be. C’mon.” 
 
    They took off for the bunkhouse, where Vin stood outside near the dinner bell he’d just rung to call them all inside. Only four other guys had answered the call, all looking tense. 
 
    “Got some fence broken up along the east corner. Some of the herd escaped.” 
 
    “Who found it?” Noble asked. 
 
    “Langtry took a ride up there for pleasure and saw it. He’s alerting Blackburn right now,” Vin answered. 
 
    “Do we go after them?” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll have to take what men we have left on the ranch and spread out, cover all the territory we can while the others do a head count.” 
 
    Minutes later, they were all saddled up with Noble and Gracie in charge of the count while two others from the group herded the cattle their way, and the rest went on a reconnaissance mission to collect the escapees. 
 
    “Forty-nine,” Noble said. 
 
    “No, fifty. You counted wrong.” 
 
    “Dammit, we can’t count differently, woman.” 
 
    “Then get it right,” she snapped. “Go over and count that group right while I stall the riders from sending more our way.” 
 
    “So dang bossy,” Noble muttered but moved off.  
 
    A few minutes later, he rode back. One glance at his burning face and clenched jaw and she knew she’d been right about the number. 
 
    She gave him a smile and resumed her duty, counting the rest that moved her way. 
 
    “That’s it,” she said as the last passed her. 
 
    “That leaves nine missin’,” Noble said. 
 
    She drew her brows together. “You mean eight.” 
 
    “No, there’s supposed to be 152 in this herd.” 
 
    She shook her head. “That’s not right. We added the new cows to the herd, remember?” 
 
    “That’s countin’ the new ones. The herd was split and half driven to the north pasture two days ago.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re as aware of what goes on around here as you think, Watkins.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to retort, but Vin came over the rise at that moment, driving three more ahead of him. 
 
    Gracie and Noble each spouted off a different number for the head count and then glared at each other. 
 
    “If you’re gonna make it here, you’d better get your shit together, Watkins.” 
 
    “And you’d better learn to work with others and admit when you’re wrong, Dalton.” 
 
    His emphasis on her name gave her a shiver that had nothing to do with his words and everything to do with the heat of his voice. 
 
    “What’s the count?” Vin asked, drawing up near them. 
 
    “We can’t agree,” Noble said at once. 
 
    Vin narrowed his eyes. “Count ’em again. We gotta know the true number.” He leveled his stare at Noble and then Gracie. “Find a way to work together. There’s no room for fightin’ on this ranch.” 
 
    He rode off, leaving Gracie feeling like she’d just caught hell from an uncle. 
 
    Vin was right—she might be fighting for her permanent position here but to achieve it, she had to do the job right, preferably on the first try. 
 
    She flicked her head toward the herd. “We gotta circle them back around and do the count again,” she said to Noble. 
 
    He seemed to have drawn the same conclusion as she had. With a grunt, he sent his horse lurching toward the herd. 
 
    This time they both came out with a different number from their first—but the same one in the end. 157 head of cattle, including the ones Vin had recovered, and they were still missing four. Seemed they’d both been wrong. 
 
    After the afternoon spent recovering the rest and moving them to another pasture until the fence could be repaired, they headed back to the ranch. Gracie lagged behind, not in any hurry to return and get her ass chewed. 
 
     When she noticed Noble had started drifting back to join her, she stiffened. She ended up riding alongside him. 
 
    “We both screwed that up,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Don’t you think you should apologize then?” 
 
    She gaped at him, too shocked to do more than open and close her mouth for a moment. Then the words burst from her. “For what?” 
 
    “For bein’ so stubborn.” 
 
    “You were just as stubborn!” 
 
    He reined up and so did she, allowing the others to circle the property out of sight. 
 
    They faced each other. 
 
    “I’ve never met anyone so annoying in my life as you, Noble,” she shot out. 
 
    He settled his stare on her before sliding off his saddle and to the ground. He stood there, reins in hand, staring up at her. 
 
    She swung off her mount too and faced him. 
 
    He let go of his reins, and so did she. 
 
    Then he reached for her. 
 
    She threw herself at him. 
 
    The crush of his mouth over hers was bruising, all-consuming… and the hottest thing she’d ever experienced in her life. He pressed his thumb into the point of her chin and tipped her head back where he wanted it, slanting his mouth over hers as she grabbed at his shoulders for purchase. 
 
    Need exploded through her system, taking over every thought pattern that might have reminded her this was a terrible idea to be kissing him back. 
 
    Noble made a low sound in his throat, and she felt the rumble of his chest against her breasts. She parted her lips, and he plunged his tongue inside without restraint. 
 
    Just like she knew he would. The man was incapable of holding back. 
 
    Trouble was, so was she. 
 
    He fed her his tongue, and she swiped hers over his, earning her a deep groan. Wiggling closer, she pasted herself to his firm body with not so much as a pang of regret. 
 
    He moved his hands to cup her face, cradling it with such gentleness that she automatically slowed the kiss to savor it. When she ran her hands over his broad shoulders to scuff her knuckles over his jaw, she thought she’d combust with desire. 
 
    The roughness of his beard beneath her fingertips and the callused brush of his hands on her cheeks was so damn perfect. 
 
    And she hadn’t even known she’d been looking for it till now. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Noble couldn’t get enough of Gracie’s lips, tongue and her body pressed against his. His cock throbbed to find a path even closer to her, and the way she was rubbing her breasts against his chest told him how affected she was as well. 
 
    He rubbed his thumbs up and down her jawline, learning the shape of her even as he went in for more of her taste. Thrusting his tongue into her mouth, burning at the heat she gave off, he hauled her closer with a hand on her lower back. 
 
    She was damp from perspiration, but so was he, and by his guess, they could make one hell of a sweaty fun ride together. 
 
    Breathing hard but not wanting to let her go even a fraction away from him, he tore his lips free. Their noses brushed, and she nuzzled him. 
 
    The woman actually nuzzled him. 
 
    Jesus, she was all feminine wiles under her toughened leather exterior. He’d known it all along. 
 
    “Gracie,” he heard himself say. 
 
    “Why do you just say my name like that?” she whispered, eyelashes dipping over those baby blues he couldn’t look into enough. 
 
    “It’s the same thing that beats through my brain hour after hour, day after day. I’ve tried to get rid of it, but I can’t.” His words came out as hot as a branding iron plunged into the flames. 
 
    “Makes you sound mentally unstable,” she said in a breathy rasp. 
 
    He chuckled, moving in for another kiss. Leave it to her to insult him between wild kisses. Their mouths meshed for long minutes. He tipped her head to get closer, deeper, and she knocked his hat to the ground to sink her fingers into his hair. 
 
    He bent at the knees, yanking her down with him. They tumbled into the grasses, out of sight of the others unless they rode up on them, and their horses ignoring them both for food. 
 
    Half rolling atop her, Noble bent his mouth to her throat, tasting salt and sweet vanilla. 
 
    “Your smell drives me wild,” he moaned out. 
 
    She swallowed hard. “I can hardly sleep knowing you’re above me.” 
 
    He pushed away enough to look into her eyes. All the pent-up need for her he’d been experiencing for weeks came to a head—a hard, throbbing one—and he claimed her lips as his once more. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Gracie must have lost her mind. Or she’d fallen and suffered a concussion and this was some sort of dream state. She couldn’t be lying in a field, tangled up with Noble. And his tongue most definitely was not flipping over hers right this very second. 
 
    But that sound coming from her throat was definitely hers—and the solid feel of his weight atop her was real too. 
 
    She dragged her fingers from his hair, over his nape and to his spine, holding him to her. She’d made out plenty of times but never felt anything that came close to this. 
 
    Those times he’d stood too close to her, the heavy looks they’d exchanged… all of it was bone-deep animal attraction. 
 
    “God, I want more of this. I want to touch you, kiss you all over,” he rumbled against her throat. 
 
    Shudders of need ran over her body. “We’d tear each other apart.” 
 
    He yanked back to pierce her in his stare. “That’s what I’m hopin’ for, darlin’.” 
 
    She arched up to capture his hard mouth again, and they rolled. She didn’t need his help in finding the best fit of her body over his, but he latched onto her hips and helped her anyway. They shared a primal groan as his erection pressed against her pussy through their jeans. 
 
    She rubbed on him wantonly, and he groaned low. 
 
    “Jesus, help me, I want you so much,” he ground out. 
 
    She dropped her head forward, her long braid falling over one shoulder to slither across his broad biceps. “We can’t.” 
 
    “Come to me tonight. On the hill.” 
 
    She shook her head. “This has to end here.” Even as she said the words, she knew they weren’t true. She didn’t know how to stop at anything she did, let alone something that felt as good as touching and kissing Noble. 
 
    He tightened his clasp on her hips as if she meant to move off him. “Come to me tonight on our hill.” 
 
    “Our hill?” She cocked a brow. 
 
    He gave her a heart-stopping grin, dimples and all. “I’ve thought of it as ours since the first time I saw you there. Gracie.” 
 
    God, she loved how he said her name, just those two syllables and nothing else. A shiver slid over her, and he moaned in response, rolling her again, cradling her head as she met the ground. 
 
    His eyes were shiny with desire and something she read as joy. Was that what he was seeing in her eyes as well? 
 
    They had to stop this. Now. 
 
    “Noble, we can’t do this. It will screw everything up.” 
 
    “For them?” he asked about the others. 
 
    “For us.” 
 
    He pressed her down with his hips, doing a sexy as hell push-up over her as he nibbled at her lips. “To hell with it all. You know it’s right too. Tell me you don’t feel it.” 
 
    She couldn’t utter the lie. But she couldn’t agree to visit the hill in the darkest hours either. Pushing against his chest, she met his stare. 
 
    “Please don’t turn me away,” he murmured. 
 
    The words made her swallow a lump that suddenly closed off her throat. “Noble…” 
 
    “Gracie.” 
 
    Her eyes closed on her name. When she opened them again, she saw another light shining in his eyes. 
 
    It was hope. 
 
    He knew he’d worn her down and she’d meet him on the hill. Our hill. 
 
    She was in so much trouble. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Noble’s body was on high alert. Every little night sound was amplified to his hearing, and it went deeper into his bones. A small animal rustling in the grasses, a hoot of an owl drifting to him on the night breeze. 
 
    The knoll offered a view of the big Texas sky unlike any he’d seen—rich black velvet spangled with stars like diamonds. Between that and the grasses releasing their sweet fragrances into the night air, it was the perfect place for seduction. 
 
    He’d been hard every minute since he’d put his hands on Gracie. God, that woman… she was gonna kill him. 
 
    His lips quirked up in a crooked smile. 
 
    Waiting on her was giving him a complex, though. Would she show? There was a good possibility she’d stand him up, and then he’d have to deal with not only the hit to his ego, but his heart was definitely in a vulnerable state. 
 
    When had he last wanted a woman like he wanted her? Never was the answer. She was strong, sassy, smart and capable. And sexy as hell. All those things wrapped into the perfect woman in his mind, not only girlfriend material but a true partner. 
 
    For a while now, he’d had a hunch that together, they’d make one hell of an unstoppable team, no matter what direction they chose to go. 
 
    But he’d been waiting half an hour now with no sign of her, which meant he might end up sitting up here all night with only his imagination as company. 
 
    Plucking a blade of grass, he stuck it into the corner of his mouth to suck on. The taste of living things reminded him of summers past spent helping the neighbors on their ranches. It reminded him of his reason for being here and gave him a wallop of homesickness all at the same time. 
 
    A light swishing noise reached his ears, and he turned his head to the side, straining to hear. When it grew closer and louder, he knew it wasn’t just the wind. He twisted and stood, his heart hitting his chest wall hard as he set eyes on his girl. 
 
    Hell, she was gorgeous. The fluid way she moved, long legs carrying her up the hill to him without slowing, her hair loose around her shoulders and falling to her elbows. 
 
    His throat was tight when he went to swallow, and he had to try a second time. He took off toward her, hand out, which she took. 
 
    Her warm fingers wrapping around his sent need through his body, but most of all, it stroked over his heart. 
 
    She stepped up to within a foot of him, and he closed the gap without a word, cupping her face in his hands and bringing his lips down over hers. The first touch roused a gasp from her, and he answered with a growl of his own. 
 
    Angling his head, he drank from her, a soft meeting of lips and tongues. After only seconds, it grew more intense. He plastered a hand to her spine, hitching her against his body just to feel her tremble for him. 
 
    With a rasp, she pulled back. Staring at him, her eyes glimmering in the moonlight. “We have to slow down.” Of course she was the voice of reason. 
 
    Or she doesn’t want me the way I want her. 
 
    Shoving the thought from his mind, he gave a nod and took her by the hand to lead her to the crest of the hill. He sank and she followed, her hip against his. When she looked out over the scenic view, he gazed at her profile. 
 
    That lump was back in his throat. 
 
    “Who knew the sky was so big here?” she whispered. 
 
    His breaths came faster. “I didn’t. From down at the main ranch, you can’t see all this.” He didn’t look away from her face. 
 
    She turned to meet his gaze. “Maybe we need to talk.” 
 
    “We do plenty of talking during the days.” 
 
    She huffed out a laugh. “That’s not talking—it’s bickering. And you do plenty of grunting.” 
 
    He did it now, and she let out a high, clear laugh. He grinned. “I s’pose I do. My father gives me hell for it all the time, but it’s a habit, I guess, when I don’t know what else to say.” 
 
    “My cousins and uncles do it a lot too. It’s like their own language.” 
 
    “I bet that’s intimidating, having all those Dalton men for relatives.” 
 
    Her smile softened her face. God, he just wanted to touch her—everywhere—and kiss those sweet lips till the first rays of light hit the sky. 
 
    “My family’s not so bad,” she said. 
 
    “Bet they wouldn’t like me.” 
 
    She tipped her head, contemplating him. “They’re only short-tempered with people who are careless with cattle or other people. You’re not that.” 
 
    “I do believe that’s the first compliment you’ve ever given me.” 
 
    “I don’t hear you showering me with compliments either.” 
 
    “Let me fix that.” He grabbed her around the waist with one arm and hauled her across his lap. She gulped out in surprise, and he crushed her to his chest, staring down into her eyes. “Gracie. You’re so good at what you do on this ranch that you’ve even got the veteran cowpokes sweating for their jobs.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped. 
 
    “You’re also stubborn to the extreme at times, hard-headed and—” 
 
    “Are these your idea of compliments?” She shoved against his chest, but he wouldn’t let her out of his hold. 
 
    Smiling, he brushed his lips over hers once, twice. When she settled in his grasp, he murmured against her lips, “You’re the best kisser of all of us.” 
 
    That had her tossing her head back on a laugh. He couldn’t resist—he swooped in and kissed her open mouth. The instant their tongues met, it was all over for him. 
 
    She stole everything he had to give, everything he was. 
 
    Gracie Dalton had not only roped but hogtied him. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    She shifted in his arms to straddle him. The punch of desire to her gut sent shockwaves through her body. She hadn’t wanted a man this much in… well, ever. Her panties were already drenched just from a few kisses, and she knew things were about to get far more intense with Noble. 
 
    He moaned softly against her lips as she sank over the bulge in his jeans. In the dark, his eyes were dark and glittering with passion. 
 
    Taking his hand, she guided it up her waist to her breast. 
 
    “Jesus,” he grated out as he cupped it fully, swishing his thumb over the tip. Back and forth, back and forth, a slow torture that went along with the way he was kissing her, like he had all night and meant to take his time. 
 
    She pressed into his hand, seeking more as she drew a line over his lower lip with the point of her tongue. He closed his fingers around her nipple and pinched. 
 
    Overcome with lust, she pushed him back into the grass. Both their hats fell off as they threw themselves into a kiss to end all kisses. 
 
    At least in her mind. 
 
    The carnal flip of his tongue and the way he demanded more with each stroke had her burning. 
 
    She wiggled on his erection, moaning at the sensation it created. 
 
    “Gracie. I need you.” He went for her shirt hem, pulling it up and over her head. Then he took one look at her rounded breasts propped up on the cups of her bra and bowed his head. For a long moment, he remained still, breathing her in, unmoving. 
 
    Tenderness washed over her at the intimacy of the moment, and she pressed her had into his nape to draw him nearer. 
 
    “You slay me.” He looked up at her. 
 
    “We haven’t even started,” she whispered. 
 
    “Darlin’, we’ve been goin’ for a long time.” He hooked a finger under her bra strap and pulled it down over her shoulder, taking time to kiss the skin from neck to shoulder and arm and back up. 
 
    She turned her mouth into his, seeking the solace in his arms even as she wanted to demand the wild satisfaction only Noble could give her. 
 
    Be patient. 
 
    But she couldn’t, not when he was pinching one nipple, and then the other, and driving her crazy. 
 
    She went for his shirt too, needing to feel the solid steel of his body under her hands. Their breaths came out raggedly as they each explored flesh and muscle. 
 
    When he popped the clasp of her bra, she shivered at the delicious pleasure of being without the constriction… and more when he bent to suck and kiss her breasts. The moment he sucked her nipple in a deep pull of his mouth, she threw her head back and cried out with abandon. 
 
    “I could stay here for hours just sucking your beautiful breasts,” he ground out in a deeper voice than usual. 
 
    She skimmed her fingers over his pecs. The experience of warm steel was enough to make a girl pant with excitement, and she loved how he reacted to her brushing over his nipples too. 
 
    They puckered under her touch, and she pinched one lightly to see what he’d do. 
 
    He moaned and moved to her neck, locking onto the column and moving upward to her ear in a series of small kisses and nips. Passion bubbled up, and she couldn’t hold back. 
 
    She went for his belt. The cool metal in her hands enticed her to keep going, flicking open the button of his jeans and guiding the zipper down. When she touched his hard cock covered by his boxers, he went dead still. 
 
    “Gracie.” His throat worked. “I can’t hold off if you touch me more. Have mercy.” 
 
    She gave a throaty laugh but soon realized her error when he flipped her into the grass and pinned her down with his body and hands clamped around her wrists. They stared into each other’s eyes for a long minute. 
 
    “You don’t have to be gentle with me. I won’t break,” she said. 
 
    “I’m just tryin’ to go slow.” 
 
    “But we’ve got all night.” 
 
    He dropped his head forward, panting hard at her words. When he looked at her again, her stomach did a heated somersault. “You mean I get to have you more than once?” 
 
    That deep flutter inside her was unstoppable, but she shouldn’t be doing this, letting Noble touch her. Worse was getting closer to him in more than physical ways. 
 
    It was too late for her to stop tonight. Tomorrow would be soon enough. 
 
    Leaning up, she captured his lips as her only answer. While his hands roamed over her, pulling off boots and jeans, and finally ridding her of her panties, she watched his face. The intense expression grew to a hardened want, setting the already chiseled planes of his cheeks and jaw to pure stone. 
 
    When he began to kiss a pathway down between her breasts to her navel and finally poising over her mound, she forgot how to breathe. 
 
    Then he plunged his tongue into the seam of her pussy, and she was pretty sure she’d gone to heaven. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Noble could make love to her with his tongue all night. Her flavors left him burning, throbbing, aching to sink inside her tight sheath. Lucky he’d had time to run to town for supplies, and his pocket was stuffed with condoms. He intended to use every last one and be deafened by her cries of pleasure come dawn’s first light. 
 
    He flicked his tongue up and down her slit, gathering all her sweet juices and circling her hard clit. 
 
    Her knees closed around his ears. “Noble!” 
 
    Sucking her pearl into his mouth, he watched pleasure cross her beautiful face. Hell, this woman was imprinting herself on his soul in ways he never would have dreamed of. That whole soul mates thing wasn’t real to him—it was a label people gave someone they wanted to hang onto longer than they should. 
 
    But the idea of losing Gracie now—of letting her go… No, he wasn’t going to give her up easy. Not now. 
 
    He drove his tongue deep into her opening. Her arousal flooded his tongue, and he groaned, burrowing deeper. When he lifted his head, she had her eyes closed tight, her lips swollen from biting them or from his kisses. 
 
    As she opened her eyes and met his gaze, he teased two fingers at her entrance and held her stare as he sank them inside her. 
 
    She stretched around him, enveloping him in so much heat he thought he might unload then and there, especially when she flattened her hand over his head and brought him back down to her pussy. 
 
    Small bats of his tongue on her clit had her squirming. As he added the forceful pumps of his fingers, she bucked. 
 
    And when she came apart for him on a scream of ecstasy… Hell, he fell headlong. 
 
    Her body tightened under his mouth and around his fingers, even as she drenched him. He moved his lips up and down her seam, cleaning every last drop off her body. She flung her arms out to her sides, staring at the sky with glassy eyes. 
 
    “Did I kill ya?” he rumbled, moving up to kiss her belly. 
 
    She gave a deep laugh of pure joy. 
 
    He grinned against her warm skin. 
 
    Pushing onto her elbows, she eyed him like a woman eyed a man she intended to steal the heart of. 
 
    Didn’t she know she already had? 
 
    “Get out a condom, cowboy,” she said. 
 
    He moved to his knees to shove his jeans and boxers off his hips, along with boots and socks. When her gaze lit on his erection, she ran the tip of her tongue over her lips. 
 
    Slow. 
 
    “Gracie. I don’t know if I can last long.” 
 
    “You’d better have some stamina, cowboy.” 
 
    He laughed. “Leave it to you to put the pressure on.” Feeling less worried about how long it’d take him to reach his peak, he made a show of slipping the condom into place. 
 
    She reached out and cupped his length in one soft hand. 
 
    Okay, he took it back—he couldn’t last. 
 
    Swallowing hard, he hovered over her once more, starting all over again. Kissing her sweet lips until the intensity swelled between them. Moving down to tease her breasts and press his thumb over her pulsating clit while watching her eyes flutter shut in bliss. 
 
    Only then did he guide his cock to the root of her. She spread her legs farther and covered his hand with hers. “I’ll guide you in,” she rasped. 
 
    After that, he lost all sense of reality. The tight clutch of her body around his shaft, the liquid heat. 
 
    And her hands—roving from his shoulders and down his chest to his abs and around his spine. When she gripped his ass and dragged him deep inside her, they shared a wild moan that startled a screech owl. 
 
    Her eyes flew open in surprise, and they collapsed against each other in laughter. But soon that moment fled, replaced by a rampant need to reach his end. Pressure built in his core, and he felt the moment she tipped over the ledge, body contracting hard and fast around him. 
 
    She took him with her, and there was no going back. 
 
    He came with a growl against her lips, and she delivered one right back, rocking up to meet his thrusts. The waves of release seemed to go on forever. 
 
    He collapsed against her, and she looped her ankles around his backside, holding him in place. 
 
    “What… the hell… was that?” she asked at last. 
 
    He somehow found the strength to lift his head and pierce her in his gaze. “That was round one.” 
 
    “Well, if I’m doing this, I’m in it for the prize.” Her smile stole the last of his mind. 
 
    “You already got the money shot,” he teased. 
 
    She giggled and closed her eyes, still holding him. He let himself drift in the pleasure of being with Gracie for a long moment before realizing he must be crushing her and rolling off. 
 
    She curled against him before he even drew her into his embrace, and his heart gave a hard flex at the idea that she might want to be with him as much as he wanted her. 
 
    Maybe this could be a thing, their arguments only foreplay and working as a team from dawn to dusk, and then finally falling into dreams together. 
 
    He was probably an idiot for allowing any of these thoughts into his head, but something about Gracie had him dreaming of forever. 
 
    “You know this can’t happen after tonight,” she said softly. 
 
    The words rocked his world he’d just built in his mind. 
 
    His brows pulled together, and he tightened his hold on her, unwilling to let her leave him, especially on that note. 
 
    “Why not?” he asked in a roughened tone. 
 
    She pushed out a breath, a warm puff against his chest. “You know it’s not a good idea. The guys’ll all know.” 
 
    “Not unless we tell ’em.” 
 
    “They’ll know. Cowboys are like that—observant. We gotta be to make sure things run right.” 
 
    “Well, who gives a damn if they do find out?” He didn’t mean to sound ready to take a swing at the first man who tried to split him from Gracie, but dammit, he felt that way. 
 
    “I care. And you do too, Noble. You don’t want to risk your chance at your place here.” 
 
    “No.” He swallowed. “I don’t. But Gracie, I’m tellin’ you right now, one night with you will not be enough.” He raised his head to catch her gaze. 
 
    She gave a slow blink and then rested her head on his chest once more. “I never came here thinking I’d have more than once with you, Noble.” 
 
    He rolled her, pinning her to the ground and staring down at her. “Tell me you don’t want me again, Gracie. Tell me that right now, you’re not soaking wet at the thought of me sinking into you. And that you’re going to be able to wake up tomorrow and act like nothing happened between us.” 
 
    “Noble…” 
 
    “If you can say those things, I’ll let you go.” 
 
    Her breath hitched. She chewed on her lower lip, and it was too much for him—he claimed her mouth in a hard, demanding kiss that spiraled on until he was hard and aching again, and she writhed against him for more. 
 
    He didn’t reach for another condom—not yet. 
 
    “Tell me you’ll stay with me tonight,” he said. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have come at all.” 
 
    “You’re about to come a third time if you say the words. Say, ‘Noble, I’ll stay with you all night.’” 
 
    Her chest rose and fell as if she waged some internal battle. Knowing her, she did. The stubborn woman had come here thinking it’d be a one-time sating of pleasure, knocking boots with the cowpoke and then walking away from him. But she was wrong. 
 
    He wasn’t letting her go. 
 
    Reaching out an arm, he found his stash of condoms in his jeans pocket and pulled one free. Holding it before her eyes, he demanded, “Say the words and I’ll make your body sing, Gracie darlin’.” 
 
    She shuddered. “Noble, I—” 
 
    Her words were cut short by the sputter of a truck engine, far down on the ranch. But it was enough to make her shove him off her and jump up. She started throwing her clothes back on, jumping on one foot as she fought to get her boot on. 
 
    He got to his feet too, shooting glaring looks toward the ranch and who the hell ever was awake at this time of night and starting their diesel truck. 
 
    Before she took a step away from him, Noble flung out an arm and trapped her. She tried to twist from his hold. 
 
    “We can’t do this, Noble. Let me go.” 
 
    His heart throbbed out a sickening beat. The thought of her walking away and never having another moment like this again… He just couldn’t think about it. 
 
    “Gracie.” 
 
    She went still. 
 
    He tipped her head up to look into her eyes. “Stay with me.” 
 
    She searched his eyes. 
 
    He dropped his hand, giving her the choice. 
 
    In the end, he watched her walk back down the hill. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    “Vin, you’ve got Timms and Minich on fence duty. Try to get as much done as you can this morning before the heat sets in. Can’t have my cowpokes keelin’ over in the field from heatstroke.” Langtry had them all gathered in a semi-circle, doling out the day’s duties. 
 
    Gracie had positioned herself as far from Noble as possible. If he so much as looked her way, she wasn’t sure what she’d do. Her body’s reactions seemed to be much different from her brain’s—the disconnect between the two made her feel unpredictable and out of control. 
 
    “Dalton.” 
 
    She looked up at Langtry for direction. Please don’t put me with Noble. Please don’t put me with Noble. 
 
    “You’re with me today. We’re taking some of the young horses out to work the cattle.” 
 
    She beamed at the challenging task she’d been given. 
 
    Langtry continued down the line, separating some of the veterans to break the youngest horses. All the horses they’d been breaking were now accustomed to feeling the weight of ropes on them and were getting ready for bridles. 
 
    He reached the end of the line and had Noble going off with a couple guys for supplies an hour away. They were to take the truck and haul back enough grain to get them through the rest of the month plus odds and ends. 
 
    She chanced a look at Noble out of the corner of her eye and caught him staring at her. A burning heat crawled from her face downward, enveloping her breasts and making her nipples harden. When it reached between her thighs, she shifted her weight to ease the heavy throb there. 
 
    The man knew how to claim a woman, and if she was honest, it’d been the best, most exciting sex of her life. Everything from the ambience of the night to the shattering orgasms wouldn’t be soon forgotten. 
 
    Langtry waved to Gracie. “Warm up that horse so it won’t buck out in the field.” 
 
    She nodded and moved away, striding as fast as she could to the barn and hoping and praying Noble wouldn’t follow and corner her. If he did, she’d have to put him in his place, and she didn’t like confrontation. Hopefully, he was smart enough to have gotten the point from the night before—they couldn’t continue this affair. The end. 
 
    She hadn’t taken two steps inside the barn before a warm clasp of fingers on her upper arm had her turning. Noble backed her up against the wall, pinning her with his body. 
 
    Her breaths came fast and hard, and she fought to control them. Her traitorous nipples were peaked and begging for his fingers, lips, tongue… teeth. 
 
    “Let me go,” she said but even her stupid voice wouldn’t obey and came out a breathy puff of air. 
 
    His eyes, a glimmer of gold, amber and green, burned into hers. “Stop avoiding me and I won’t have to trap you to get you to talk to me. You ignored me when I tried to talk to you before breakfast and during morning chores.” 
 
    “I told you last night we can’t do this.” If she put her hands on his chest to push him away, she didn’t know if she could bring herself to ever drop them again. It was likely she’d just slip them around his neck and lean into him. 
 
    “Gracie.” 
 
    God, did he have to keep saying her name like that? 
 
    “That wasn’t a one-night deal, and we both know it.” 
 
    She shook her head, but he captured the point of her chin between his thumb and forefinger. The scent of leather and musk infused her head, and her eyes threatened to close. 
 
    Why the hell was she being so weak? Noble was just a man, and she’d resisted a hell of a lot of those. 
 
    He wasn’t anything special. 
 
    He was only the hottest man she’d ever laid eyes on. 
 
    She could watch him load grain sacks all day long. The pull of his shirt across the muscles of his spine, the strain of denim against his hard thighs… 
 
    Maybe she should ask Langtry to switch her to his group going to town. 
 
    No. I need to get away from him so I can think. 
 
    He nuzzled his nose along her jawline, sending sparks of need straight to her core. A gasp threatened to break from her lips. 
 
    “I’ve never had a woman like you, Gracie. You’re all I can think about.” 
 
    “Then you’d better learn to concentrate, because you can’t be distracted on a ranch.” 
 
    “I know.” He brushed his lips over the corner of her mouth. Liquid heat soaked her panties. Drenched, more like. She’d chafe all damn day in the saddle if he kept this up. 
 
    She found the strength to place her palms against his chest and push him away. He came right back, harder this time, crushing her to the wall, his lips a scant breath away from hers as he stared right into her soul. 
 
    “You don’t want me to stop this, darlin’, and I couldn’t now if I tried. Which I won’t. Now, I’ve gotta go or miss that truck to town, and you need to warm up that horse. When we get back, don’t even think about trying to avoid me. It won’t work.” 
 
    He did a push-up off the wall and stepped back. 
 
    Her insides quivered, and it wasn’t until he’d made it to the door that she realized she was shaking with the urge to wrap her thighs around his hips and taste those hard lips of his again. 
 
    She was so freakin’ screwed. 
 
    She had to get her head on straight—had the afternoon alone with the horse and a small group of fifty head of cattle to do it. 
 
    Noble walked out with only a crooked smile tossed her way as farewell. 
 
    It was enough to send her body into a tizzy. What an idiot she was. If her sisters could see her right now, they’d be shaking with laughter. Gracie, the hard-ass sister, the girl who didn’t let any man close, was standing here trembling for a cowpoke who was her rival. 
 
    For all she knew, he was trying to steal her concentration so she’d mess up and have to leave the Blackburn. 
 
    Even as the thought surfaced, she pushed it away. 
 
    I can’t think about it now. I can’t think about anything but my job. 
 
    While she carefully approached the young horse and earned its trust enough to saddle it, her mind was a blur. She was overthinking everything right now, and she had to stop it. There was no room for a relationship in her life, not that Noble was even offering one. So far they’d shared some stolen kisses and one night of passion on a hill with a spectacular view. He wasn’t asking for a commitment from her and wasn’t offering one of his own. 
 
    It was attraction and animal lust they’d shared, pure and simple. 
 
    She led the horse out of the barn and began to walk it around the paddock. Being new to how things worked, it did try to buck the saddle more than once. She was patient, clicking her tongue to soothe it, and pretty sure it had all the kicks out of its system and was ready to ride. 
 
    She mounted with no trouble at all, and Langtry was waiting for her on the edge of the field. He nodded as she approached. 
 
    “Took ya some time. Everything okay with the horse?” He tipped his head toward the mount. 
 
    “She bucked a bit to try to teach me who’s boss.” 
 
    He chuckled. “She does that. She’s one of the feistier ones. Don’t let her get away from ya out in the field.” 
 
    “I won’t.” She adjusted her grip on the reins, and they set off. 
 
    She’d never taught a horse to work a herd before, but she was excited for the challenge. Langtry had the dogs with them too, and the horse had yet another thing to get used to. Gracie took note of how Langtry watched her every move. Sometimes his brow would crease when she made the wrong decision and others he’d nod at a job well done. 
 
    By the time they had the herd moving, she felt much more comfortable with the horse. But that meant she had more time to think, and thinking wasn’t a good thing—not right now. 
 
    She didn’t want to consider what Noble had planned for when they met up later. 
 
    No, she was not meeting him. Period. 
 
    She’d gotten herself stuck in the quicksand for sure this time and had no one to blame but herself. By giving in to his advances, she’d only shown him she was open to more. 
 
    But it had to end. 
 
    Right? 
 
    When her mind wandered to another encounter with him, she found herself restless in the saddle. The horse reacted to the movement, and she had to still herself and give more commands to keep the mount under control. 
 
    At least she thought she had it under control. 
 
    It happened too fast for her mind to even grasp. A dog circled the herd, and her horse bunched beneath her. She hit the ground hard, the air whooshing from her lungs. 
 
    Her mind blanked for a moment, but when the hooves landed next to her ear, she automatically rolled onto her side. Her hearing came back all at once, and she heard the low of cattle and hooves, the barking of dogs and Langtry hollering. 
 
    “Dalton!” He landed next to her and placed his hands on her shoulder. Hovering over her, he searched her face. “You all right?” 
 
    Her mouth worked as she attempted to draw air back into her deflated lungs. She sucked in, barking like a seal several times before finally breathing easier. Langtry slipped his hands under her back and helped her to sit up. 
 
    “Did you hit your head?” 
 
    She had no idea what she’d hit. She’d taken plenty of falls in her life and still never could quite make out what had happened in that moment. 
 
    “Gracie, are you all right?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded and worked her feet beneath her. When she stood, she wobbled a bit but reached for her horse’s reins. 
 
    “Take a minute before getting in the saddle,” he advised. 
 
    She patted the horse’s side and tried to collect her thoughts while assessing her physical state. 
 
    Nothing broken though she’d bear a few bruises. Her face burned with embarrassment—the last thing she wanted was to look incompetent in front of Langtry. 
 
    She talked to the horse and then swung back in to the saddle. 
 
    Langtry stared at her. “You good, Dalton?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    The rest of the day passed without incident and she’d almost forgotten her mishap, but the minute they reached the main ranch, Langtry nodded to Vin. “This one needs more training before it works the herd again. Dalton got thrown.” 
 
    She ducked her head, aware of several sets of eyes on her—and one of them was Noble’s. 
 
    She hurried to unsaddle the horse and brush it down. All the while, she felt his gaze on her. She was about to scream, when he was called out to work on some task or other, and she breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    As soon as dinner rolled around, she made sure to distance herself from the man. He gave her the space she demanded, but he looked at her far too often. Then Langtry announced they deserved a few hours off and he was treating them all to beers down at the cowboy bar. 
 
    She almost groaned. She just wanted a shower and her bed. She was actually stiffer in the joints than she cared to admit. If she didn’t show her face at the bar, they’d think her weak. 
 
    They all changed into fresh clothes and piled into trucks. She managed to slip into Langtry’s truck and Minich did too, so she heard all about his day’s work. She remained silent during the drive, nodding and replying only when necessary. 
 
    When they pulled into the parking lot, the country music drifted out through the doors, and she heard the telltale stomp of line dancers. 
 
    Normally, she’d be all in on the dancing. She and her sisters went out whenever they could, and she loved it. But she couldn’t let loose in front of these guys the way she could with her sisters. They had to respect her come morning, and how could that happen if they looked at her like a sexy woman out on the dance floor instead of a cowpoke? 
 
    As she entered the building, Noble edged up behind her. Langtry led them all to the bar and ordered a round of beers. Was it her imagination or had she felt fingers working over her braid? 
 
    She turned and caught Noble so close that she could reach out and touch him. 
 
    Dammit, she needed to think on how to fix this situation—and fast. She couldn’t have him hovering over her all the dang time. 
 
    He downed his beer and ran his tongue over his lips, gathering the foam there. Reaching around her, he slammed his glass on the bar. “Dance with me, Dalton.” It wasn’t a request—it was a command. 
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    He didn’t wait for an answer—he already knew it’d be no. Noble took her by the elbow and steered her onto the crowded floor. 
 
    As soon as they stepped into line, the song changed, and it was one he knew and could show off to. 
 
    Grinning, he began to move. The footwork was nothing without the hip gyrations, so he made sure Gracie got a good look at what he had on offer. 
 
    She stared at him for a long moment, people nearly bumping into her when she didn’t move. Then she came alive and started to dance too. 
 
    Sliding right and left, moving up with clicks of her boot heels on the dance floor. Her long braid fell over her shoulder as she slithered forward in a heel dig. When they all turned to the right, he got a damn good view of her round ass in tight jeans shaking it for all it was worth. 
 
    The woman drove him crazy no matter what she did. Swinging her leg over a saddle, sweating through fence repairs or riding him with slow churns of her hips, she hit all the high points for him. She was the whole package. 
 
    His Wranglers grew tighter with each moment that passed. When the song ended and morphed into another, he reached for her hand. As they two-stepped around the floor, he caught sight of the guys from the Blackburn watching from the bar. A single glance at Langtry’s face showed him the man’s knowing look. 
 
    Noble didn’t care. There wasn’t a rule that said he couldn’t date the cowpokes. 
 
    He stole a look at Gracie’s face. She was having too much fun to notice Langtry’s expression, and he was thankful for it. Noble didn’t want her pulling away. 
 
    The clomp of boots had the patrons of the bar cheering them all on. Noble stepped up his game and earned some hoots and hollers in return. 
 
    To his surprise, Gracie mirrored his move, rolling her hips. When she got some catcalls and wolf whistles, Noble bit back a possessive growl. 
 
    Gracie danced a bit closer. “Whatsamatter, cowboy? Can’t handle it?” 
 
    “Can you?” He spun and gyrated, showing his ass to the ladies standing along the dance floor. The screams that followed had Gracie spinning away from him. 
 
    He chuckled low in his throat. She definitely wasn’t as unaffected as she let on. 
 
    The song ended, and the first slow strains hit his ears. He caught her by the hand before she could whirl off the dance floor like he knew she would. He yanked her close enough that she bumped into his chest. 
 
    “Noble, we can’t dance together.” She tried to pull free. 
 
    “It’s just one dance, Gracie. Then I’ll go dance with that pretty brunette standing over there watching me for the past two songs.” He tipped his head toward hers till their hat brims bumped. 
 
    Gracie shot a look at the woman. Guessing from the woman’s face, it wasn’t a very nice look. 
 
    “Just relax,” Noble crooned. “It’s just a dance.” 
 
    “But the guys—” 
 
    “Will tease me and not you. I can handle the guys.” He captured her stare. The depths of her eyes had him tumbling headlong… he felt he was falling straight into her soul. Tenderness mingled with her true feistiness, and dammit, he was forced to admit he was in love with her now. 
 
    The realization hit hard. He felt he’d just been thrown off a bucking bull. 
 
    The woman had wheedled into his heart, even with all her attempts to send him packing. He saw through her tough-girl act. She didn’t really want him to leave her alone, and he had no intention of doing so. 
 
    He twirled her, steering her around the dance floor away from the bar where the men from the Blackburn sat sipping their beers. Tucked out of sight, Noble planted a hand on her lower back and brought their hips together. The slight bump ignited a heat in his groin that spread throughout his whole system. 
 
    “Damn, I wanna kiss you, woman,” he ground out. 
 
    “Don’t you dare!” Alarm hit her features, and she looked around. 
 
    “They can’t see us. Just one kiss, darlin’.” He pitched his voice low at her ear. 
 
    She shivered, and he pulled her tighter so their bodies were one unit. 
 
    “Gracie.” 
 
    “Stop saying my name like that!” 
 
    He rumbled a laugh. “Like what?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Just stop!” 
 
    He spun her again, just to keep her off balance and clinging to him. When he dipped her over his arm and pressed a soft kiss to the pulse pounding in her throat, she grabbed his hat off his head and smacked him with it. 
 
    He yanked her upright, laughing, and settled his hat once more. “You can’t pretend nothing happened between us.” 
 
    “We’ve been over this, and it’s such a bore. When is this song ending, anyway?” 
 
    “Want me to let you go and I’ll switch you out for the brunette?” He was purposely taunting her just to see if there was a flash of jealousy in her eyes. 
 
    Damn if the woman didn’t try to hide it from him by ducking her head. 
 
    He pinched her chin and brought her gaze up to his. “Uh-huh. That’s what I thought.” 
 
    They swayed slower. His heart was thumping a might faster than any beat of a song, and he didn’t hesitate. 
 
    He kissed her. 
 
    The brushing of their lips was sweeter than honey, infused with more emotion than he ever thought possible. 
 
    “I’m fallin’ for you, Gracie,” he murmured before deepening the kiss. 
 
    Suddenly, she brought her knee up sharply between his legs, hitting him square in the junk. 
 
    The breath exited his lungs on a grunt of pain, and stars flashed behind his eyes as the pain of her ball-crushing knee jerk almost sent him to his knees. 
 
    He stumbled back from her, and she stood there huffing with anger. 
 
    “Don’t ever say something like that to me again.” She whirled on her boots and stalked off the dance floor. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    After Noble had told her he was falling for her right there on the dance floor, she hadn’t believed she could be angrier. 
 
    But she was wrong. 
 
    Now she was seething. 
 
    He’d taken her horse. The one that’d thrown her the previous day was gone from the barn, and she knew exactly where it was—under Noble Watkins’ ass. 
 
    Letting out a growl of frustration, she heard a step behind her. 
 
    “Knew you’d be angry at Watkins for takin’ that horse. I saw it in your eyes yesterday after it tossed ya that you’d be wanting a second round just to prove you could best it.” Langtry reached for the hoof pick hanging on a nail on the wall. 
 
    “Damn him,” she bit out. 
 
    “So you’re not feelin’ so cozy with Watkins today, I’m guessin’.” 
 
    “Hell no. Where’d he take it?” 
 
    “Sent him out to the herd same as us yesterday.” 
 
    She said a very unladylike word that brought smile creases to Langtry’s face. 
 
    With a shake of her head, she attempted to toss off her irritation. After all, ranch life wasn’t simple and there weren’t any rules. There were plenty of other horses she could work with today. 
 
    She went out to the paddock and spent some time selecting the feistiest horse she could find. What an irritating man Noble was. Why she’d ever slipped up and allowed him to touch her, she had no clue. It wouldn’t happen again. 
 
    Then he’d had the audacity to say that… that thing… to her on the dance floor. 
 
    Her mind continued on a loop most of the morning, though she managed to remain focused enough to complete her work. When the sun got high in the sky, Langtry called a halt for lunch, and they headed back to the main ranch for a meal. 
 
    The moment she spotted the cocky set of Noble’s shoulders, she strode right up to him, grabbed him by the arm and kept walking. 
 
    He let out an infuriating chuckle and tripped along behind. “You only had to ask and I’d sneak away with ya, Gracie.” 
 
    She whipped around, nailing him in her angry stare. “I don’t want to sneak away—I want to know why you took my horse this morning.” 
 
    He narrowed his gaze on her, and damn her body for reacting to the heat of his stare. She yanked her gaze from his and looked at the buttons of his western shirt instead. No, that wasn’t any good either—the way the denim strained over his pecs reminded her of touching him. 
 
    Drawing a deep breath, she focused on his face once more. “Well?” she prompted. 
 
    “I wasn’t aware it was your horse. It didn’t have your name on its side.” 
 
    “Don’t get funny with me. You took that horse to try to show me up because you knew it threw me yesterday.” 
 
    His face softened, and he closed his eyes a moment. When he opened them again, the hazel depths gleamed. “You’re right. I knew you’d want a go at it again.” 
 
    “But you took it anyway!” 
 
    “Yeah. I like you without broken bones.” 
 
    She let out a half scream of frustration. “I suppose you’ve never been thrown off a horse?” 
 
    “’Course I have. It’s part of the job.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have taken the horse.” 
 
    He drew a deep breath as if fighting for his own patience. “Woman, you’ve tested me the past few days. What you pulled on that dance floor—” 
 
    “No—what you pulled on that dance floor.” She stepped up to him, getting right in his face. So close, in fact, that she caught his leathery scent. 
 
    Too late, she realized her mistake. 
 
    Too late, because his mouth was on hers, and she threw her arms around his neck. He nudged her lips with his tongue, and she opened to him on a gasp of desire. 
 
    Stupid body had a rope severed between it and her brain. She had zero control over her fingers grabbing at his shoulders or her head angling for him to deepen the kiss. 
 
    He backed her up against the wall of the outbuilding they were near and lifted her. She wrapped her legs around his waist and rocked into the bulge in the front of his jeans. Need spammed her system, and she could barely draw a breath without feeling Noble was the one giving her air. 
 
    He churned his hips, grinding against her neediest spot. Their shared groan filled the air. 
 
    “I know a place,” he rumbled between sweeping passes of his tongue. 
 
    “Not the bunkhouse.” 
 
    “No.” He captured her gaze, letting her slide down his body till her boots touched ground. When he wrapped his fingers around hers and started walking, she followed. 
 
    As soon as they stepped into the barn, she dragged him to a stop. “Not here. Someone’s bound to come in.” 
 
    “Trust me.” He tugged on her hand. At the rear of the space, he pushed open a door. She’d just believed it to be more storage for tack, but it had a bed and a shelf where a cowboy could store his belongings. 
 
    “It’s the old foreman’s room,” he explained. “I found it and mentioned it to one of the older guys. He told me that the Blackburns added on to the bunkhouse, giving the foreman his own space.” 
 
    She eyed the bed, still made up with an old quilt. “It’s not the penthouse suite.” 
 
    Noble grabbed her around the waist and lowered her to the mattress. “Darlin’, I’d give you the penthouse, a mansion or even a castle if I could.” 
 
    “I like it right here.” Her breathy tone reflected the desire coursing through her. She might be dumb, but she’d be smart some other day. 
 
    She yanked him down by his shirt front. He laughed as he crushed his weight upon her and claimed her lips. Things turned carnal in a blink, and she had no recollection of stripping off her clothes—or his. Only when his condom-covered cock was poised at the root of her did she give pause. 
 
    “Noble.” Damn, she was adopting his habit of just saying his name. 
 
    “Gracie.” 
 
    She grinned. “I’m sorry about kneeing you in the balls.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not sorry about telling you I’m falling for you.” As if to punctuate his point, he jerked his hips, filling her with his shaft in one quick glide. 
 
    They shared a smile and started to move. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Why hadn’t he told her? He’d spent half the day wondering how to break it to the stubborn cowgirl that he was in love with her. Yep, speaking the L word would put him in the hospital, knowing her, but he’d risk it. 
 
    Cradling her head in one palm, he lowered his lips to hers. The kiss was sweet and filled with emotion. She could try to deny it, but she more than liked him too. He’d seen horses like her, playing hard to ride, but he wasn’t going to stop trying till Gracie was his. 
 
    The tight heat clenching around his cock had him moaning, and she answered with soft whimpers of her own. They had to remain quiet—she wouldn’t want to get caught by one of the other guys. When Noble braced his arms around her and did slow, erotic push-ups over her, thrusting nice and slow, he stared down at her. 
 
    She bit down on her lower lip, and her cheeks grew pinker. 
 
    “You’re so gorgeous,” he ground out. 
 
    “You’re pretty good-looking yourself.” She leaned up and bit his ear. 
 
    He growled and sank so deep that he had to close his eyes and struggle to keep from blowing. Reaching under her, he cupped her ass and angled her hips to take him fully. The feel of her enveloping his every inch had him on the very edge of release. 
 
    “I’m too close,” he said hoarsely. 
 
    She shuddered underneath him and then slipped a hand between their bodies. When he realized she was strumming her fingers over her clit, he bit off an animalistic noise. 
 
    “How often you do that?” he managed to ask. 
 
    “Whenever it’s needed.” 
 
    “Do you think of me?” 
 
    That flush on her cheeks deepened, and he knew he had her. She just wasn’t admitting it yet, but she would. 
 
    Her insides clutched around him. He rocked his hips faster, reveling in the clench and release of her inner walls and the sharp breaths she took. She was about to sail over the edge with him. 
 
    He lowered her to the mattress and nudged aside her fingers. “You don’t get to have all the fun,” he said as he covered her hard pearl with the pad of his thumb. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Gracie couldn’t think straight. Her body was on fire, and Noble’s hard length was driving her to the brink of insanity. As he circled her clit with his thumb one more time, the first throb of orgasm hit. 
 
    It stole her breath. She opened her mouth wide on a silent scream, and he plunged his tongue inside, filling her head with the taste of man and musk as he pounded his own release into her. 
 
    They came apart in a wild heave of bodies. She slipped her fingers into his hair, holding him to her for a deep kiss. The moment stretched on as aftershocks gripped her body. 
 
    He dropped his forehead against hers, eyes shut. 
 
    The heavy weight in her chest wasn’t due to him being on top of her. No, it was emotion, pure and simple. She had never felt a bittersweet ache such as this, didn’t know how to describe it. 
 
    Jessamine would know, or even Kizzy. The pair of them had fallen in and out of love with countless boys. 
 
    Wait—had she just thought the L word? That wasn’t even close to what she was feeling. It was… excitement for stealing away and having a private moment without getting caught. 
 
    Or endorphins from the mind-bending bliss she’d just experienced. 
 
    No way was she feeling more for Noble. 
 
    She chewed on her lip. 
 
    “You’re adorable when you do that.” 
 
    “Ugh, get off me.” She shoved his chest, and he rumbled out a laugh as he rolled to the mattress, pulling her back into the curve of his body. She didn’t move, too comfortable to want to. 
 
    She stared blankly at the plain wall, mind slowing as the heavy weight of fatigue crept over her. Then she saw it. 
 
    “Noble, look.” She pointed to the wall. Carved into the rough wood were two letters joined by a plus sign. 
 
    “J plus J.” 
 
    “Wonder who it is,” she said. 
 
    “Lemme get my knife—I’ll make a G and N.” 
 
    “If I could get my knee around right now, you’d know how I feel about that.” 
 
    He chuckled and brushed his lips across her earlobe, shooting a shiver through her. 
 
    “Whoever it is, they must have shared this bed one time too.” 
 
    “I didn’t know anybody else could be as dumb as you and me,” she said. 
 
    He laughed and bit into her ear this time. “You know how to make a man feel special, Dalton.” 
 
    “I cut my teeth on my brothers and cousins,” she responded. 
 
    He drew her face around to plant a kiss on her lips. When he pulled back, he looked into her eyes. “Don’t forget the part where you were eager to come to my bed, darlin’.” 
 
    She couldn’t if she tried, because that woman confused the hell out of her. 
 
    “For as long as I could remember, I’ve had my sights set on goals. Getting my degree, finding work in my field. Then the Blackburn position came up and I couldn’t turn it down.” 
 
    “Do you have a new goal?” 
 
    She was silent so long, she felt him grow boneless behind her. When she thought him asleep, she whispered her answer. “Don’t fall.” 
 
    He gripped her tighter, plastering her against his hard body and shocking her that he was awake. “Gracie. It’s too late and you know it.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Watkins, you’re needed up at the house.” 
 
    He jerked his head around to Langtry. “At the house? What for?” 
 
    “Beats me. Blackburn asked for ya. Look sharp, cowpoke.” 
 
    He dropped the tack he was polishing into the box at his feet and stood. What could he be wanted for by Blackburn? He rarely saw the family and had never interacted with them in his weeks here on the ranch. 
 
    As he walked the distance to the big ranch house sporting the brand over the front door in a huge steel display of craftsmanship, he realized he should have taken time to wash the oil off his hands and dust off his boots. 
 
    But as he’d done neither, he could only hold his head high and give whoever he saw the respect they deserved. 
 
    He lifted his hand to knock on the thick slab of wood that was the door, when it opened. Rafe Blackburn stepped out. 
 
    “Thanks for comin’ up, Watkins. I know you’re busy.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
    Blackburn waved to the Adirondack chairs set in groupings down the porch, along with inviting tables to set a beer on while enjoying the sunset. 
 
    After they took seats, Blackburn looked to him. “Knew your dad when he worked here.” 
 
    “He talked about you.” 
 
    “How’s he doin’? In good health, I hope.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. He never stops. Some days I think he’s got more energy than I do.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I know the type. I have good memories of your dad. I was a little mite, too small to ride myself, but he put me in the saddle with him.” 
 
    Noble smiled to think of his father giving a child attention like that. “He did the same with me.” 
 
    Blackburn gave a smile and nod. “You come from good stock, and we like that here on the Blackburn. Langtry says you’re one of the best we got out there. I’d like to personally thank you for your work.” 
 
    Pride seeped into Noble’s veins, and he nodded. “I appreciate it.” 
 
    “I think you can expect to stay on, come the end of summer, Watkins.” 
 
    He blinked in shock. They were already making decisions? They had weeks left till the end of the summer. 
 
    “I’m telling you unofficial-like. And I expect you won’t tell the others what I said.” Blackburn eyed him. 
 
    “’Course not. I won’t say anything.” 
 
    “Good. I just wanted to touch base with ya and let you know we’ve got you on our radar, Watkins. A Blackburn man is some of the best in the country.” 
 
    “Again, I appreciate the compliment, sir.” 
 
    “I’d best get back to my office. Got a lot to look over before suppertime rolls around, and judging by the smell of that oil on you, you’ve got tack to polish.” He stood. 
 
    “That’s true.” Noble got to his feet too, and they shook hands. 
 
    After Blackburn returned inside, Noble stood there on the welcoming porch, wondering what to think about their conversation. 
 
    He was elated that he’d been selected already. 
 
    But terrified the other person was not Gracie. 
 
    Without her here on the ranch with him, there was no way they could keep up any semblance of a relationship. 
 
    This was the opportunity he’d been hoping and praying for. 
 
    But losing Gracie wasn’t an option. 
 
    He couldn’t tell her what Blackburn had said. If she hadn’t been pulled aside too, she’d be heartbroken. Knowing her, pissed as well. 
 
    Blackburn might have just handed him the golden buckle of all prizes, but he wasn’t so sure it was a good thing. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    A chuckle sounded by Gracie’s head. “Look at that horse givin’ Watkins a run for his money.” 
 
    She turned to look at where Timms was pointing and stifled a gasp. 
 
    What the heck was Noble doing? She’d seen him handle frisky horses in the training ring before, and this should be no challenge at all for him. Yet, the man was letting the horse have its head, so it took off running willy-nilly with Noble on its back. 
 
    The guys all lined up to watch, including Langtry, and Gracie’s stomach bottomed out. If Noble was assessed on his ability today, he wasn’t getting very high marks. 
 
    As he was nearly thrown, she held her breath. At the last moment, he righted himself, balanced out in the saddle. But the horse was still in control. 
 
    This was so unlike Noble, she could only guess that he was allowing it to happen. But why? 
 
    After several more minutes, he dismounted and moved to grab the reins to lead the newly broken horse out of the ring, but it shied away from him, and he let the reins slip through his gloved hand. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes on him. What the…? 
 
    When he finally caught the reins and led the horse out to the paddock, Gracie was already running to catch up. As he opened the gate to lead the horse into the paddock and unsaddle it, creases around his lips brought her attention to his face. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” she asked, hand planted on one hip she jutted out. 
 
    He tossed her a glance. “That was me screwing up.” 
 
    “Yeah, but why? You can do much better.” 
 
    “I guess we all can’t be on top of our games every day.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. Who was this man? He wasn’t the Noble she knew. 
 
    “Bullshit,” she bit out. “You were doing that on purpose.” 
 
    “Almost falling off a horse? Gracie, nobody would do that on purpose.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you. You could have handled that horse in the dark and in your sleep. Why don’t you cut the crap and tell me what you were doing out there?” 
 
    She waited for a long minute as he stripped off the saddle, blanket and the rest of the tack to turn the horse free to graze. 
 
    When he didn’t turn, she put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    He fixed heated eyes on her. “Look, my only goal is to make you happy, Gracie darlin’.”  
 
    She almost stepped back from the force of that look alone but held her ground. “I thought it was to get this permanent position.” 
 
    He didn’t answer, just continuing to stare at her. 
 
    It hit her. 
 
    “You’re throwing it away?” 
 
    He reached for her, but she danced out of reach. He came forward, long legs cutting across the distance between them. Gripping her by the forearms, he tried to pull her into his arms, but she resisted. 
 
    “Gracie, I only want to make you happy.” 
 
    “So what? You think that if you throw away your chance here that the position would be open and it’d be mine?” God, she was getting angrier just thinking of it. “I’m here for a fair fight, and I don’t need your… your charity,” she sputtered. 
 
    Twisting on her heel, she took off walking, not knowing where. She just had to put distance between her and Noble. 
 
    “Gracie.” His boots thumped the ground as he ran up behind her. 
 
    “It’s good to know you don’t have any faith in my ability to earn this position on my own, Noble.” 
 
    He grabbed her shoulder and whirled her to him. The grim expression on his face told her all she needed to know. He didn’t think that, and it cut her to the core. 
 
    “I’ll take care of myself,” she spat. “Don’t you worry about me, Watkins.” 
 
    Tearing free of his hold again, she took off. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Gracie managed to avoid him for four solid days. Whenever he took a seat at the table, she’d get up and take her plate outside. If he got into the bunk above her, she wouldn’t come to bed till morning light glimmered on the horizon. 
 
    Several times, he’d tried to catch her alone, but she was as slippery as a grass snake, knowing just how to get around seeing him. One time, he’d managed to ride up alongside her, but she kicked her horse into a gallop and cut across a field so he couldn’t follow without it being apparent to the others there was a chase taking place. 
 
    He was hoping that their upcoming rare day off would give him a chance to corner her. But as soon as he got up and around for the day, he didn’t see her at the breakfast table. 
 
    “You got plans for your day off, Watkins?” Vin asked. “If you’re headin’ east, make sure to circle around the ranch. Construction crew’s got that road all tore up.” 
 
    “Thought I’d just kick around here and relax a bit,” he said, looking around for Gracie. 
 
    “She ain’t here,” Minich said, leaning across him to nab another biscuit sandwich from the platter. 
 
    Noble glared at his plate. 
 
    “She went home.” 
 
    His head snapped up. “Home?” 
 
    “To the Dalton Ranch.” 
 
    “For good?” he heard himself say. 
 
    Langtry grunted. “For the day, Son. You could use with a break too. Take the day, like you were told.” 
 
    With his chest burning at the thought of Gracie taking off for the refuge of her family’s ranch, he saw no point in sitting around here dwellin’ on it. He set out for home. The drive didn’t take nearly long enough—he could have used another few hours to dwell on his thoughts and fears. 
 
    So when he bumped into the driveway leading to his family home, he was all knotted up. The minute he cut the engine, two dogs were at the truck door, barking in greeting. Noble climbed out and gave each a pat and a rub. “Where’s your master?” he asked the hounds. 
 
    “Didn’t expect to see ya so soon, Son.” His dad appeared in the garage door, holding a tool in his greasy hand. 
 
    Noble’s throat closed off as he approached his father. The old man looked the same—he hadn’t changed in years, in Noble’s eyes. But Noble felt entirely different from the man he’d been that day he set out for the Blackburn Ranch. 
 
    Their gazes met. 
 
    “C’mon in and keep me company while I work. Damn alternator’s at it again,” his dad said. 
 
    The garage had the same oily smell. In the past, it had triggered feelings of home. But now, he had a feeling the only place that would smell like home was to have his face buried in Gracie Dalton’s thick dark hair. 
 
    He leaned over the open truck engine and peered at the connections leading to the alternator, which his dad had in pieces on a low table he liked to work at. While his father took a seat in the old lawn chair that served as his office chair, Noble pulled up a bucket and overturned it. 
 
    “I can see somethin’s troublin’ ya. I’m listening.” 
 
    “No trouble on the Blackburn. I like the work, and they like me.” 
 
    His dad cocked a brow. “That so?” 
 
    Noble saw the pride in the gleam of his father’s eyes. “Yup. Blackburn told me so himself.” 
 
    “That’s good. Real good. This one of your days off?” 
 
    “Yeah, some of the others got to leave last time. I thought about sticking around but figured I’d come bother you instead.” 
 
    The old man chuckled. They continued to shoot the breeze, talking about the hauling business and what had been going on around the place. One of the dogs had gotten into a porcupine, which meant the other had too, and the pair had ended up at the vet’s office to get the quills pulled from their muzzles. 
 
    The offenders wandered into the garage, and Noble rubbed their ears and told them they were stupid dogs, and they smiled at him. 
 
    After a bit, Noble got up to go inside and get he and his father glasses of sweet tea. His dad had a big pitcher made up, and Noble felt a pang to know the man was making do without him and doing it well. 
 
    He really had to grow up and get out on his own. Good thing he had a place on the Blackburn. 
 
    He only prayed it was with the woman he loved. 
 
    He returned to the garage, and his father set aside the tool to accept the glass. 
 
    “I know that moony look on your face, Noble,” he said gruffly, bringing the drink to his lips. 
 
    “What moony look?” 
 
    “The one you’ve been wearing since you pulled into the driveway. Don’t think because I’m old I don’t have eyes. Thing I’m wondering is where you found her.” 
 
    He gulped back a groan that was partly a laugh. 
 
    “Clearly, they’re not keepin’ you busy enough on that ranch if you had time to spend with a woman. Maybe I need to call up there and let them know they should double your workload.” 
 
    “I work from ‘I can’ till ‘I can’t’ every day, Dad.” 
 
    He snorted. “Who is she?” 
 
    Her name surfaced in Noble’s mind. Just thinking the syllables made him feel sore inside, like a toothache. 
 
    “They want me on the Blackburn, permanently.” 
 
    His dad looked up, and a smile crossed his face. “You’ve made me all sorts of proud, Noble.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dad.” He ducked his head to get away from the burning emotion rising in his chest. 
 
    “That ranch is the best of the best.” 
 
    “I know. Dad… did you ever think about getting your own spread?” 
 
    His father pursed his lips. “Sure. It’s every cowboy’s dream, but you can’t always achieve it.” 
 
     Noble’s tender hopes that hadn’t even totally materialized into a thought let alone a goal were crushed under a boot heel. Ranchin’ was hard work, and making it on his own without a nice chunk of money backing him was impossible. 
 
    Which meant he couldn’t have a place of his own for him and Gracie. Until now, he hadn’t totally affirmed that was going through his mind. 
 
    He was back to square one—if she wasn’t the second pick on the Blackburn, he’d never be able to keep her. She was wild and as free as any eagle soaring over the treetops. Without something to tether her… she’d fly away. 
 
    “Dad.” 
 
    He looked up. 
 
    “You don’t happen to know how far it is to the Dalton Ranch, do ya?” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Gracie perched atop the fence, one leg hooked over as she watched her brothers and cousins working with their new horses. From this vantage point, she was able to better see some of their methods that might help her on the Blackburn. 
 
    Jessamine sat next to her, sipping a bottle of water as she looked on and occasionally rooted for the horse rather than their relative. 
 
    “So are you gonna tell me what’s eatin’ at you, or do I need to force it out of you?” Jessamine replaced the cap on her bottle and turned her Dalton blue eyes on Gracie. 
 
    Huffing out a laugh, Gracie said, “How you plan on doing that?” 
 
    “Push you down and tickle you.” 
 
    “You know I despise being tickled.” 
 
    “Then you’d better just spill it.” Jessamine cocked a long, dark, manicured brow at her. Her sister was as country girl as they came—competing in all the barrel racing events she could come up with the entry fees for, and she was known for selling chicks to all the surrounding farmers since the age of ten. Just because she was countrified didn’t mean she was a hick, and she loved her trips to the makeup counter and nail salon as much as any city girl. 
 
    So as Gracie studied her sister to see if she was serious about shoving her down and tickling her, she didn’t know if the country girl wouldn’t mind getting dirty or Jessamine’s inner miss priss would hate to break a nail. 
 
    Maybe she did need to confide in someone. For weeks she’d been living with all men, which wasn’t a big deal to her at all—but she couldn’t exactly sit Vin or Timms down to discuss her love life. 
 
    Which she shouldn’t be having on the Blackburn in the first place. 
 
    She pushed out a sigh. 
 
    Jessamine reached over and cuffed her, and Gracie responded by shoving her sister’s shoulder so she rocked on the thin fence rail. She didn’t fall, though, and only shot Gracie a grin. 
 
    “It’s a man who’s got you so tangled up,” Jessamine said matter-of-factly. 
 
    Gracie arched a brow. “What makes you so sure?” 
 
    “Because I’ve never seen you like this. And since you’ve never been serious about a man your whole life, it’s gotta be it.” 
 
    Gracie met her sister’s eyes. Yes, she’d listen and could keep a secret far better than Kizzy ever could. 
 
    “It is a guy,” she said quietly. 
 
    “I knew it!” Jessamine screamed so loud, several of their cousins turned their heads to look at them. Witt and Beck shook their heads before getting back to business with the horses while the others continued to stare for a minute before resuming their work. 
 
    “Who is he? Did you meet him on the Blackburn Ranch?” 
 
    She groaned. “Yes. It’s all wrong, Jess.” 
 
    “Wrong how? Is he missing both arms and walks with a limp?” 
 
    Gracie rolled her eyes. “I’m glad to see you still think I can catch only the best men out there.” 
 
    Jessamine giggled. 
 
    “He’s all wrong because I shouldn’t be seeing him at all. I need to stay focused on earning that permanent position, but it just sort of happened.” 
 
    “What happened?” Jessamine gave her an expectant look. Loose hairs danced around her face in the breeze. 
 
    “We have this sort of… attraction that’s like two magnets when you get them near each other. We can’t seem to stop it from happening, and I fought it plenty.” 
 
    “Sounds like your chemistry runs high with this guy. What’s his name?” 
 
    “Noble.” 
 
    A smile spread across her face. “It’s a sexy name.” 
 
    Gracie groaned. “I fear for you, Jess. I thought your years of being boy crazy were behind you.” 
 
    “They are. But that doesn’t mean I’m blind, deaf or dumb. I know a hot guy when I see one.” 
 
    “You haven’t even seen Noble.” 
 
    “No, but you wouldn’t bother with him if he wasn’t somethin’ special, Sis. So what’s the issue? Are you guys getting in trouble all the time, slacking off on your work to spend time with each other?” 
 
    She shook her head. “We’re bustin’ our butts from before sunup to well after dark most days. There’s not much time, but the time we do have is enough.” 
 
    “Enough for what?” 
 
    “Just enough.” 
 
    A cacophony of dog barking came from the front of the house, rendering quiet confidences impossible for the moment. While Gracie waited, she stole her sister’s water and drank the rest of it. 
 
    The barking sounds were coming closer. 
 
    “What on earth has those hounds going so crazy? Is there an insurance salesman here or something?” Jessamine asked, twisting on the fence to look over her shoulder. 
 
    Gracie followed her gaze, and her stomach bottomed out. 
 
    She knew the set of those shoulders. 
 
    And that swaggering walk. 
 
    Even the hat tipped low in the front over his eyes. 
 
    She felt as if she climbed down from the fence in slow motion. The distance between them could have been a hundred miles. When she could make out his features, a grin spread across her face, and she couldn’t stop it. 
 
    “What are you doin’ here?” she called out. 
 
    He closed the gap between them in a few long strides. When he came to a stop, she felt that magnetism she’d spoken to Jessamine about. 
 
    Oh God. Jessamine was going to have a fun old time with Noble here. Gracie would never live it down. 
 
    She bit off a groan. Her brothers and cousins too. Even her uncle Ted would be on the teasing side of things, and Gracie wouldn’t be able to show her face around the homestead in the future. 
 
    “You don’t look happy to see me,” Noble said. 
 
    She shook her head. “That’s not true. I am.” 
 
    He ducked his head to get a better hold on her stare. “You sure?” 
 
    “I was thinking of all the flak I’ll be taking from my family.” 
 
    “Are you embarrassed of me? Want me to go?” He started to pivot away, but she caught his arm. The hard muscle under her grasp ignited her with a warmth that was all too familiar. 
 
    “Don’t go.” She swallowed hard. 
 
    “Can I at least kiss you hello or will some cousin come out and deck me?” 
 
    She chuckled. “Well, they might. They’re pretty protective of us girls in the family, seein’ how there are so few of us.” 
 
    “So no kiss.” His eyes twinkled. 
 
    “Maybe on the cheek.” 
 
    His brow shot up. “On the cheek. Okay.” He leaned in slowly, giving her time to run or react the way she really wanted to. When his lips danced over her cheek to the corner of her mouth, she sucked in a gasp, and it was her who turned her lips into his. 
 
    The sweetness lingered between them, and she heard a whoop from behind and knew Jessamine was gawking at them. 
 
    Noble drew away and glanced over Gracie’s head. 
 
    “My sister. She’s a pain in the ass.” 
 
    His crooked grin had her heart soaring with happiness. He shouldn’t have come, but he had. While they hadn’t parted on the best of terms, with her avoiding him after the tiff they’d had, she felt ready to put that behind her. 
 
    He seemed to catch on to her serious thoughts. Grabbing her fingers, he looked into her eyes. “We okay, Gracie darlin’?” 
 
    “We still got some things to talk through, but yes. Besides, you’re here now. You can’t get out of meeting my family. I don’t blame you for running, though.” 
 
    “I got my truck keys ready if I need to make a quick getaway.” 
 
    She smiled and gripped his hand. “Come and meet this bird on the fence first before she bounces off. I can see from here she’s dying to meet you.” 
 
    When they neared Jessamine, her sister jumped down and looked between them, her gaze lingering on their joined hands. 
 
    “Hi, Noble.” 
 
    His eyes shot to Gracie’s. Yeah, she’d been talking about him, and now he knew it. Judging by the cocky crooked grin that tipped the corner of his lips, he liked the fact too. 
 
    “This is Jessamine, my younger sister. I have another sister at home.” 
 
    He stuck out a hand for her to shake. When Jessamine gave Gracie a pointed look, she hoped her sister wouldn’t say whatever was on her mind. No matter what it was, she was destined to embarrass Gracie by saying it aloud. 
 
    They turned to the fence and all three leaned their elbows on the top rail to watch their cousins and brothers work the young horses. 
 
    “Great setup,” Noble said with admiration in his deep voice. 
 
    “It is.” Should she tell him she’d hoped to take over as the financial manager here on the Dalton Ranch and had chosen the Blackburn just to have something to do? But how quickly her desires had shifted. She loved the Blackburn and how it challenged her. 
 
    But without Noble there, she wasn’t so sure she’d be as happy. 
 
    “Ford!” she called out to her oldest brother as he broke away from his task to give Cash a turn. 
 
    Ford spotted them and came forward, his walk rolling in that self-assured way all Dalton men had. He eyed up Noble, and for a moment, Gracie had a true panic, remembering all the times they’d tried to chase away her or her sisters’ boyfriends. 
 
    “Ford, this is Noble Watkins. Noble, my oldest brother Ford.” 
 
    They shook, a clashing of hard grips that was worrisome in itself. Then Easton came forward, and one by one the cousins drifted over to meet Noble. 
 
    Gracie held her breath, prepared to fight one or all of her family members over her choice of men. 
 
    It struck her that she was willing to, and that said a whole lot about her feelings for the man. 
 
    “We could use another guy to help out if you’re willin’, Noble. We’re down one since Justus is off on maternity leave.” 
 
    The family snickered collectively at the youngest of her brothers staying home with his new daughter and his wife. 
 
    “C’mon, guys, I think it’s sweet that Justus is so attentive. Give the guy a break,” Jessamine spoke up for him. 
 
    “Yeah, it ain’t like most of us haven’t been there with the first kid, huh, guys?” her cousin Witt added. 
 
    “Noble, you up for it?” Ford asked. 
 
    “Sure, I’ll help out.” Noble sent Gracie a look, and she could see the happiness in his eyes at being asked. 
 
    She squeezed his arm, and he shot her a wide grin as he launched over the fence and landed inside the corral. 
 
    Jessamine edged over to Gracie along the fence. “He’s definitely easy on the eyes, Sis.” 
 
    Gracie shook her head with a smile. “Is that all you think about—looks?” 
 
    “Nope. I can see he’s head over heels for you, Gracie May.” 
 
    “So… what do you think?” Gracie almost didn’t want to hear her sister’s response. 
 
    “I think you should hang onto that with both hands.” 
 
    “Really?” She looked out at Noble, who’d immediately thrown himself into working with the horses and fitting in with her family. 
 
    “Yep. Who else is gonna put up with yer stubborn ass?” Jessamine drawled. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Noble leaned back against the tree trunk and let out a groan. 
 
    Gracie, seated between his legs, laughed. “What’s that for?” 
 
    “I’m stuffed to the gills. That was the best food I’ve had in my life.” 
 
    She twisted to look up at him. “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah. My mom died when I was young, and Dad’s not much in the kitchen. I grew up on Hamburger Helper and frozen dinners.” 
 
    “What about the food on the Blackburn?” Her blue eyes were expectant. 
 
    “Well, the new cook’s good enough, but what your Aunt Maggie did with that spread will have me full for a week.” 
 
    “Or until tomorrow when you burn it off working again.” She nudged him with her elbow, and he gathered her close with his arm around her middle. Holding her back to his chest, he dropped his nose into her fragrant hair. 
 
    She fell quiet, and they looked out over the ranch, which had its own view to rival the Blackburn. He wasn’t shocked to find just as much contentment here as on the ranch where he worked—it was having Gracie in his arms that made it home. 
 
    “I keep changing my mind,” she said softly after a long while. 
 
    “What about?” 
 
    “After I graduated from the community college, I wanted to manage this place’s finances more than anything.” 
 
    He wasn’t shocked she had goals—the woman was driven, for sure. He was stunned to think of her wanting to be here with her family but not having the opportunity. 
 
    “What happened with that?” 
 
    “They never offered. I guess I’d been fooling myself a bit, thinking I could be another Dalton to live and work for the love of this ranch, but I was wrong. They have all they need, and I had to make my own way. When the opportunity came up on the Blackburn, I took it as a sign that I may find another place for myself.” 
 
    “But you’re not doing the work you trained to do. Does that bother you?” 
 
    She lifted a shoulder and let it fall. “I’m young and strong, and I love working outdoors. Why shouldn’t I do that for the time being? When I’m ready to change, somethin’ else will come up for me.” 
 
    “I admire your faith that the doors will open to you.” He wasn’t so sure he shared the same thinking when it came to himself. 
 
    Still, he had the chance to live and work on the Blackburn—it’d already been handed to him. But he didn’t know if he could take the offer without Gracie. A cowpoke’s job was relentless and gave little time for a personal life. He’d have to give her up, and there was no way he could. 
 
    He flexed his arm, drawing her nearer, and she rested her head against his shoulder. He pressed a kiss to her temple. 
 
    “Tell me why you keep changing your mind,” he said. 
 
    “I’ve loved every minute on the Blackburn Ranch, and I can see myself enjoying that life. But coming back here only reminds me of my first love, and that’s hard to shake.” 
 
    He swallowed hard, fighting the urge to tell her what he already knew about Blackburn’s decision to keep him on. But Noble couldn’t hurt her. 
 
    “Where do your loyalties lie now, Noble?” she asked. 
 
    He held his breath a moment before pushing out a sigh. With you. Wherever you are, I’m supposed to be. 
 
    “You spent an entire day trying to prove you’re not good enough for the Blackburn. Why?” Tension rolled through her. 
 
    The moment with Gracie felt like a country song, moving from joys to worries and everything between. 
 
    “Gracie.” 
 
    “I know you were trying to throw it all away. I just can’t puzzle out why,” she said. 
 
    “What if it isn’t what I want anymore?” he said near her ear. 
 
    When she turned her head, he spotted a shine to her eyes, like they were filling with tears. 
 
    “What if my goals have changed?” 
 
    She went still. “What are they now?” 
 
    “I only want to be with my girl. Wherever she is, I want to be.” 
 
    To his surprise, she gave a laugh, sounding clear and carefree. “I guess it’s time to tell you that I can’t be your girl, Noble.” 
 
    He flipped her across his lap, so her long legs stuck out to the side and she was clutched to his chest. Staring down into her eyes, he said, “I think we both know it’s too late for that.” 
 
    He kissed her. The passion rose up between them like a cloud they couldn’t find their way out of, and after twenty minutes of making out under the tree, she pulled away, panting. 
 
    “Say it, Gracie, or I’ll kiss you again.” 
 
    “I can’t be your girl.” 
 
    “That’s it.” He grinned and yanked her back in. It was dark before they walked back to their vehicles to return to the Blackburn. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dalton, you’re wanted up at the house.” 
 
    Her brows puckered as she turned to look at Vin. “The house?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I was told.” 
 
    “By who?” 
 
    “Came down through one of the guys who went on an errand for Blackburn.” 
 
    “Okay.” She tried not to show her discomposure at this order, but inside she was freaking out. What would the ranch owner want to talk to her about? 
 
    “Head on up there now, Dalton.” Vin eyed her as she slipped from her saddle and led the horse on foot the rest of the way to the barn. She took care of the animal in short time, feeling pressured to hurry. 
 
    The hollow feeling in her stomach wasn’t letting up, though. She wasn’t going to lie—she was sweating over whatever was to come. 
 
    As she rounded the corner to head to the house, she saw Noble with another group, coming in from fence duty. 
 
    “Made good progress today.” The comment reached her. 
 
    “Better than the group yesterday. They musta been sleeping out in the field, for all the more progress they made,” someone else said. 
 
    “Where’s Dalton headed?” That was from Noble—his voice sent tendrils to the far reaches of her body. They hadn’t gotten a moment alone in days and had settled for a long look here and there. It wasn’t enough for either of them, but there wasn’t much they could do about it. 
 
    Ignoring his question, she put her head down and watched the ground as she walked. Walking up to the house wouldn’t intimidate her any other time, but knowing she was being singled out wasn’t easy. 
 
    When she knocked, Rafe Blackburn himself answered. He gave her a smile and nod of greeting and asked her to follow him to his office. The interior of the house was quite expensive compared to what she was used to. The Daltons put their money into the land and cattle, not slate floors and lighting that made everything look a little like an art gallery. 
 
    She tried not to stare too much as she entered his office. Filled with animal trophies from various exotic hunts and dark polished wood, the space was as decadent as the rest of the home. 
 
    “Take a seat, please.” He waved at a comfy leather chair. 
 
    She thanked him and sank to the seat. It molded to her backside as if it’d been custom made for her. 
 
    From behind his desk, Blackburn looked her over for a long minute. “I called you here today to talk to you about a rumor goin’ around.” 
 
    Her heart shoved into her throat and sat there pounding, making it hard to speak. “Oh?” she managed. 
 
    “It’s difficult for me to say this, but I heard you and Watkins have a thing going between you.” 
 
    Shit. Exactly what she didn’t want to discuss openly, and she only had herself to blame for it. She should have resisted his advances. 
 
    But to be fair, she wanted them just as much. 
 
    “We’ve been friendly,” she answered. 
 
    “More than friendly, from what I’ve heard.” 
 
    She didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “It’s a sort of unspoken rule we have here on the ranch that there’s no relations between workers. It’s not written down anywhere, but it’s a given.” 
 
    Her anger was on the rise. Was he suggesting she didn’t have enough common sense to know this without being told? Of course she knew. 
 
    She’d just blatantly disregarded it. 
 
    Double shit—now she was going to be sent home for it. 
 
    “I can see you don’t want to discuss it, and I can’t blame ya for that. It’s a sensitive subject for me as well.” 
 
    Her gaze shot to his. 
 
    He picked at the edge of his desk blotter before sitting back against his big chair. “You see, my own daughter broke the same rule.” 
 
    Gracie gripped the chair arms, waiting. 
 
    “Josie was the best of the best cowpokes we had here. Just like you.” 
 
    She smiled inwardly at the compliment, but she knew it wouldn’t be long before they plunged down the other peak to despair with a story like this one. 
 
    “She wanted nothin’ more than to work this ranch forever, starting from the ground up the way we all did in this family,” Blackburn went on. “But she fell for one of the last guys I hired.” 
 
    She wanted to ask who it was, but she had a feeling she finally knew the reason they had two openings here on the ranch. 
 
    “His name was Jay, was just as young and in love as she was. That mighta been all right for all parties, except they started shirking their duties. Things got out of hand, and they were spending far more time together alone than they were in the fields, and we lost two calves that season from pure negligence on their parts.” 
 
    Her breaths came faster, but she still had no words to add to the conversation. Blackburn didn’t seem to require any and continued. 
 
    “I told her she had to give him up or give up the ranch. And as you can see, she’s not here.” 
 
    Gracie found her voice. “I’ve hardly seen or spoken to Watkins in days. We aren’t neglecting our duties.” 
 
    “Not yet. But it’s hard to resist when you’re in love.” 
 
    Her face burned, and she started to deny it, but it would all be a lie. 
 
    She did love Noble, and there was no going back. 
 
    “I have good reports on you, Dalton. You come from good family ranching stock, and I know you’re an asset to this place. We’d like to keep you on, but I don’t want another Josie. As much as I love my daughter, she made the wrong choice.” 
 
    She stared at him, struck dumb all over again. What was there to say? She couldn’t deny she and Noble had a love affair going or that they had managed to slip away and share some stolen moments. But she didn’t want to lose her chance here either. 
 
    So her ultimatum was to dump Noble and break both their hearts or to leave the ranch like Blackburn’s daughter and let him and so many others, including herself, down. 
 
    On the heels of this was a massive wave of anger. 
 
    She got to her feet and met his gaze head on. She was a Dalton, after all, and couldn’t be spoken to this way. 
 
    “Have you said all this to Watkins?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “So you’re cornering me because I’m a woman? Because I’m the emotions part of this whole deal, and I’m supposed to handle everything to do with feelings while Watkins just takes care of the cattle?” She could suddenly see why Josie had fled this place. 
 
    “You misunderstand me, Gracie. I’m talking to you because I know Watkins is in too deep. I’ve seen him around you.” 
 
    The idea of Blackburn having watched them burned her even more. 
 
    “You have the level head in this relationship, and I’m giving you the chance to use it.” 
 
    Her breath rushed out of her. She turned for the door. 
 
    “Don’t wait long to do it. It hurts less if you make a clean break,” Blackburn said, still seated at his desk. 
 
    She nodded and walked out. Each footstep she took rang louder on the slate floor until she reached the door and slammed it behind her. 
 
    On the porch, she dragged in a huge breath of air, but it wasn’t helping to calm her nerves. She was beyond pissed. Irate wasn’t even in the same hemisphere of what she was feeling. 
 
    She had to go find Noble, and the sooner, the better. She just didn’t know exactly what she’d say when she found him. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Gracie searched the only two places Noble would be at this time of day. Both the bunkhouse and the paddocks were empty. Maybe he’d gone off to town with the other guys for a supply run, though that would be unusual for him. 
 
    She needed to talk to him—now. 
 
    Walking up to the fence of the empty paddock, she gripped the rail and dug in her fingers. Damn Blackburn. She wasn’t even sure she wanted to work for a man like that. 
 
    She jerked her hand back as a big splinter sliced into her finger from grasping the rough wood rail so hard. 
 
    “There you are.” 
 
    She spun at the deep tone. The instant she set eyes on Noble, her heart kicked like a mule in her chest. 
 
    Dammit—she just had to love him, didn’t she? It made her life so much more difficult. 
 
    But did it have to? 
 
    He shot her a heart-stopping grin and strode up to her. 
 
    She stuck her painful finger in her mouth and sucked while cursing her own body’s reaction to the man. 
 
    His fingers closed around her wrist, and he pulled her finger free to examine it. “Splinter,” he said. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Let me get that.” He released her to dig into his jeans pocket. When he came out with a huge pocketknife with a blade he could gut an animal with, she backed up. 
 
    “Oh no, you don’t.” 
 
    He chuckled. “It looks lethal, but the point’s sharp enough to skin the hair off a centipede. Look.” He held it up to the light to show her the razor-sharp edge. 
 
    “Put that thing away. I’ll get the splinter out later—it’s no big deal.” 
 
    “You don’t trust me.” 
 
    She had no idea why, but she held out her hand for him. He sliced a grin her way before pulling out the blade again. With her hand trapped in his hold and a knife that could take off her entire finger poised over the splinter, she held her breath. 
 
    A second later, he held up the splinter of wood. 
 
    She blinked at him. “I didn’t even feel it. How did you do that?” 
 
    “I got the magic touch, darlin’. Care to join me in the room in the barn again?” 
 
    Heat stampeded all over her insides, and she let out a slow trickle of air from her lungs. She wanted him. 
 
    There was nothing to stop her. Especially not Blackburn. 
 
    “Go on in first and I’ll catch up,” he said quietly near her ear. 
 
    Shivers ran through her, and she nodded. 
 
    As she circled the barn and slipped in through the side door, she stopped in her tracks. Why was she risking it with Noble, knowing it could end her days here on the ranch? 
 
    Maybe she wanted to end her time here. Nobody gave her ultimatums. Dictating her love life? No freakin’ way. 
 
    She moved to the door and eased it open. It wasn’t as creaky as last time she and Noble had been here, and she wouldn’t put it past him to have oiled the hinges. 
 
    She threw a look at the wall where the initials were carved. J+J. Josie plus Jay. In love, driven out. Where were they now? Were they out there, happy and making a go of it together? 
 
    She found herself rooting for them. She hoped Josie could spit in the eye of her father and in the end say she didn’t need him or the Blackburn to make her happy. 
 
    That was exactly what Gracie was about to do with Noble. 
 
    It struck her—had he been trying to throw himself to the wolves too, when she’d accused him of being careless that day weeks ago? 
 
    What if Blackburn had gotten to him too, given him the same speech, and as a result, Noble had been trying to get kicked off the ranch? 
 
    The door opened and closed silently behind the man. He stepped up to the bed where she stood and without a word, gathered her in his arms. The scent of man and fresh soap hit her senses, and she threw her arms around his neck. Clinging, she kissed him with all the desire bottled inside of her. 
 
    He released a low noise in his throat, and she breathed out a gasp. He urged her mouth open with his tongue and stroked pass after pass over hers until they were both shaking. 
 
    With fumbling fingers, they stripped each other. The condom proved too much for their heated efforts, and he finally had to slow things down to get it in place. 
 
    She lay back on the bed and parted her thighs in invitation. The way he looked at her was enough to tell her she wasn’t making a mistake. 
 
    She was in love with the cowboy. 
 
    Dragging him close, she wrapped her legs around him and yanked him in. He filled her in one sharp thrust, and they went still, breathing hard. Desperate to have all of him—now—she began to churn her hips. 
 
    His piercing stare coupled with the buck of his own hips had her pleading for release, and Gracie had never begged for anything in her entire life. 
 
    She dug her fingers into his shoulders and took out her passion, anger and fears on kissing him. Slamming her mouth over his again and again, biting into his lower lip and rubbing her cheek against his stubbled jaw just to feel the burn. 
 
    “Gracie. I got ya. We have all night. Slow down.” 
 
    She couldn’t—she had to prove how she felt for Noble and in a way, she was giving Blackburn the middle finger too. 
 
    Shoving against her lover’s chest, she made him roll. She straddled him and took over, letting the fever of need drive her faster and harder until she was on the cusp of her orgasm. 
 
    He bundled her hair off her face and looked into her eyes. “You’re the perfect woman for me.” 
 
    “I know.” She slid up and down, closed her eyes and tipped over the edge into ecstasy. He cut off her cry with his kiss. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    As soon as Noble got his mind back, he was going to find out what was up with Gracie. The woman wasn’t herself, and while he’d loved every minute of what they’d just done, the desperation in her touch worried the hell outta him. 
 
    He brushed his lips across her shoulder and yanked her warm back flush against his chest. Her round ass fit his groin perfect, and even her long legs tangled around his own like they were pieces of a puzzle finally joined together. 
 
    Her breathing grew more rhythmic, and he trailed a fingertip down her shoulder and arm to her elbow before moving back up. When her skin prickled at his touch, he smiled. 
 
    “Do you think they’re still together?” she asked suddenly. 
 
    His brows crinkled. “Who?” 
 
    “J and J. Them.” She pointed to the initials on the wall. 
 
    “If they were in this bed sharing a moment just like this, I sure as hell hope so.” 
 
    Suddenly, she flipped in his hold to stare into his eyes. “What if we don’t make it here on the Blackburn? Where would we go? What could we do?” 
 
    He studied her eyes, seeing a hint of a fevered light he’d never noticed before. “What happened today?” 
 
    “I…” She chewed her lower lip. “Maybe it started when I went to the family ranch. It’s my home, my roots…” 
 
    He swallowed against the lump that was forming in his throat. “You’re sayin’ you’d abandon the idea of working here and go home asking for a job?” 
 
    Her lashes dropped over her eyes, shielding them from him. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Should he tell her how much he’d worried over one of them being sent off the Blackburn and how their relationship would shatter afterward? He couldn’t bring himself to speak the words aloud—to do so might give them reality. 
 
    “Not that many ranches left these days. Not sure I could find another to work. Most likely I’d continue helping out my dad with his hauling business and eventually take over.” 
 
    “But cowboyin’ is your first love,” she stated. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Her lips tightened, and she flipped onto her back to stare at the ceiling, but he only stared at her. Judging from the tightening of her lips, she was worrying over something. 
 
    He cupped her face in his palm, bringing it around so he could meet her gaze. “Gracie. What is this relationship of ours? Do you see it going anywhere?” 
 
    She pushed out a sigh. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Ouch. Her words struck him hard, because he knew without a doubt he wanted her. Hell, he could see himself growing old with the stubborn woman. He may want to shake her at times, but she’d want to do the same with him. That was how good relationships worked, right? 
 
    Suddenly, she rolled to a sitting position and popped to her feet. Getting a view of her sultry, bare backside had him hard instantly again. She started throwing on her clothes, and his mind froze. 
 
    “Are you leavin’?” His voice came out gritty. 
 
    “Yeah, and so are you. Let’s walk. C’mon.” 
 
    He stood and yanked on his boxers and jeans, watching her bend over as she pulled on her boots. When she began to work the buttons of her shirt, he started to wonder what the hell he’d do if he didn’t have her. 
 
    She shoved her hat down over her mussed hair. “Meet ya outside.” 
 
    He bounced around, jamming his feet into his boots and yanking his shirt overhead. When he reached the barn door, he half expected to see no hide nor hair of her, but she was leaning against the side of the barn, waiting on him. 
 
    He had so much to think about, and she must too. Maybe a walk would clear both their heads. 
 
    The grasses swished under their boots as they made their way around the barn and across the field. To his surprise, she cut right in front of the main house rather than going behind. For a girl who wanted to hide their relationship, she sure was flaunting it. 
 
    A red flag to Noble. 
 
    “Gracie, what happened today?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what happened today—my eyes were opened.” She kept walking, strides long. He had no trouble keeping up with her long legs, because he was matched with her. No other man was her speed, and no woman his. 
 
    “How?” he asked. 
 
    She threw him a look. “Realized some things, that’s all.” 
 
    He caught her arm and drew her to a stop. “So have I. And it’s that I love you, and no matter where we end up—if it’s together on this ranch or not—I want to try to make it work.” 
 
    She stared into his eyes and swallowed hard before giving a single nod. “Let’s go to the lookout.” 
 
    He caught her hand, and she let him tangle their fingers together. His heart gave a happy leap, but he felt something coming, smelled it like cattle could smell a storm rollin’ in. 
 
    When they reached the lookout, she spun to him and grabbed his face in her hands. Surprise took hold as she slammed her lips over his with a new wildness that had him responding in kind. 
 
    He grabbed at her clothes, peeling them away though he’d just watched her put them back on. The clash of her lips against his shot dark need through his groin, and he lifted her bare body and sank deep in one thrust. 
 
    Too late, he realized he wasn’t wearing a condom. 
 
    “I’m on the pill,” she bit out and yanked him in again. 
 
    He lowered her to the ground, still joined. She worked her hands over his spine and ass, grabbing at him. He lifted her off the rough grasses and sank into her again. The tight, wet, hot feel of her without a barrier… God, he wasn’t going to make it long. 
 
    She bit into the side of his neck, and he called out her name, grinding faster, harder. She dug her heels into his ass and rode him like a true cowgirl. 
 
    The growl that came from his throat was matched with her groan, and he crushed his lips to hers. A fire climbed up from his center and washed over him. 
 
    “Dammit, I can’t live without this,” he grated out. 
 
    “Me either.” 
 
    The sweetest words he’d ever heard. 
 
    He pounded into her, and she clenched around him. As he felt her tightening around him, his balls drew up and he ground his teeth. 
 
    Then she let go in a rush of juices over his hardness, and he threw back his head and lost himself to sensation. 
 
    To loving Gracie. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dalton, you, Minich and Timms are with Vin.” 
 
    She nodded at the order. 
 
    “Grab one o’ the young horses we’ve been training up and use them to move the herd to the top pasture. The one they’re in is too dry without much rain. Take them down toward the creek.” Langtry squinted one eye as he contemplated her. 
 
    She felt a deep resentment for what Blackburn had done to her. Even if the man had reason to worry about what had happened between his daughter and the cowpoke, that didn’t make it right to slap her with the same thing. 
 
    She wasn’t Josie. 
 
    With a thumb hitched in her front pocket, she set out to the paddock. She hoped Noble hadn’t taken the horse she preferred again. She didn’t know if she was annoyed that he’d tried to protect her or touched by it. If it’d been her cousin or brother, she’d hold a grudge for a week. 
 
    She’d been thinkin’ long and hard on the thing with the family ranch. She’d been waiting to be asked to join the outfit, but maybe that was her error. She should have taken initiative and asked to be given a chance. She’d already thought up half a dozen ways to save money on the ranch, and that was more in each man’s pocket. She could streamline areas and work on bigger contracts too. Both of which would benefit the entire family working and living on the Dalton Ranch. 
 
    When she reached the paddock and spotted the horse of her choosing, a smile spread over her face. Noble had left it instead of taking it out on the trail with the others today. 
 
    She coaxed the mare out with a treat and then saddled it. The animal was getting tamer by the day, and by the time she left the Blackburn, it would probably be one of the best horses they had for working the herd. 
 
    She hoped she was given credit for some of it after she was gone. 
 
    The summer was going faster than she’d ever imagined. They only had a few weeks left until the decision was made, but Gracie’s mind was pretty much made up. She knew she was leaving, and she was okay with the outcome. She wasn’t walking away with nothing for all the work she’d put in—she’d improved her skills and learned things about herself. 
 
    Like she could fall in love. 
 
    Sighing, she mounted the horse and rode out with the other guys, Vin at the lead. She watched the cowboys interact, ribbing each other and joking about what they’d get for lunch if they didn’t get back in time. She felt far removed from the banter. 
 
    She was so lost in her thoughts, she didn’t realize Vin had dropped back to ride alongside her till he spoke. 
 
    “You’ve done real good with that horse,” he said. 
 
    “Wasn’t all my doing,” she answered. 
 
    He eyed her from under the brim of his Stetson. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “You know Blackburn wants you permanent.” 
 
    She bristled at the name. When she didn’t answer, Vin looked out between his mount’s ears and rode along in silence. 
 
    She threw him a look. Could she confide in him? He’d been a little like Langtry—a favorite uncle in her eyes. But she didn’t know how deep the man’s loyalties lay. He was a Blackburn man, had been a long time, and was likely to be in the man’s pocket. He must be, if he knew about her employment status. 
 
    So what if she spoke her mind to him? He could do with it what he wanted, and if that was to carry her words back to Blackburn, what did she care? The ranch owner deserved whatever she had to say. 
 
    “He only wants me on conditions,” she said. 
 
    He looked around to her, and his shoulders slumped a bit. “I heard.” 
 
    “Just because he gave his daughter a choice and she didn’t take the one he thought she would, doesn’t give him the right to do it to me. Noble and I have kept to ourselves, and our work hasn’t suffered.” 
 
    “That’s true enough, but you gotta see Blackburn’s point.” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” she bit off. She gripped the reins too tight, and the horse danced a bit in reaction. She relaxed and loosened her hold. 
 
    “I loved Josie like my own daughter, and it hurt when she turned away from her birthright to go off with that cowpoke.” 
 
    “That’s not me. And it’s not Noble.” 
 
    “Blackburn’s just protecting the ranch. He’s got to get the right people in place in order to make it run smooth.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll stay on even if he took away the contingency clause. I don’t like bein’ told what to do with my personal life.” 
 
    “That’s your right to go, but this is a life you’re not likely to get many other places.” 
 
    “I’ve got my family’s ranch.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Haven’t you ever wanted more, Vin? A family, a life outside these pastures?” 
 
    He looked across the breathtaking view. “Nope. This is all I’ve ever known and all I’ve ever wanted. But if it’s not your dream, get out now. Noble already did.” 
 
    She jerked her head around to stare at him. “What?” 
 
    “He left this morning, took off in the wee hours before anybody woke.” 
 
    “I thought he rode out with the guys on the trails.” 
 
    “Nope, they left right after he did.” 
 
    Her breath hitched as fear took hold. He’d left without even saying goodbye to her? She’d felt how untamed his lovemaking was the day before and wondered at his mental state. But she never would have guessed he would leave this way. 
 
    Without telling her. 
 
    Everything she knew about her world right now seemed to be in the manure pile, and she wasn’t sure which way was up. Her ability to make a confident decision was in the toilet too. 
 
    For now, all she could do was what was asked of her, and that was to move the herd. She’d figure out the rest when the time came, but knowing that didn’t make the situation any easier. 
 
    And Noble was still gone. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Noble ripped his hat off his head and sank his fingers into his hair. Could this day get any worse? First, he’d been woken before dawn by one of his dad’s neighbors calling to say he found his father lying on the floor in the garage and he’d been taken to the hospital. 
 
    Now, the doctors were jerking him around about telling him what the real problem was. At first, they’d suspected his father suffered a stroke. But after the tests came out fine, they questioned his heart health. When that came back normal as well, they just told Noble they were running more tests. 
 
    Leaving him grinding his teeth and wanting to throw chairs in the waiting room. 
 
    He paced a few times before dropping into a hard seat again. Then he leaned his elbows on his knees and closed his eyes. The prayers revolving around in his mind weren’t giving him any peace, but that was usually the case for him. 
 
    He’d seen his father only briefly after arriving at the hospital, but they’d quickly whisked him off for scans of his head. All Noble knew was he was about to lose his mind sitting here wondering if he’d ever see his dad alive again. 
 
    If he’d ever get a chance to say the words he should have been saying all along. 
 
    And he’d left the ranch in such a rush, he hadn’t considered how it looked to the others. They would have woken to find him gone, his stuff too, and it looked as though he’d taken off. 
 
    Gracie would believe that of him, he was sure of it. The woman was skeptical of everything when it came to his feelings about her, and well, she was just going to have to learn to live with the fact he was in love with her. 
 
    Right after he made sure his dad was all right, he’d call her. 
 
    She’d be in the field right now, laboring in the heat over the fence or training up the horses… probably believing the worst of him. 
 
    He compressed his lips and leaped from the chair to pace the room again. A couple other people sat waiting for news of their loved ones, and they threw him looks, which he ignored. He had far too much energy to sit here waiting. 
 
    When he walked out of the space, he veered toward the front desk. A woman looked up from her computer screen. 
 
    “I’m going out for some air. If there’s news about my father, I’ll be right back in.” 
 
    “All right, sir.” 
 
    Feeling far older than his years from both her addressing him by sir and the weight of responsibilities and worries on his shoulders, he walked out. The hot Texas air struck him, and he broke out in a sweat instantly. 
 
    Maybe it was a good time to try to reach Gracie. 
 
    But he knew she wouldn’t have her phone on her in the field. She often left it behind, of the old-fashioned mindset that all she needed was her horse and some rope. 
 
    If only those things would help him right now. He’d never felt so helpless and out of his element. 
 
    He paced outside the doors for a while, before meandering down the sidewalk and ending up at a small garden. A memorial bench stood there, inviting a person to sit if he had a mind to, but Noble didn’t. 
 
    He needed to gallop, to feel the wind on his face and hear the hooves matching to the rhythm of his heart. 
 
    He needed Gracie. 
 
    He took out his phone and dialed her number. 
 
    It rang three times before going to voicemail. For a second, he considered leaving a message but couldn’t figure out what to say, so he just hung up. 
 
    He walked over and kicked the leg of the bench, the sole of his boot ringing off the metal. Dammit. If he lost her… If he lost his father… 
 
    He turned and went back inside the hospital. The waiting room had filled up a bit more, with a young family there with a child on the mother’s lap. It was impossible for Noble not to look at them and think of how it would be to have that with Gracie, to make her his wife and share children and a life. 
 
    He pinched the bridge of his nose and sat again, no less calm than before his step outside. 
 
    The morning seemed to drag on from minutes to hours. He found himself thinking of the Blackburn and all the chores to be done he was missing. He could picture Gracie working away, in the saddle with that sexy roll of her hips that always had him hard for her. Her long hair would be bound into her usual braid and bouncing on her spine. 
 
    Then she’d look up and catch him staring and offer him one of her smiles that twisted him all up. 
 
    He took out his phone, thinking to text her instead, but just then, a nurse appeared and called his name. 
 
    He jumped up and strode to the doorway. 
 
    “We’ve gotten some more tests back on your father. The doctor will explain everything to you if you’ll come this way.” 
 
    She walked around a corner and into the space partitioned off by curtains. His father was lying in bed, hooked up to an IV but awake. 
 
    He spotted Noble and winced. “You shouldn’t have come, Son.” 
 
    “Don’t be an ass, Dad. Of course I had to be here.” He sank to a chair by the bed and looked at his old man, who was giving him a ghost of a grin. 
 
    If he was dying, he was going out as his usual cantankerous self, that was certain. Noble clung to it. 
 
    The nurse took her leave, saying the doctor would be in to speak with them in a minute. 
 
    Noble rested his hand over his dad’s where it lay on the hospital bed. It felt dry and rough. “I had to come.” 
 
    “Don’t lose your place on the Blackburn on my account.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about the Blackburn, okay? What happened in the garage?” 
 
    “Can’t remember. I woke up to Pete grabbing my shoulder and shaking me. I think he thought me dead. Poor old bastard.” 
 
    “Pete’s a good friend. Why did he check on you so early this morning?” 
 
    “I was supposed to go up to his place last night and have a beer with him. Sometimes we have a game of cards too.” 
 
    Noble put it all together in his mind and nodded. “Good thing he checked on you. I should have been around, and I’m sorry.” 
 
    His father fixed him in his stare. “You gotta give yourself the best chance at life, Son, and that’s on the Blackburn.” 
 
    “Dad… If I don’t stay on the Blackburn, it doesn’t mean I’ve thrown my life away. It simply means I’ve taken another path.” 
 
    “With that Dalton girl o’ yours.” His voice was a little raspy, and it concerned Noble that he was taxing his dad too much with the conversation. 
 
    He bowed his head. “I love her, Dad.” 
 
    This time his father touched the back of his hand and gave a squeeze that was stronger than Noble could have hoped for. He met his father’s gaze. 
 
    “Sometimes love’s enough. It was for me with your ma, and she’s the reason I left the cowboy life.” 
 
    Noble’s brow shot up. “You never told me you left for Mom.” 
 
    “Loved her. I had no choice. I couldn’t live without her.” 
 
    His throat clamped off. “I feel the same about Gracie.” 
 
    “Things will work out the way they’re s’posed to, Noble.” 
 
    He had to take shallow breaths to keep his emotions in check. Then the doctor flipped open the curtain and entered the space. 
 
    “Well, Mr. Watkins, you’re one lucky man. When the paramedics picked you up, your blood sugar was in a critical range.” 
 
    Noble blinked at the doctor. “Blood sugar?” 
 
    “Yes, it appears your father’s a diabetic. Were you aware, Mr. Watkins?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t feel sick, so I didn’t go to the doctor.” 
 
    “When was your last checkup?” 
 
    “Coupla years, I guess.” 
 
    “Well, it’s good to have regular checkups for precisely this reason. Your bloodwork shows you’re very much a diabetic and should be under a physician’s care. How are you feeling now that we’ve got some glucose and fluids into you?” 
 
    “Feel fine,” his father stated. 
 
    Noble felt sweat of relief trickle down his spine to wet his shirt. His father wasn’t going to die, and the worst possible cases—stroke or heart attack—had been ruled out for a disease that would take some management but his father was capable of living with for years to come. 
 
    He listened to all the instructions the doctor gave and took the prescriptions he’d printed out for his father to get filled. Noble would go pick them up to ensure his stubborn old man had no excuses not to take care of his health. 
 
    “We’ll keep you a bit longer and monitor you to make sure you’re stable, and then you can go home, Mr. Watkins,” the doctor said. 
 
    Noble gave him a nod of appreciation and when they were alone, he turned to his father. “Guess you’re gonna live.” 
 
    “Yeah, good thing. Somebody’s gotta give you sound advice, boy. Now get on back to the Blackburn and do your job and do it to the best of your ability.” 
 
    “I’ll get the prescriptions and drop them off at home for ya.” 
 
    “Thanks, Noble. Don’t worry about me, now, got it? I’ve been takin’ care of this old body for sixty-four years. Time for you to go after what you want in life.” 
 
    “Even if that doesn’t include the Blackburn Ranch?” 
 
    His father gave a nod. “Even then.” 
 
    Noble stood, his smile stretching from ear to ear. He was going after Gracie and wasn’t taking no for an answer—he was going to make her his own. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Fence duty wasn’t near as fun without Noble to rival. Since he wasn’t here, she didn’t care how many posts she drove in or how many miles of wire she stretched between them. 
 
    She still put her back into the work and did it well, but her time for caring was up. If she was honest, she was flat out depressed. Her goal of having this position permanently was within grasp—but with conditions set that she wasn’t willing to compromise on. 
 
    She wasn’t selling her soul to have the job. 
 
    And Noble obviously hadn’t thought enough of her to wake her and tell her goodbye. All those times he’d dangle a hand down over the top bunk, sometimes tugging her hair, and he couldn’t have managed to wake her? 
 
    She heaved a sigh, and Langtry fixed her in his sights. 
 
    Oh shit. Here he comes. 
 
    He sidled over. The man was chiseled from stone and held together by lassos and bullwhips. If the Blackburn Ranch had a poster boy, Langtry would be it. 
 
    She continued to work as he approached. 
 
    “Take a break, Dalton. Have some water.” 
 
    “I don’t need a break, thanks.” 
 
    “Then that heavy sigh you just gave ain’t for the sledgehammer and the heat?” 
 
    She didn’t answer, just swung the hammer again. 
 
    “Think we all know what’s wearin’ on ya, girl. I’m sorry for it. I thought better of him.” 
 
    Her instinct was to jerk her head up and lay into the foreman, but she resisted. Head down, she kept working, swinging the sledgehammer in a rhythm that was the only thing holding her together right now. 
 
    “If you need to talk, you know where to find me.” 
 
    She nodded, grateful when Langtry walked off. She hefted the sledgehammer to the ground and leaned on the handle a moment, swiping sweat from her eyes. 
 
    Being raised in a big family made it hard for her at times to deal with issues alone. When she’d have a bad day at school, she would go home and tell her family. Her brothers would threaten to beat people up on her behalf, and soon she’d be giggling as they demonstrated their moves on pillows in her bedroom. Then her sisters would bring her their favorite stuffed animals and drinks of chocolate milk to soothe her. Both of her parents would give her plenty of hugs whenever she was distressed. 
 
    Even friends like Andie had helped lift any burdens from her life. 
 
    But out here, she was truly alone. She liked these guys well enough, and she might have formed some makeshift family with them all if she stayed on. But Blackburn had tainted the entire thing for her, and now she didn’t care where she ended up after the summer was through. 
 
    She’d probably work at some crappy corporate job, putting her degree to use pushing numbers to improve production on something she couldn’t care less about. 
 
    Her passion lay in ranchin’, pure and simple. 
 
    She nudged her hat back a bit and looked out over the line of cowpokes working the fence. By the end of the day, they’d be darn near finished with this section. Looking at the achievement now gave her warm feelings. Miles of new fence had been erected. She’d had a hand in most of it, and she was proud of her efforts. Long after she left the Blackburn Ranch, the fence would remain for years to come. 
 
    It was a small legacy but one she could own with pride. 
 
    When Langtry called a break to all, and they gathered at the back of the truck to grab jugs of water and tea, Gracie leaned against the tailgate and sipped, deep in thought. 
 
    “Watkins—” 
 
    She jerked her head around at Noble’s name, and then found herself immediately searching the field for sight of him. Minich gave her a look, and she felt heat climb her face. Dipping her head, she avoided his stare. 
 
    They were discussing Noble just up and leaving. She had to bite her lips to keep from saying something, especially when they accused him of knowing he wasn’t making it for the permanent position. It was total crap—Noble was the best here, besides herself, of course. 
 
    If she was honest, they were well-matched in all ways, and that fact made her all the more solemn for the rest of the day. 
 
    As they rode back, one of the guys pointed at the horizon. A dark cloud was forming, and you could already hear the thunder from miles away. “Storm’s comin’,” he said. “Best get back quick and batten down the hatches. With the heat we’ve been havin’, when it lets loose, it’s gonna be a gully-washer.” 
 
    Everyone picked up the pace, and once they reached the ranch, they saw to the animals, tucking them away in the barn. Gracie welcomed the tasks that kept her mind off her situation, and nobody brought up Noble’s name again. 
 
    By the time dinner rolled around, she wasn’t very hungry, though the pork chops and potato salad were delicious. She wandered outside. The storm was coming closer, but it didn’t seem to be bringing any rain with it—a dry storm with lightning flashes and low booms of thunder that still had yet to reach the main ranch. 
 
    Leaning against the wall of the bunkhouse, she watched the sky. As a child, she’d always loved watching the sky light up during a storm, and now it felt like visiting with an old friend. 
 
    A shout sounded, and then another. She straightened, glancing around for the problem. 
 
    The other guys inside the bunkhouse rushed out. Langtry assessed the situation and hollered, “Dammit, it’s fire! Get on the ATVs and grab as much water as you can carry! Vin, get on the heavy equipment.” He spun to look at them all, gathered into a knot. “They’ve been workin’ on the road and all the equipment’s parked half a mile up. Who here thinks they can operate a road scraper?” 
 
    Gracie lifted her head. “I can do it.” 
 
    Everyone looked at her. 
 
    “Vin, take her with you. We’ll try to get behind the fire with the water, and you guys can push whatever dirt you can around it to contain the flames,” Langtry shouted as he ran for his truck. 
 
    In seconds, they were all rushing to load water tanks and haul everything they could to the source of the fire, while Vin and Gracie jumped into a truck and headed for the heavy equipment. 
 
    When Gracie jumped out and sized up the huge road construction equipment, Vin said, “Sure you can handle this, Dalton?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve run the big tractors on my family’s ranch.” 
 
    He gave a nod, and she ran up to the equipment. In seconds, she was maneuvering it out onto the road headed toward the fire, with Vin right behind her on a massive backhoe. 
 
    Her heart thumped as she rolled at what felt like a snail’s pace toward the fire. Black smoke coiled upward from one of the pastures. Lightning strikes plus a dry Texas summer meant fires broke out. The Dalton Ranch had experienced something similar a few years back, and the fire had even claimed part of her cousin Hank’s house. 
 
    They’d all rallied together then, and would do so now. 
 
    She had a herd and property to help protect. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The minute Noble rounded the bend leading to the Blackburn Ranch, he knew shit had gone wrong. He’d seen fire before, knew all that it could claim in its path of destruction. 
 
    His heart flexed as he realized the dangers. Gracie. 
 
    Stomping on the gas, he sped toward the main ranch, and then cut across the field toward the source of the smoke. As soon as he slammed to a stop, he was out of the truck. A glance told him everything he needed to know—a line of men on ATVs was trying to hold the flames back with a layer of water while others on heavy machinery created a dirt bank to enclose the ring while they all battled the flames. 
 
    Firetrucks were in the midst, along with neighbors and even some women stood along the road nearby, handing out water bottles to those who were in the worst of the heat. 
 
    When it came to fire and property, the whole community pulled together. 
 
    He stared at the scene. Where the hell was Gracie? He didn’t see her figure in the midst of the men with the water brigade. Was she out pushing the herd to safety? He sure as hell hoped she was as far from the flames as possible. With as dry as it’d been, the fire could spread for miles in the matter of minutes. 
 
    He started running. 
 
    “Langtry!” He spotted the man directing the entire operation, alongside Blackburn, who was shouting orders. 
 
    The foreman looked to him. “Where’s Gracie?” 
 
    Blackburn pierced him with a look and pointed. 
 
    Noble followed his finger to one of the huge machines he knew they’d been grading the road with for weeks. “Holy shit,” he whispered as he saw his woman seated at the controls. 
 
    People died all the time in heavy equipment accidents. 
 
    His heart slammed harder as he took off for her. 
 
    “Watkins! We need you here!” Blackburn yelled. 
 
    He looked from Gracie to the men on the ground. Blackburn was right—Gracie could handle herself, and he could do more good on the ground. 
 
    He ran up to one of the big water tanks and grabbed the end of a hose hooked up to it. When he let loose the spray of water, he realized what a battle they were in for. This was no small brush fire, and it was quickly getting out of hand. By the time they corralled the flames, who knew how much pasture would be burned. 
 
    The sun was setting, the sky dark against the flames licking the sky. He and five other men formed a line, hosing down everything in their path, but they weren’t gaining enough ground. 
 
    He dropped the hose and strode to Blackburn. “We gotta hem it in with more fire. Get propane torches and do a controlled burn so the fire doesn’t have anything beyond that circle to ignite,” he yelled over the din of the flames and shouts of men. 
 
    Blackburn gave a hard nod. “Get on it.” 
 
    He twisted to throw a look at Gracie. She’d been at it for hours, using the equipment to push up one side that faced a stand of trees in order to save the timber. She and Vin seemed to be on the winning end of that fight, at least. The rest of the pasture would be nothing but charred black earth if Noble didn’t get the torches soon. 
 
    As he ran across the field, she caught sight of him, maybe for the first time. She half-rose from her seat at the controls. He yanked his hat off and waved it to her. 
 
    She took off hers as well, and judging by the way she waved it frantically in the air, she was happy to see him. He wished to hell he could see her face right now. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    A lump of emotion climbed Gracie’s throat and lodged there the second she set eyes on Noble. 
 
    He was here, with them all fighting for the ranch. 
 
    Her hands shook a little on the controllers, and she had to focus hard on stilling them so she didn’t make an error. She watched Noble bolt across the field for his truck parked alongside the road. Where had he been all day? It didn’t matter, did it? He was here now. 
 
    He jumped in and drove down the road to the main ranch buildings in a storm of dust. 
 
    The lightning had moved past, and good thing. They couldn’t fight more than one fire at a time. 
 
    Minutes later, Noble drove like a wild man back to the scene. He jumped out and waved his arms. She thought he must be shouting something to the others, because five men ran for the truck. They took objects out of the back and got back into position. This time they turned not streams of water on the flames but fire. 
 
    Fight fire with fire. 
 
    She let out a shout of excitement. Vin caught her eye and moved a hand in the direction they needed to conquer next with the machinery. She gave an exaggerated nod so he could see her agreement and turned for the section of flames. 
 
    A ring of orange flames licked toward the larger fire in the center. Hours seemed to pass, but she had no sense of time, only duty. 
 
    The part of her mind that liked to crunch numbers already had assessed the amount of loss here on the Blackburn, and so far, it didn’t amount to what it might have without so many hands on deck. 
 
    A whoop of celebration reached her, and she craned her neck to see what was happening. 
 
    Two men stood behind blackened grass, a wall of smoke before them, but not a single flame was in sight. 
 
    The efforts with the propane torches had worked, and the fire had run out of fuel in that section of the field. More shouts and whoops sounded, and she fist-punched the air too. 
 
    Then a single man broke loose of the group and ran toward her. She stilled the machinery, watching him come. The set of his shoulders was as familiar as her own face if she looked into a mirror. Noble. 
 
    She started climbing down, and he caught her up on the ground, wrapping his arms tight around her middle and lifting her off her feet. 
 
    “You came back,” she cried out. 
 
    At the same time, he said, “I love you, darlin’.” 
 
    She hurled her arms around his neck and kissed him for all it was worth. When he pulled back, he gave her that crooked smile that would melt her bones for the rest of her life. 
 
    “I never left for good, ya know.” 
 
    Her brow creased in question, but he planted a hard peck on her lips. 
 
    “I’ll tell ya when we’re finished here.” Releasing her, he smacked her on the behind. “Get back in that seat, Dalton.” 
 
    She gave him a sassy twitch of her hips. “Bet you didn’t know a girl could drive such a big piece of equipment.” 
 
    “I knew you had it in you. I admit, it’s sexy as hell, seeing you handle all that power.” 
 
    She shot him a grin and climbed back into the seat. There was a story to be told, about where he’d been, but he was back and fighting with them all. 
 
    And he loved her. 
 
    She couldn’t wipe the smile off her face now. Later, she’d find out just what exactly had taken him away from the ranch, but whatever it was, she knew he’d had a good reason. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Vin waved to the porch of the big house. “Take a load off. I need to talk to Blackburn.” 
 
    While he disappeared inside, Gracie and Noble sank to the porch steps and some others spread out across the yard, hats off and faces tipped to the sun. It’d been a hell of a long night. 
 
    Gracie sent Noble a look. “Now’s a good time to tell me where you ran off to.” 
 
    His smile was tired, and he was grubby but as handsome as ever. “I got a call before dawn from my dad’s neighbor saying he’d found him collapsed in the garage.” 
 
    She sucked in a gasp and pressed her fingers to her lips. “Is he all right?” 
 
    “I’ll admit I was scared out of my mind. At his age, you think the worst, and they believed it was a stroke for a while. Turns out he’s diabetic and his sugar got too low.” 
 
    “He’s still damn lucky. It’s nothing to fool around with.” 
 
    “He’s a cat with nine lives.” Noble chuckled. “It was a huge relief to hear it’s something manageable. But I didn’t have time to wake people and tell them where I went. I didn’t know how long I’d be gone either, so I took my things.” 
 
    She dipped her head. “We all assumed you’d taken off in the night.” 
 
    He reached up to brush a loose tendril of her dark hair off her cheek, his eyes fixed on her face. “I’d never do that, especially to you.” 
 
    Footsteps had them pulling away from each other, and Vin appeared. “Cook’s fixin’ up some cowboy chili to stick to our ribs after all the work we still got left today. I’m headin’ to the bunkhouse to take a load off for a few before chores. Who’s coming with me?” 
 
    All the guys jumped up, looking stiff and worn but eager for some chili. 
 
    “Hey!” Noble called out to them. 
 
    They turned. 
 
    “Don’t defile the bunkhouse bathroom after all that chili!” 
 
    Laughter followed, but Gracie heard a boot step on the porch behind them and threw a glance over her shoulder to see none other than Blackburn standing there, taking in the exchange. 
 
    “Dalton. Watkins. A word.” Blackburn turned to go into the house, leaving Gracie and Noble to stare at one another. 
 
    “What do you think he wants?” she asked, low. 
 
    “Don’t rightly know. Best get it over with.” He bumped his shoulder into hers. 
 
    Together, they stepped onto the wide front porch of the house and followed Blackburn inside. The place looked the same, a cool haven compared to the heat of the flames they’d spent most of the night battling. Then again this morning, they’d all been out checking that the herd was safe. They had round-the-clock monitors on the field to make sure it didn’t ignite a second time as well. 
 
    Gracie’s boot heels rang out on the slate floors as she made her way to Blackburn’s office as before. When she and Noble entered, he waved to the seats in front of the desk. 
 
    She tensed as she sank to the chair—she didn’t have good memories of being in this office and doubted things would improve today. 
 
    When Noble sat, he fixed Blackburn in his stare. 
 
    The man looked between them. 
 
    Gracie firmed her jaw and reached over to take Noble’s hand, right there for the man to see. Noble tightened his fingers around hers, and they gave a united front. She dared Blackburn to bring up the ultimatum he’d given her now. 
 
    Blackburn dropped his gaze to his desktop a moment and then looked at them again. “I owe you both a big thank-you.” 
 
    “Owe us all one, the way I see it,” Noble drawled. 
 
    “It took every man on this ranch to fight that fire,” she added. 
 
    “Yes, and they will all be thanked and rewarded. But I wanted to speak to you two for another reason.” 
 
    Gracie was glad she had hold of Noble’s hand, just in case she felt like punching out Blackburn’s pearly whites. 
 
    “Both of you know you’re our top picks here to stay on the ranch.” 
 
    She jerked her head to look at Noble, who was looking back. She hadn’t known Noble had been given the same information as she had, and obviously, he was just as out of the loop. 
 
    She arched a brow at Blackburn. “But last time I was here, you told me I could stay only if I stopped seeing Noble.” To punctuate her stance on this, she raised their joined hands for the man to see. 
 
    As soon as the words passed her lips, she felt Noble’s muscles lock. He half-rose from his seat to glare at Blackburn. 
 
    He nodded. “I know, and it was wrong of me. I was goin’ off past issues involving my daughter. But you two have both proven you’re not the same—you can do a great job here while still being involved in a relationship. I want to offer my apologies.” 
 
    Noble relaxed, but just barely. “So what are you offering us now?” 
 
    Blackburn sat back in his seat. “Same as I was before, minus the mumbo jumbo about the relationship. Even if we searched for a decade, it’s not likely we’d find two ranch hands as good as you.” 
 
    She pushed out the breath she’d been holding. 
 
    Noble squeezed her hand. “Would you mind excusing us for a bit to talk this through, sir?” 
 
    She almost laughed out loud—the cocky man had the audacity to ask Blackburn to leave his own office. 
 
    For a moment, he hesitated and then a trace of a grin crossed his face and he stood. “Take as much time as you’d like.” 
 
    Gracie waited for the fading sound of his footsteps on the floors before turning to Noble. “I can’t believe you—” 
 
    He silenced her with a finger over her lips. His hazel eyes loomed close. “He actually threatened to send you off the ranch because of me?” 
 
    She chewed her lip and nodded. “What did he say to you?” 
 
    “Only that I was chosen to stay.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    He cocked a brow. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “Guess we’d better improve our communication skills if we’re making this work.” 
 
    “What is this?” He turned to her suddenly, vehemence echoing in his tone. “Gracie, what are we doing here?” 
 
    “Well… I don’t know what you’re doin’, cowboy, but I’m in love with you. And if we’re both invited to stay without conditions…” 
 
    He grabbed her, lifted her out of the chair and plunked her in his lap. Then he cupped her face and kissed her long and hard. She was breathing heavy and wiggling in his lap by the time he raised his head to stare into her eyes. 
 
    “Wonder if Blackburn’s daughter ever used this desk for makin’ love?” he drawled. 
 
    She giggled. “Prob’ly. I know I would if he were my daddy.” 
 
    “Rebel.” 
 
    She grinned and scuffed her knuckles over his angular jaw. “What do you think, Noble?” 
 
    “All I know is that where you are, I’ll be. You’re my life now, Gracie darlin’. I love you.” 
 
    Happy butterflies took flight in her stomach, and she moved in to brush her lips over his. “Then let’s do this.” 
 
    “I’ve got one more thing to negotiate.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “A double bed in the room in the barn so we get out of the bunkhouse.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Noble climbed into the passenger side of Gracie’s truck. “I’m not used to riding shotgun,” he said. 
 
    “You afraid of a woman driver?” She started the engine. 
 
    “Nah. I’ve seen you drive something ten times the size o’ this truck, remember?” 
 
    “And I did it damn well too,” she put the sass into her tone, hoping for one of his crooked smiles. 
 
    “Won’t argue that.” 
 
    “I just know you’re sitting there thinking up things to best me at.” 
 
    “Well,” he drawled, leaning back to adjust his shiny bronc ridin’ belt buckle, “I’ve got a few things in mind.” 
 
    She laughed. “You wouldn’t let me on a bronc—you took that horse to keep me from breaking a bone, remember?” 
 
    “You can ride a cowboy instead.” 
 
    She threw him a grin, which he returned, and she drove out of the Blackburn Ranch onto the newly smoothed road. “They finally finished the construction.” 
 
    “No more of that noise and dust.” 
 
    “We’re both country at heart. We like our peace and quiet, but we’re not likely to get any today once we reach my family’s place. You sure you’re up to another day with the Daltons?” 
 
    He chuckled. “I had a great time before.” 
 
    “Yeah, but this time it’s a huge reunion. You’ll meet my parents. Even my aunt’s crazy sister Diane will be there. Be prepared for weird stories.” 
 
    He eyed her. “Will they be true?” 
 
    “Likely.” 
 
    “I enjoy me a good tale.” He got comfy in the seat, but she noted he was staring at her curves. A warmth seeped over her, and suddenly, she got an idea in mind. 
 
    Whipping it off the road, she bumped out through a field that belonged to Blackburn but wasn’t used as pasture, being so near the road. 
 
    “Whoa! Did we blow a tire or what?” Noble sat up straight, hanging on to the holy-shit handle. 
 
    She drew to a stop. With a flirty smile, she crooked her finger at him. 
 
    “Oh yeah, darlin’.” He unbuckled his seatbelt in order to lean across the console. Hooking a hand behind her nape, he yanked her in. The crush of his lips promised so much more if she cared to find a secluded place. 
 
    Heat shivered up and down her insides, and she melted into his caress. The kiss went from wild to slow and sensual. Finally, he ran his tongue over her lower lip in the most tender of brushes. 
 
    She let out a ghost of a sigh and lowered her forehead to his. “I love you, you know.” 
 
    “I loved you first.” 
 
    Laughing now that he’d make even that into a competition, she planted herself behind the wheel again and slowly maneuvered back onto the road while he buckled his seatbelt once more. 
 
    The rest of the drive to the family homestead was filled with happy banter between them. By the time they arrived, she was eager to introduce him to the family in a more permanent way. 
 
    When they parked among the dozens of pickups there and made the walk to the house, Noble let out a low whistle. “This is all your family?” 
 
    “Yep. I see some of the Colorado crew is here too. They don’t often make the trip. C’mon.” She grabbed his hand and picked up the pace. 
 
    A couple of her cousins’ wives spotted her at the same time and came out of the big tent they had erected to greet them. Then a few others got introduced to her man. Pretty soon she’d dragged Noble all around the place, showing him off to every man, woman and child there. 
 
    When she cornered her parents, her mother’s eyes widened. No doubt it was a shock to the woman who’d raised her that Gracie might have settled enough to find a love interest. 
 
    “Noble, these are my parents,” she announced. 
 
    He released her hand to grip each of theirs in a firm handshake, showing what he was made of. “Good to meet you both.” 
 
    “Noble works on the Blackburn with me. We’ll both be stayin’ on too.” 
 
    Her father’s grin was all the reward she needed, and he hugged her tight. “So proud of my girl, but I knew you’d best every guy who applied for the job.” 
 
    “I even bested this one a time or two.” She nudged Noble with an elbow. 
 
    He chuckled. “Several times. But I got her back a few times.” 
 
    After that, Aunt Maggie announced the food was ready, and she and Noble got into line with her parents for the huge buffet. There was a roasted pig as well as rotisserie chickens, dozens of salads and enough corn on the cob to keep an army of pigs happy. 
 
    They shared their meal, both her parents getting to know Noble better. Then he was called out by her brothers to join into a horseshoe tournament, and Gracie waved him off with a smile. 
 
    Her oldest cousin Hank sidled up next to her. “Hey, Gracie.” 
 
    She gave him a smile and a hug. As a young girl, her much older cousin had intimidated her, but in the recent years since her brothers had joined the Dalton Ranch operation, she and Hank had had more opportunities to spend time together. 
 
    “You sure you trust your brothers with Noble?” 
 
    She chuckled. “Question is can I trust Noble with my brothers.” 
 
    Hank laughed but then grew serious. “I haven’t had a chance to talk to you since you left school. Then you went to the Blackburn.” 
 
    She nodded, feeling a flutter of nerves. Where was this conversation going? 
 
    “I know you probably had hopes of coming here and managing the finances.” 
 
    She pressed her lips together. “I never expected something to be handed to me, Hank.” 
 
    “No. But we’re family, and you’re damn smart. I know you’d be a huge asset to us. I hope in time we can afford you.” 
 
    She studied his face. He was serious. “If it ever happens that you need my expertise, even for an afternoon of looking over the books, I’m here for you, Hank. But I don’t expect to live and work the ranch the way my brothers have. I’ve made my own place on the Blackburn, and I’m happy for now.” 
 
    “You won’t stay there forever?” 
 
    She laughed. “Is anything forever? People change, life changes. We need to roll with it all. I’m happy with the Blackburn and Noble, but eventually I’m sure I’ll want a family, and then it will be time to make a move.” 
 
    “Hopefully by then we’ll be in a position to fix you up with an office here, Gracie.” 
 
    Moving close, she hugged her cousin. “I appreciate it, Hank. I will look forward to it.” 
 
    He planted a kiss on her cheek, and then his oldest daughter ran up to him, asking if she and another cousin could take the horses out for a trail ride. Gracie waved him off to make sure the girls were safely underway, thinking of how many of these reunions she made her escape on horseback too. 
 
    She helped the ladies clean up the buffet and then wandered out to watch the horseshoe competition happening in the yard. Seated on a quilt spread on the grass, she and her sisters called out jeering comments and placed bets on who would win. 
 
    “Now this one, I’d place all my money on,” Gracie called out as the hunkiest of all got up to make his toss. 
 
    Noble pivoted, a grin plastered across his face. “That’s good, because soon it’ll be my money too. I plan on marryin’ ya, Gracie.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped, and her sisters squealed and clapped. Noble made a dead ringer, the clank of iron on iron practically their wedding bells. 
 
    Jessamine reached over and slowly closed Gracie’s jaw. “Don’t worry, Sis—you can still wear your boots.” 
 
    Noble’s high score had everyone cheering. Or maybe they were really cheering for what he’d just said to her. 
 
    He walked back and kept coming toward her, purpose in those long-legged strides. The gold of his buckle caught the sunlight and gleamed. He stopped before her, and she squinted up into his eyes. 
 
    He held a hand out to her. “Gracie.” 
 
    Her insides turned to total mush at the way he said her name. 
 
    She put her hand into his and allowed him to pull her to her feet. Her sisters giggled as they walked off together. 
 
    “They know we’re going to find ourselves a nice hay bale to hide behind,” Noble drawled. 
 
    Gracie sent him a heated look. “Race ya.” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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